
sayyid qutb social justice in islam
Sayyid Qutb's profound engagement with the concept of social justice within Islam continues to
resonate deeply within contemporary Islamic thought and activism. His seminal works, particularly
"Milestones," offer a radical reinterpretation of Islamic principles, placing social justice at the
forefront of the faith's mission. This article delves into Qutb's perspective, exploring his critique of
existing social and political structures, his vision for an Islamic social order, and the enduring
impact of his ideas on the discourse surrounding Islamic social justice. We will examine his
understanding of jahiliyyah in the modern context, his emphasis on liberation from all forms of
oppression, and his call for an active, conscious Muslim community dedicated to establishing a just
society.

Understanding Sayyid Qutb's Vision of Social Justice in
Islam

Sayyid Qutb, a prominent Egyptian Islamist thinker, devoted much of his intellectual and activist life
to articulating a comprehensive framework for social justice rooted in Islamic teachings. He believed
that Islam, in its purest form, inherently championed equality, fairness, and the eradication of
oppression. For Qutb, social justice was not merely an addendum to Islamic practice but a
foundational pillar, integral to the very essence of the faith. His writings challenged prevailing
notions and called for a return to the revolutionary spirit of early Islam, which he argued had been
diluted by cultural accretions and political compromises over centuries.

Qutb's understanding of social justice was deeply intertwined with his concept of tawhid (oneness of
God). He argued that true tawhid demanded not only individual devotion but also the establishment
of a social order that reflected God's sovereignty and justice. This meant dismantling all systems that
usurped God's authority, including oppressive political regimes, exploitative economic structures,
and discriminatory social hierarchies. His vision was one of a society free from the subjugation of
man by man, where every individual could live with dignity and freedom, guided by divine principles.

The Concept of Jahiliyyah in Modern Islamic Social Justice
Discourse

A cornerstone of Sayyid Qutb's critique of existing societies was his reinterpretation of the term
jahiliyyah. Traditionally referring to the pre-Islamic era of ignorance and paganism, Qutb expanded
this concept to encompass any society that deviated from Islamic principles and divine law,
regardless of its professed religion or technological advancement. He argued that many modern
nation-states, even those with Muslim populations, operated under systems of jahiliyyah
characterized by rampant injustice, materialism, and the worship of human-made ideologies over
God's revealed truth. This modern jahiliyyah, in his view, manifested as authoritarianism, economic
inequality, social stratification, and the suppression of genuine Islamic values.

Qutb saw this modern jahiliyyah as a direct antithesis to the social justice envisioned by Islam. He



believed that such societies perpetuated a state of ignorance about true human purpose and societal
well-being. By identifying and critiquing these contemporary forms of jahiliyyah, Qutb aimed to
awaken Muslims to the urgent need for societal transformation and the establishment of an Islamic
order that would uphold justice and equity for all. His insistence on this concept provided a powerful
framework for analyzing and challenging oppressive structures, making it a central theme in
discussions about Islamic social justice.

Liberation from Oppression: A Core Tenet of Qutb's Social
Justice

For Sayyid Qutb, social justice in Islam was fundamentally about liberation. He posited that Islam's
primary mission was to free humanity from all forms of bondage, be it political, economic, social, or
intellectual. This liberation was not a passive state but an active struggle against oppressive forces
and systems that denied individuals their inherent dignity and rights. He emphasized that the
Islamic revolution, as exemplified by the Prophet Muhammad, was a movement of liberation for the
oppressed masses from the tyranny of the ruling elite and the prevailing ignorance of their time.

Qutb's concept of liberation extended beyond mere political freedom. It encompassed freedom from
poverty and exploitation, freedom from discriminatory social norms, and freedom from the
ideological shackles of secularism and materialism. He argued that an Islamic social order, as
envisioned by the Quran and Sunnah, provided the most comprehensive framework for achieving
this multifaceted liberation. This focus on liberation positioned Qutb's ideas as a powerful call to
action for those seeking to rectify societal ills and establish a just and equitable world based on
Islamic principles.

Qutb's Prescriptive Framework for an Islamic Social
Order

Sayyid Qutb did not limit his discourse to critique; he also provided a robust vision for the ideal
Islamic social order that would embody true social justice. This vision was not a static blueprint but
a dynamic framework inspired by the foundational texts of Islam, interpreted through the lens of
contemporary challenges. He stressed the paramount importance of implementing God's law
(shari'ah) as the ultimate source of legislation and social organization, believing it to be the most
equitable and benevolent system for human governance. The objective was to create a society where
the principles of justice, compassion, and accountability were meticulously upheld in all spheres of
life.

Qutb's prescription for an Islamic social order emphasized the concept of collective responsibility,
where every member of the community was accountable for upholding justice and striving against
wrongdoing. He envisioned a society characterized by economic fairness, where wealth was
distributed equitably and the needs of the poor and vulnerable were systematically addressed. This
ideal order was to be free from class distinctions and racial discrimination, fostering a sense of
universal brotherhood and sisterhood among all Muslims and, indeed, all humanity, under the
umbrella of Islamic ethics.



The Role of the Conscious Muslim Community (Ummah)

Central to Sayyid Qutb's blueprint for social justice was the concept of a conscious and active
Muslim community, the ummah. He believed that the establishment and maintenance of a just
Islamic society depended on the collective effort and commitment of its members. This ummah was
not to be a passive recipient of governance but an empowered entity, vigilant in its adherence to
Islamic principles and proactive in correcting deviations and injustices. Qutb called for a spiritual
and intellectual awakening within the Muslim community, enabling them to discern truth from
falsehood and to actively work towards societal reform.

Qutb's emphasis on the ummah underscored the idea that social justice was a shared responsibility,
not solely the domain of rulers or scholars. He advocated for active participation in public life, for
the promotion of Islamic values through education and advocacy, and for the establishment of
institutions that would serve the welfare of the community. The conscious Muslim community, in his
view, was the engine of change, capable of transforming societal realities by embodying and
implementing the principles of Islamic social justice in their daily lives and collective endeavors.

Economic Justice and the Eradication of Exploitation

Sayyid Qutb placed significant emphasis on economic justice as an indispensable component of
social justice in Islam. He was deeply critical of capitalist and socialist economic systems alike,
arguing that both often led to exploitation and inequality, failing to uphold the divine mandate for
equitable wealth distribution. Qutb believed that Islam provided a distinct economic paradigm that
prioritized the needs of the poor and ensured that resources were utilized for the collective good
rather than for the enrichment of a select few.

His economic vision included principles such as the prohibition of usury (riba), the mandatory
charity (zakat), and the concept of communal ownership of essential resources. Qutb argued that
these Islamic economic tenets were designed to prevent the concentration of wealth, curb excessive
greed, and ensure that every member of society had access to the basic necessities of life. He saw
economic exploitation as a direct violation of Islamic social justice, and he tirelessly advocated for
the implementation of an economic system that would foster fairness, compassion, and solidarity
among all members of the ummah.

Equality and the Abolition of Discrimination

A fundamental aspect of Sayyid Qutb's conception of social justice in Islam was the absolute equality
of all individuals before God and in society, irrespective of their race, ethnicity, gender, or social
standing. He drew heavily on the egalitarian spirit of Islam's foundational period, highlighting how
the Prophet Muhammad dismantled pre-Islamic tribalism and class distinctions. Qutb vehemently
opposed all forms of discrimination and prejudice, viewing them as antithetical to the universal
message of Islam.

He argued that Islam inherently promotes a meritocratic society where individuals are judged based



on their piety, character, and contribution to the common good, rather than on superficial factors.
Qutb's writings championed the idea that women held an equal spiritual and moral standing with
men, while also acknowledging complementary roles within the family and society, all within a
framework of mutual respect and justice. His consistent advocacy for equality aimed to foster a
society where every person could live with dignity, free from the constraints of prejudice and social
stratification.

The Enduring Legacy of Sayyid Qutb on Islamic Social
Justice

Sayyid Qutb's intellectual contributions have had a profound and lasting impact on the discourse
surrounding social justice within Islam. His radical reinterpretation of Islamic texts, his incisive
critique of contemporary jahiliyyah, and his fervent call for a just Islamic social order have inspired
generations of activists, scholars, and thinkers across the Muslim world and beyond. His emphasis
on liberation from oppression and his vision of an egalitarian society continue to resonate with those
seeking to address societal inequalities and establish a more equitable world order.

While Qutb's ideas have been both celebrated and debated, their influence on shaping contemporary
Islamic thought, particularly concerning social justice, remains undeniable. His works have provided
a powerful intellectual toolkit for understanding and challenging injustice, offering a compelling
vision for an Islamic alternative. The ongoing relevance of his arguments in discussions about
governance, economics, and human rights testifies to the enduring power of his vision for social
justice in Islam.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the core concept of social justice in Sayyid Qutb's
thought regarding Islam?
Sayyid Qutb's concept of social justice in Islam, often termed 'al-'adalah al-ijtima'iyah,' is rooted in
the divine sovereignty of Allah (tawhid) and the idea that justice is an inherent attribute of God,
meant to be reflected in human society. He believed that true social justice is only achievable when
humanity submits to Allah's law (sharia) and rejects all forms of man-made authoritarianism or
exploitation, ensuring the equitable distribution of resources and opportunities.

How did Qutb critique existing social and political systems in
relation to Islamic social justice?
Qutb was a fierce critic of what he termed 'jahiliyyah' (ignorance or pre-Islamic ignorance), which he
saw pervading both traditional Muslim societies and Western-influenced secular systems. He argued
these systems inherently fostered injustice through class exploitation, economic inequality, political
oppression, and the subjugation of the weak, failing to uphold the Islamic ideals of brotherhood,
equality, and compassion.



What role did economic equality play in Qutb's vision of social
justice?
Economic equality was central to Qutb's understanding of social justice. He emphasized that Islam
mandates a system where wealth is not concentrated in the hands of a few, but circulated for the
benefit of all. This included principles like zakat (obligatory charity), prohibition of riba (usury), and
the concept of communal responsibility for the welfare of the less fortunate, aiming to eliminate
poverty and ensure basic needs are met.

How did Qutb connect 'Hakimiyyah' (Sovereignty of God) to
social justice?
Qutb argued that true social justice is inseparable from the concept of 'Hakimiyyah,' the absolute
sovereignty of Allah. He believed that human-made laws and systems inevitably lead to injustice
because they are flawed and serve the interests of the powerful. Only by establishing Allah's
sovereignty, implemented through Sharia, could a just and equitable society be built, where
legislation is guided by divine wisdom and justice.

What was Qutb's perspective on the rights of the oppressed in
his framework of social justice?
Qutb placed a strong emphasis on the rights of the oppressed and marginalized. He saw Islam as a
revolutionary force that liberates humanity from all forms of oppression, whether economic,
political, or social. His writings often highlighted the Quranic injunctions to stand up for justice,
support the downtrodden, and confront those who exploit or oppress others, seeing this as a core
Islamic duty.

Did Qutb's concept of social justice extend to non-Muslims
living in an Islamic society?
While Qutb's focus was primarily on the societal structures within an Islamic framework, the
principles of justice inherent in Islamic teachings, which he championed, traditionally extend
protections and rights to non-Muslims. Islamic jurisprudence, upon which Qutb drew, generally
mandated fair treatment, protection of life, property, and religious freedom for non-Muslim
minorities ('dhimmi') within an Islamic state, provided they adhered to the established social
contract.

How did Qutb's ideas on social justice influence subsequent
Islamic movements?
Sayyid Qutb's articulation of social justice, deeply intertwined with his critique of 'jahiliyyah' and
emphasis on 'hakimiyyah,' significantly influenced many subsequent Islamic revivalist and activist
movements. His ideas provided a powerful intellectual framework for challenging existing political
orders and advocating for a more just, equitable, and divinely-guided society, inspiring both
reformist and, in some interpretations, more radical groups.



What is the relationship between Qutb's concept of social
justice and individual responsibility?
Qutb linked social justice to individual responsibility by emphasizing that each Muslim has a duty to
uphold justice in their own lives and spheres of influence. This includes personal integrity, honest
dealings, and actively working towards a just society. He believed that individual commitment to
Islamic principles of fairness and compassion is essential for the realization of collective social
justice.

Are there any common criticisms leveled against Qutb's
understanding of social justice in Islam?
Common criticisms of Qutb's understanding of social justice include concerns that his strong critique
of existing systems and emphasis on 'hakimiyyah' could be interpreted as advocating for political
upheaval or intolerance towards differing ideologies. Some scholars also point to potential
ambiguities in his economic models, questioning their practical applicability or the extent to which
they differed from contemporary socialist ideas, while others debate the strictness of his
interpretations on various social issues.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to Sayyid Qutb's ideas on social justice in Islam, with short
descriptions:

1. Ma'alim fi al-Tariq (Milestones)
This foundational text outlines Qutb's revolutionary vision for Islamic society. He argues for a
complete break from jahiliyyah (ignorance and pre-Islamic ways) and advocates for a committed
vanguard to lead the Muslim community towards true Islamic governance. The book emphasizes the
necessity of re-establishing divine sovereignty on Earth, which inherently includes establishing
social justice based on Islamic principles.

2. Al-'Adalah al-Ijtima'iyyah fi al-Islam (Social Justice in Islam)
In this work, Qutb meticulously details the concept of social justice as envisioned by Islam. He
contrasts it with Western capitalist and socialist models, asserting that Islam provides a unique and
holistic framework for equitable distribution of wealth and resources. The book explores how Islamic
economic principles, such as Zakat and the prohibition of Riba, are integral to achieving a just
society.

3. Fi al-Tariq ila al-Qur'an (On the Road to the Quran)
This collection of Qutb's writings delves into his methodology of understanding the Quran. He
stresses the importance of comprehending the Quran's message in its entirety, with a particular
focus on its social and ethical dimensions. Qutb argues that a true understanding of the Quran is
essential for Muslims to address contemporary social injustices and build a righteous community.

4. Al-Mustaqbal Lihadhah al-Din (The Future of This Religion)
While broader in scope, this book implicitly addresses social justice through Qutb's call for the
revival of Islam. He posits that the strength and relevance of Islam lie in its ability to provide a
comprehensive code of life, which inherently includes principles of fairness, equality, and



compassion for all members of society. Qutb believed that a genuine Islamic revival would naturally
lead to the rectification of social ills.

5. I'lam al-Waqi' (Announcing the Reality)
This work examines the contemporary state of the Muslim world and critiques the prevalent social
and political systems that Qutb saw as deviating from Islamic ideals. He argues that a lack of true
Islamic governance and the adoption of foreign ideologies have led to widespread social injustice
and oppression. Qutb calls for a return to the foundational principles of Islam to dismantle these
unjust structures.

6. Al-Shalalat al-Islamiyyah (The Islamic Brotherhood)
Though focused on the organizational aspects of Islamic activism, Qutb's vision for the Islamic
Brotherhood was deeply rooted in social justice. He envisioned a movement dedicated to
implementing Islamic principles in all aspects of life, including economic fairness and the
eradication of poverty and exploitation. The ideal Muslim community, for Qutb, was one that actively
worked to uplift the downtrodden.

7. Hikmat al-Maw'id (The Wisdom of the Sermon)
This collection of Qutb's reflections often touches upon the ethical and moral underpinnings of
Islamic teachings. His emphasis on divine guidance as the source of true justice highlights the
spiritual dimension of social reform. Qutb believed that individual piety and collective adherence to
God's commands were prerequisites for establishing a just and equitable society.

8. Qadiyyat al-Filistin (The Palestine Question)
In his discussions on Palestine, Qutb's concern for social justice is evident in his passionate defense
of the oppressed and his critique of colonial and imperialistic forces. He viewed the injustices faced
by Palestinians as a symptom of a broader global system that disregards human rights and Islamic
principles of fairness. His writings call for a just resolution based on Islamic values.

9. Al-Dirasah al-Naqdiyyah li-Qadiyyat al-Fikr al-Hadith (A Critical Study of Contemporary Thought)
Through his critical analysis of modern ideologies, Qutb consistently points out their deficiencies in
addressing fundamental human needs and ensuring social equity. He argues that secularism and
nationalism, in particular, have often failed to create truly just societies. Qutb champions Islam as
the only comprehensive system capable of delivering genuine and lasting social justice.
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