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and when thy lord said to the angels, ‘i am placing a vicegerent upon the 
earth,’ they said, ‘Wilt thou place therein one who will work corruption 
therein, and shed blood, while we hymn thy praise and call thee Holy?’ He 
said, ‘truly i know what you know not.’ and He taught adam the names, all of 
them. then He laid them before the angels and said, ‘tell me the names of 
these, if you are truthful.’ they said, ‘Glory be to thee! We have no knowledge 
save what thou hast taught us. truly thou art the Knower, the Wise.’ He said, 
‘adam, tell them their names.’ and when he had told them their names He 
said, ‘Did i not say to you that i know the unseen of the heavens and the earth, 
and that i know what you disclose and what you used to conceal?’ 

the Qur’an, 2:30-33 

He it is Who appointed you vicegerents upon the earth and raised some of you 
by degrees above others, that He may try you in that which He has given you. 
truly thy lord is swift in retribution, and truly He is Forgiving, Merciful. 

the Qur’an, 6:165

Humanity is the vicegerent of God on earth and thus the steward of nature. 
this paraphrases one of the main rallying cries of today’s environmental 
movement in the islamic world, paralleled to a significant degree in other 
religious traditions. that humanity is both vicegerent and steward implies 
a specific trifold relationship between God, humanity, and nature. in other 
words, it implies a metaphysics, which is what i seek to expound here.

the leading voice in today’s islamic intellectual response to the ecological 
crisis, seyyed Hossein Nasr, has provided the following definitive summary 
of the status of the human being in relation to God and the world from an 
islamic perspective:
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pontifical man is the reflection of the Centre on the periphery and the echo of 
the Origin in later cycles of time and generations of history. He is the 
vicegerent of God (khalīfatallāh) on earth, to use the islamic term, responsible 
to God for his actions, and the custodian and protector of the earth of which 
he is given dominion on the condition that he remain faithful to himself as the 
central terrestrial figure created in the form of God, a theomorphic being 
living in this world but created for eternity.

in order to fully appreciate the significance of this statement and of the 
aforementioned slogan of the islamic environmental movement, we must 
examine their origins. We can say with confidence that Qur’anic verses, 
such as those quoted above, and prophetic teachings are at the heart of all 
of this. We are in need, however, of recourse to islamic intellectual literature 
for a deep understanding of what these statements mean and of their 
implications for the contemporary islamic perception of the ecological 
crisis. thus, in this paper, i turn to ibn ‘Arabī (d. 1240), the Great Master 
(al-Shaykh al-akbar) of islamic metaphysics, for a detailed exposition.

Muḥyī al-Dīn Muḥammad ibn ‘Arabī was an islamic metaphysician born 
in what today is spain and in his time was the islamic land of andalusia. For 
centuries he has maintained a profound influence on islamic intellectual 
traditions. a great many of the explanations of the cosmological and 
metaphysical dimensions of reality that the islamic tradition offers today are 
formulated through his teachings. 

For the shaykh, the whole of the islamic creation story is summarised by 
the haḍīth qudsī of the Hidden treasure: 

i was a treasure but was not known. so i loved to be known, and created the 
creatures and made Myself known to them. then they came to know Me.

in ibn ‘Arabī’s metaphysics, mankind and the rest of creation were created 
for the fulfilment of the wish of God expressed in this one statement. the 
single purpose of a human being is to know God in a total way. the 
epistemic faculty that allows mankind this knowledge is unique to humanity. 
it is made possible by the potential to reflect God’s totality within the 
human soul. a full and clear reflection constitutes the realisation of a total 
knowledge of God, as well as the spiritual realisation of the human soul. in 
attaining this, one fulfils the primary responsibility of vicegerency. this 
double-realisation is reflected in another famed haḍīth qudsī, ‘Whosoever 
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knows himself knows his lord.’ the implication of the trifold relationship 
between God, the world, and the human being viewed in light of the 
possibility of such realisation is what i investigate here. simply put, i wish 
to explain the metaphysical foundation of vicegerency, as it has been 
expounded by ibn ‘Arabī.

as for terminology, regarding the object of human vicegerency, ibn 
‘Arabī does not use the arabic equivalent of ‘nature’ in the writings of his 
that concern us here, but rather that of ‘the world’ or ‘creation’. However, 
it is a logical next step to transpose findings on the implications of 
mankind’s vicegerency for creation to those for the natural world. indeed, 
it hardly seems like a transposition at all, especially given the nearly 
synonymous relationship that the two concepts have in islamic cosmological 
literature, particularly the writings of ibn ‘Arabī that we examine here. Of 
course, there are dimensions to the word al-‘ālam, that do not immediately 
refer to the natural world. For the purposes of this essay, however, the 
dimension that refers to ‘nature’ is all that concerns us. this is evident in the 
analyses that i provide, but not the translations. For the latter, al-‘ālam is 
rendered by ‘the world’ or ‘creation’. i do this for the sake of staying true 
to the shaykh’s terminology when citing him, although preferring a more 
relevant term in my own writings. ibn ‘Arabī’s reference to God (Allāh) as 
the real (al-Ḥaqq) is also worth noting when reading the translations. 

While many works of the shaykh address the topic at hand, the questions 
that this essay seeks to answer are treated in detail in the first chapter of the 
ringstones of Wisdom (Fuṣūṣ al-ḥikam), namely ‘the ringstone of Divine 
Wisdom in the Word of adam’ (Faṣṣ ḥikmah ilāhiyyah fī kalimah ādamiyyah), and 
it is this chapter that will be the focus of my attention, though i cite excerpts 
of it in an order that elucidates the sub-topics that we encounter in the 
following pages. i furthermore supplement the few gaps left unfilled by this 
chapter’s treatment of the topic with other resources on the shaykh’s 
worldview or related matters. 

it is only appropriate that we have started with the ḥadīth qudsī of the 
Hidden treasure. it not only provides us with a rich paradigm in which to 
answer our questions, but also frames and structures this very chapter of the 
shaykh’s writings. 
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understanding Mankind in relation to  What is above it

according to the ontological narrative that we examine here: the real 
wished to see Himself through another. thus, He created a comprehensive 
being that encompasses all truths and is able to reflect Him. such a being is 
like a clear mirror unto God. the shaykh so famously starts his first chapter 
to the ringstones of Wisdom:

the real willed, glorified be He, in virtue of His beautiful Names, which are 
innumerable, to see their identities – if you so wish you can say: to see His 
identity – in a comprehensive being that comprises the whole affair insofar as 
it is characterised by existence and His Mystery is manifest to Himself through 
it. For the vision a thing has of itself in itself is not like the vision a thing has of 
itself in another thing, which will be like a mirror for it…

this is clearly a commentary upon the aforementioned creation story. 
Humanity is the instrument through which God facilitates the vision of 
Himself in other than Himself. this is made possible by mankind’s formation 
in the image of God. the human soul is made to reflect the synthesis of the 
Divine Names: 

and so all of the Names, which are divine forms, are manifested in this makeup 
of man, and the function of encompassment and synthesis is achieved through 
his existence.

being made in the total image of God, mankind enjoys the rank of 
vicegerency. the human purpose is to reflect God in a total way in the 
world and, by virtue of this function, to be His vicegerent on earth. the 
human being is thus defined by its encompassment of all truths and its 
consequential capacity for vicegerency of the real. it is such that the 
shaykh writes:

and so the aforementioned was called Man and Vicegerent. as for his being 
Man, it refers to the totality of his makeup and his encompassment of all 
realities.

if the above makes reference to the makeup – and hence to the 
potentiality – of the human being, it must be noted that it is only the fully 
realised human being that facilitates the aforementioned full reflection of 
God in one single point within the cosmos. in the shaykh’s terminology, 
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such a being is referred to as the perfect Human being (al-insān al-kāmil). 
throughout this essay, his references to ‘mankind’, ‘man’, humanity’, or 
‘the human being’ in the generic seem to concern the perfect Human being 
alone, at least when read for the practical realisation of whatever he is 
writing about. Only such a being reflects God totally and so only such a 
being fulfils the responsibilities of vicegerency. in ibn ‘Arabī’s own words:

Were he not manifest in the form of He who entrusted him with Vicegerency, 
within that over which he was made Vicegerent, he would not have been 
Vicegerent. if he did not contain all that was needed of him by the charge over 
which he was set as Vicegerent – and by reason of their dependence upon him 
he would have to possess everything that they needed – he would not be 
Vicegerent over them. Vicegerency is only for the Perfect Human Being… 

Mankind is like a mirror before God. We can also say that mankind serves 
as the function of the pupil to God’s eye. it is the means by which God sees 
Himself in another, thus giving fulfilment to the creation story with which 
we started.

in relation to the real man is like the pupil in relation to the eye, through 
which vision occurs. this is called the faculty of sight. For this reason he was 
called Man, and through him the real looks upon His creation and shows 
mercy upon them. 

thus, regarding mankind’s relationship with God, the human being is at 
once the reflection of the synthesised totality of God’s Names, His 
vicegerent, and the facilitation of His sight in the world. this is such 
notwithstanding the ephemeral and mortal nature of a human being’s life. 
there is something at once mortal and immortal, ephemeral and eternal, 
and created and uncreated in mankind. it is the latter aspect of each of these 
pairs that enables the human being’s synthesised reflection of divinity and 
the former constitutes what is necessary for the existentiation of such a 
reflection outside of God as uncreated. 

existence must be understood here as an attribute of creation and not of 
the uncreated. the etymology of ‘existence’ is of use to us here. the latin 
existere has the sense of ‘to step out’ or ‘to come forth’. Creation, so to 
speak, steps out of God and comes into being. God, as uncreated, is beyond 
such a phenomenon. With this in mind, we can make the following 
observation: regarding its createdness, a human being can only be ‘a 
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comprehensive being that comprises the whole affair insofar as it is 

characterised by existence…’ regarding that which is divine about a human 
being, it is ‘a comprehensive being that comprises the whole affair insofar 

as… His Mystery is manifest to Himself through it.’

understanding Mankind in relation to  What is Below it

total knowledge of God is unique to the realised human state. Not even the 
angels – the seemingly loftiest beings – share in this prerogative. the shaykh 
has made this clear: ‘the angels did not possess the synthesis possessed by 
adam…’ Nor is the attainment of this knowledge within the capacity of the 
rest of creation:

[the world’s] perception of itself does not comprehend the real. it shall ever 
be within a veil that shall remain unlifted, even with its knowledge that it is 
distinguished from its existentiator by reason of its needfulness. indeed, it has 
no share in that necessity of the essence which belongs to the existence of the 
real. it will never perceive God, and because of this reality, God remains 
unknown both to the knowledge through taste and that of witnessing, because 
what comes to be has no place in this.

With adam there were Divine Names the angels did not possess, so neither 
their glorification nor their proclamation of His holiness were like those of 
adam.

it is thus that we can speak of the world as being below a human being. in 
reality, the world can only be such when the human being in question is 
fully realised as the perfect Human being. several Qur’anic verses refer to 
unrealised human beings as being lower than others in creation:

Or do you suppose that most of them hear or understand? truly they are but 
as cattle. Nay, they are further astray from the way. (25:44)

.. truly We created man in the most beautiful stature, then We cast him to the 
lowest of the low, save those who believe and perform righteous deeds for 
theirs shall be a reward unceasing. (95:4-6). 

at the point of a total reflection of God, the shaykh affirms that the realised 
human being surpasses in rank all else in creation:
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… [God] is in every existent thing of the world in the measure of what the 
reality of that existent thing requires of Him, though not one of them possesses 
the totality of the Vicegerent. He surpasses not but through this totality.

if creation shares not mankind’s prerogative of potentially knowing the 
real, it neither shares its responsibility of serving as the real’s vicegerent. 
Mankind is the seal to what the world is. 

He is to the world what the ringstone is to the ring, which is the place of the 
signet and the mark with which the king sets a seal upon his treasures. For this 
reason was he named Vicegerent, for through him the real protects His 
creation, as the seal protects those treasures.

a human being is not the only reflection of God. the cosmos is such too. 
However, while the world reflects God in multiplicity, only the human 
being can reflect God in a synthesised unity. the perfect Human being and 
the totality of the cosmos both reflect God, but only the human being 
reflects God in one single form within a sea of multiplicity. in other words, 
while the world constitutes the very many loci of manifestation of the very 
many Names of God, the perfect Human being constitutes the locus of 
manifestation of the Name Allāh, which is the all-comprehensive Name of 
God that contains in a synthesised way all the other Divine Names. in light 
of this totality, ibn ‘Arabī’s school of metaphysics considers the perfect 
Human being to be like ‘the Face of God in His creatures.’ in an analysis of 
an explanation provided by Jāmī, the fifteenth century authoritative 
expositor of ibn ‘Arabī’s teachings, Chittick writes:

this ‘two-pronged’ self-disclosure of the name allah is the basis for Jāmī’s 
exposition of man’s relation to the cosmos. Man the microcosm (al-‘ālam 
al-ṣaghīr) is the mirror of the macrocosm (al-‘ālam al-kabīr). but in man the 
name allah is manifested in such a way that each one of the individual names 
that are comprehended by it is equivalent to all the others. in other words, the 
divine unity is manifested directly in man in the midst of the multiplicity of 
the world, but the world itself, though also a reflection of the name allah, is 
so in a particularised mode and manifests the relative multiplicity inherent in 
that name. 

Mankind is the spirit to the world as form. the world, without mankind, 
is an unpolished mirror. the spirit to the form – mankind to the world – is 
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the cleansing to the mirror that is otherwise unpolished. the existence of 
the world is thus intimately dependent upon that of humanity.

the real had existentiated the entire world as a body made ready, in 
which there was no spirit, and so it was like an unpolished mirror… the 
situation required that the mirror of the world be clear, and adam was the 
very clearness of this mirror and the spirit of this form.

some Qur’anic commentators have understood the term khalīfah as 
rooted in the word khalafa, which means ‘to come after’, implying that 
‘human beings come after all creatures and all grades of being are 
summarised in the human state,’ complementing ibn ‘arabi’s description of 
mankind as a ‘seal’ to the world. this parallels the role of the prophet 
Muhammad as a seal to the prophets, ending the cycle of prophecy and 
encompassing within him the realities of all other prophets. 

One may be tempted to ask, ‘What of the world before the arrival of 
humanity?’ a response has already been provided by Chittick:

before the actualisation of the human form the world existed and the planets 
revolved. so how can you call man the pole (quṭb) of the cosmos and the means 
whereby it is maintained? Jāmī replies that although man did not exist in the 
sensory world, he did exist in the spiritual world, and the effect of his existence 
was manifest in the lower world.

the time in which the world existed without human presence in the 
sensory world, but only in the spiritual world, is likely the time at which the 
world was like ‘an unpolished mirror.’

Humanity Defined

the perfect Human being is the unique reflection of the synthesis and 
totality of the Names of God, the encompassment of all realities, the pupil 
to God’s eye in the world, and His vicegerent on earth. this realised human 
being is also the spirit to the world’s form, the clarity to the mirror that the 
world is, and, as we see further on, the protector of the world that 
otherwise would not be.

the makeup of a human being is what allows the perfect Human being to 
be a bridge between God and the world.
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Were [adam] not manifest in the form of He who entrusted him with 
Vicegerency, within that over which he was made Vicegerent, he would not 
have been Vicegerent… the makeup of his outward form is made up of the 
realities of the world and its forms, and his inward form is modelled on the 
Form of God Most High.

Mankind is addressed as, on one hand, the reflection of the synthesis of 
God’s Names, and, on the other hand, the reflection of the synthesis of all of 
creation. the human being is the microcosm and the world is the 
macrocosm. One implication of this correspondence is that mankind can 
contemplate the signs of God that it holds within itself outside of itself. this 
act, which is done in the wont of God, as illustrated by the aforementioned 
creation story, is a sign that mankind is a bridge between God and the world. 

something must be said here about the two poles that define the human 
state. Given that which is above mankind and that which is below it, we can 
note that the perfect Human being constitutes the harmonious meeting 
between lordship and servanthood. the former is a quality of a human being 
in relation to other creatures, and the latter in relation to God. the two 
qualities are not necessarily opposed to each other, but rather support each 
other. service of God informs lordship over creation. righteous lordship 
over creation is a means of serving God.

Chittick explains humanity, in light of its relation to God and the world, 
as follows:

thus, only through man does God gaze upon unity in multiplicity. in Himself 
He sees nothing but unity, and in the world nothing but multiplicity. but in 
man unity and multiplicity are combined in such a way that all of God’s 
attributes – in other words the name allah – are manifested within one unitary 
locus of manifestation in the midst of the plurality of the world. Without man, 
a certain mode of divine knowledge would not exist and the infinity of God 
would be limited. this is the same as saying that man must exist.

in itself the Hidden treasure knows its own essence in a unitary mode such 
that every attribute is equivalent to every other. in the world, the Hidden 
treasure observes each of its attributes manifested in various combinations as 
semi-independent realities. Only in man does the Hidden treasure know itself 
as a unity objectified and externalised within the heart of multiplicity.
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the implications of Mankind’s Purpose

Given the relationships that we have just understood – that of mankind with 
what is above it and that of mankind with what is below it – we can now 
address their implications. the former implies that, through the realisation 
of a perfect Human being, God is reflected in a total manner and He sees 
Himself in a thing other than Himself. this constitutes the fulfilment of the 
purpose of creation. 

an implication of what mankind and the world are in light of each other, 
as well as each in light of God, is that mankind safeguards nature, if only 
through the presence of the perfect Human being. such a being is the 
realised vicegerent of God on earth. the fulfilment of this purpose towards 
God – of reflecting Him in a total manner – implies, as the shaykh explains, 
the protection of the rest of creation. 

He is Man, who comes to be and is beginningless, who is perpetual and endless 
in his makeup, who is the separative and unitive Word, and who is the 
subsisting of the world through his existence. He is to the world what the 
ringstone is to the ring, which is the place of the signet and the mark with 
which the king sets a seal upon his treasures. For this reason was he named 
Vicegerent, for through him the real protects His creation, as the seal protects 
those treasures. No one would dare open them so long as the king’s seal was 
still upon them, unless by his leave. it is thus that he is entrusted with 
protecting the world. and so the world shall always be protected so long as this Perfect 

Human Being is found in it.

indeed, without the presence of a fully realised perfect Human being the 
world itself cannot exist:

Do you not see that, when [the perfect Human being] withdraws and is separated 
from the storehouse of the lower-world, there shall remain none of what God 
had stored therein, and that what had been there shall depart away…?

being uniquely made in the image of God, the human being alone can 
become vicegerent. this prerogative is planted as a seed into the human 
being’s makeup, sprouting into life upon realisation as the perfect Human 
being whose purpose is to know and reflect God in a total manner. such a 
being is the spirit to the world as form. Consequential to mankind’s 
knowledge of God is mankind’s protection of the world, and so of the 
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natural world. thus, the world cannot be without a realised human being, 
whose fulfilment of purpose towards that which is above protects that 
which is below. the very existence of the perfect Human being is that which 
safeguards the world.

Now you know the wisdom of the makeup of adam, by which i mean his 
manifest form, and you also know the makeup of adam’s spirit, by which i 
mean his inner form. He is the real/creation. you also know the makeup of his 
station, which is the totality by virtue of which he merits Vicegerency.
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