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ETHICS AND THE DIGNITY OF MAN

Dog. Dr. Mehmet AYDIN

The question of the dignity of man is mainly a problem of
religion and ethics. Different branches of science that take man
as-a subject of inguiry. do not - and as a matter of fact cannot-
busy themselves with man as a spiritual being. Science has
o means to dwell upon the spiritual inherent in man. It tells us
that man is so and so and does so and so. Science never tells
us what sort of creature man ought to try to be and -how he
- ought to behave. |

Classical ethics, i.e. moral philosophy has always occupied
imdf with the valuation of things persons, characters and the
woluﬂtary actions of man. Rehglon does the same sort of valua-
tion, although it has some other fundamental questions. Hdw'
ving the above-mentioned function of ethics in mind, we may
divide ethical theories into two main classes : Theories of valu-
es, and theories of moral obligation. The first ones tell us what
is worthwhile in life, whereas the others tell us what we, as mo-
- ral beings, ought to do so as to attain what is worthwhile. The-
re are still more comprehensive theories which deal with such
questions as the value and the unigueness of man, and the ulti-
mate meaning of life. Now, in the analysis and the valuation of
any given culture, the question of man as mor al bemg has the
absolute pricrity and. 1mp01 tance.

What is man? Well, the answer to this question, as we all
know, has always varied from age to age, culture to culture
and even person to person. «He is a viceregent of God» for the
Kur'an. «A useless passion» for an existentialist. «An animal that
produces and consumes» for some cther ideologies. «A combinati-
on of physico - chemical substances» for a simple minded scien-
t:st. Unfortunately, the wrong emphasis of valuations of man
‘and life vis-a-vis wealth, material welfare and so forth is quite
widespread nowadays, Therefore, it is not suprising to see that
man is described as «industrial or t%haoiagmai man, stuffed
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man one-dimesional man, alienated man lonely man etc*» Such
an attitude and description is no doubt very unethical indeed.

) ©or oy, oy e
In the following lines I will try to say something about the
main characteristics of «The Moral Man of the Kur'an», and the
dignity of man vis-a-vis Islam. As we all know, the Kur'an is’
a Book about man. To use the terminology of the holy scripture,
«it is a guidence for mankind»?. According to the Kur'an, man is
a unique creature. Now to call something ‘unique’ is to empha-
sise differences rather than similarities. The things that dif-
ferentiate man from the rest of creation have amply been des-
cribed in sc many verses of the Kur'an. For instance, in the
story of the creation of Adam?® man is described as a being
who has rationality, understanding and will. From one point
of view, man is just like any other created being. He is a natural
treature moulded out of clay. But from another point of view,
he is unique, since God says: «I breathed My spirit into him»*. This
means that man is composed of mud and divine spirit. He is al-
s0 a God - taught creature. After the biological completion of
man’s existence, God «taught him all the names»®, ie. all
that is required to make him a knowing being. In another verse
it is said that God «taught man, that he knew not»°. Now, the
nobility and superiority of man over other creatures, including
angels, derive from knowledge which enables him to unders-
tand himself, his universe and his Creator. In fact, he is the
one who tells himself who he is. No creature - except man - ask
guestions about the meaning and purpose of life. This ise one
of the reasons for our considering man as unigue, certainly on
earth, and probably in the whole universe.

Again, man is unique be(_:_a.uée he is the bearer in the world
of the heavy responsibility of not only understanding but also
free - will. The Kur'an says that he is the bearer of «amana»

{1) For the evaluation of such description ses, Dr. C. Igbal, «The Ethics of
the Probhet and the Modern Man», a paper read in the First Internati-
onal Congress on Seerat, Pakistan, 1978,

{2) Bakara, 185, '

{3) Bakara, 30.

(4} Hicr, 28.

{5) Bakara, 30.

(8) 'Alag, 4.
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(Trust) which is sometimes translated as <«regson», «responsi-
bility» or «free - will»". We read in the story of creation of Man
that Adam was told by God not to approach the forbidden Tree.
Such an act of commandig would be meaningless if Adam were
incapable of not obeying the command. In an indirect way, the
prohibition in question indicates that Adam was face to face
with the reality of disobedience and thus sin. Now, wrongdoing
‘and the state of sin are the effect as well as the condition, of
freedom. This means that moral evil begins with moral free-
dom Adam was not free, if by it we mean pure spontaneity. Fre-
edom is the creation of character by character, self by self. No
doubt, we do not start from the absolute zero. Adam was crea-
ted and we are all born - with some potentialities the realiza-
tion of which is considered is the sole aim of moral struggle.
The in-built potentialities however, only qualify or limit man’s
freedom, and do not determine it all - in - all. The world exis-
ted long before us and before the Father of human race. There-
fore, our liberty is qualified by some factors arising out of our
'selves, the limitation of our individuallities, the necessities of o- '
ur lives and so on. Thus absolute freedom is but a myth,

The first Man was not free to possess or not to possess the
capacity of knowledge. As we have just pointed out, Adam was
e, God _ taught being. This process of teaching and instruciing
should be understood and interpreted as a directive factor, and
not as a totally determining force. Otherwise God’s prohibiting
adarm not to commit wrongdoing would be absurd if Adam was
not free to choose cr not  to choose between the act of obedience
and disobedience. Despite some difficult theological questions,
* one can say that by giving man liberty and conscience, God wil-
lingly abdicated a part of His omnipotence in favour of His cre-
“atures; and this represents the spark of the Spirit of God in man.

The existence of knowledge and free will in man ma,kes
the human condition very problematic indeed. In fact, man
lives in an existential tension. His being streches out over the
-~ distance between the baked clay and the divine spirit In him
there are the forces of integration as well as disintegration. The
combination of the opposing tendencies in man’s nature creates
motion - or a dialectic if you like - which results in a constant

{7} Ahzab, 72
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struggle. It is due to the existence of free will, that man has,
the inner power to transform his human condition from the
stage of the irraticnal self which, as the Kur’an says, «incites
man to evil>® to the stage of «self - reproaching seli>®, and ul-
timately to the stage where the self attains a complete «satis-
tion»"?. Now, such a transformation is possible, since man can
act against his own instinctual nature; something no other cre-
ature seems to be able to do. This also shows that man is not
a one-dimensional being attached to g single stage of existence,

There are many verses in the Kur'an that show how the
human condition can be smooth and bright, and can also be
gloomy and miserable. Sometimes-the opposing states of man’s
existence is summed up in one and the same verse. Let us read
some of them - |

«We indeed created man in the fairest stature then we res-
tored him the lowest of the low...»" : |
«We have honoured the thlldren of Adam a,nd carried them
on land and sea, and provided them with good things, and
preferred them greatly over many of those we created, »'?
«If you count God’s blessing, you will never number it; su-
rely man is sinful, unthankful »™

1t is clear that the full responsibility of man’s becoming this
or that sort of person lies ultimately in his hands although he
usually blames others for his own failure, as beatlfuﬂy stated in
the following verse:

«And when we let man taste mercy from us, he r’e}mces in it;
hut if some evil befalls him for that his own hands have for-
warded, then surely man is unthankful.»™

~Now it is time to say a few words about man’s social res-
ronsipility which is directly connected with the question of the

(8) Yuisuf, 53.
(9) Kiyama 2
{10) Facr, 27
{11) Tin, 4.
(12) Isra. 73.

(13) Tbrahim, 38.
(14) Sdra, 48,
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dignity of man. The application of the Islamic idea of viceroy
{(khalifa) and Trust (aména) to the social realm must lead to
the emergence of a social philosophy that stresses human equ-
ality, distributive justice and so omn. Islamic social philosophy
~with its motto ‘One God and One Humanity’ - is but a direct con-
cequence of Kur'anic conception of man. Man can realize his
God - given potentialities only in a communal life, He, in order
to see the full meaning of human existence, ought to have an ac-

" tive relation with social and natural environment. Goodness, or

what the Kur'an calls birr and tagwi is a social rather than in-
dividual achievement. The following Kur'anic statement is very
clear about this? o : )

It is not goodness (or ‘righteousness’) that ye turn your ia-
 ces to the East and to the West, but true goodness is this :
To believe in God and the Last Day, the angels, the Book,
and the Prophets; to give of one's subtance, however che-
" rished, to kinsmen and orphans, the needy, the traveller, beg-
gars; and to ransom the slave; to perform the prayer, to pay
the alms...”® ,

_ Practically all major ethical terms have social connotations.
Talking of generosity, courage, truth, faithfulness and so on wo-
uld be meaningless, if there were no one to whom to assist or tell
the truth etc. | |

Man’s ethical progress starts with some sense of self - res-
pect and goes to further stages of development by treating ot-
“hers not as a means but as an end. Man, in order to be a truly mo-
ral being, ought to <be saved from the pittiness of his own self»,
as the Kur'an says. He'is an open creature capable of seeing
~ others in the same way as he sees himself. He feels that he belo-
ngs to a community the destiny of which is very much tied up
with the destiny of his own. Thus to be good is not enough; man
- ought to work hard to make others good as well. He is the being
who is able not only to understand his natural and social sur-
roundings, but to change. them. To use the Kur'anic expression,
" man ought to remove the «corruption» (fesad) and implant go-
odness. and thus «to reform the earth.» It is because of such ca-
pacity of man that the Kur'an says'

«He (God) has subjected to you what is in the heavens and

{15) Bakara, 177,
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what is in the earth, all together from God. Surely in that are
signs for a people who reflect™®».

Muslims, individually as well as collectively, are in charge of
ostablising a viable, egalitarian, ethically based social order.
To ignore this collective responsibility might invite, as the
Kur'an says, a total destruction. Those who neglected their res-
ponsibilities and let corruption of whatever kind take place had
to face the «judgement of history». They were destroyed, says
the Kur'an, and «neither the heavens nor the earth wept for
them'"». Now corruption can flourish in any field of life, although
the term has an overwhelming moral sense. Moral laxity, eco-
nomic explotation, racialism and so many other evils have their
chares in the coming into existence of corrupted social theories
and practices. In a corrupted social frame work it becomes al-
most impossible for individuals to preserve - their moral integrity
and intellectual honesty. Even the use of scientific technology
and economic growth, although in themselves have nothing to do
with the spread of corruption, contribute to the degradation of -
man's dignity, No doubt, the moral man of the Kur'an ought
- to work for the growth of science and technology on which the
present economic order depends. But he ought never allow him-
self to be a mere product of amoral and nonreligious factors of
human culture. The moral man should be in g position to rede-
fine the authentic development in moral terms. He has to make
it very clear that to be a«man of time» is not only to become miore
powerful and prosperous but to become more sthical i. e. faithful,
honest, just, tolerant kind and so on. His task is ver y difficult in-
deed, but there is no reason for him to be pessimistic. The Word;
of God clearly promlses the victory of the right. '

_ For the Kur'an it is «The Morally Best» who shall «inherit
the earth» and not the physically strongest. In a moving passage
it is said that evil is like a foam, and the «foam on the top of
a torrent disappears, and that which is beneficial to mankind
(the alluvium) settles down upon the earth'® The universe is
a creation of a good, just and merciful Creator; thus it cannot be
ethically neutral towards the establihment or rightness and tru-
th. '

(18) Casiya, 12—15.
{(17) Dukhan, 29.
{18) Ra'd, 17.



