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Abstract 
Justice is a central concept in both Islamic and Western philosophical traditions, shaping moral, 
political, and social thought. While Western philosophy often conceptualizes justice through 
rationalist, contractualist, or utilitarian frameworks, Islamic philosophy situates justice within 
divine law, ethical conduct, and social equilibrium. This paper explores the concept of justice 
across these traditions, examining philosophical foundations, approaches to moral and political 
order, and practical implications. Key thinkers include Plato, Aristotle, John Rawls, al-Farabi, 
al-Mawardi, and contemporary Islamic philosophers. The comparative study highlights 
convergences and divergences in defining justice, the role of law, individual and societal 
responsibilities, and the pursuit of the common good. By examining justice in both frameworks, 
the paper seeks to illuminate shared ethical insights and tensions, offering a nuanced 
understanding of justice as a cross-cultural moral ideal. 
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1. Introduction 
Justice has been a perennial concern of human thought, shaping ethics, law, and governance. 
In Western philosophy, justice has been theorized in terms of fairness, equality, and the moral 
ordering of society, ranging from the Platonic notion of harmony to Rawls’s principles of 
distributive justice. Islamic philosophy, rooted in the Qur’an, Hadith, and classical Islamic 
thought, situates justice (al-‘adl) as both a divine command and a social imperative, 
emphasizing moral rectitude, social welfare, and the balance of rights and duties. 
This paper undertakes a comparative study of justice across Islamic and Western philosophical 
traditions. It investigates the conceptual foundations of justice, the moral and legal frameworks 
that support it, and the philosophical debates surrounding individual rights and societal 
obligations. The study addresses several questions: How do Islamic and Western traditions 
define justice? What roles do divine law, reason, and social consensus play in these definitions? 
How do these traditions balance individual rights and collective welfare? 
Through this comparative analysis, the paper seeks to contribute to cross-cultural philosophical 
dialogue and deepen understanding of justice as a universal yet contextually grounded ethical 
ideal. 
 
2. Justice in Western Philosophy 
2.1. Classical Foundations: Plato and Aristotle 
Western philosophical inquiry into justice begins with the Greeks. Plato, in The Republic, 
conceptualizes justice as harmony within the soul and the polis. Justice occurs when each 
individual performs their proper function and does not interfere with others’ roles. In the ideal 
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state, justice is structural and relational, emphasizing balance and order rather than individual 
rights (Plato, trans. 1992). 
Aristotle’s approach in Nicomachean Ethics and Politics is more practical. He distinguishes 
between: 

 Distributive justice: allocation of resources according to merit or contribution. 
 Corrective justice: rectifying wrongs and restoring balance in transactions. 

For Aristotle, justice is closely tied to virtue, the telos (purpose) of human life, and the 
cultivation of a flourishing society (eudaimonia). Justice is both a moral and political virtue, 
necessary for the good life. 
2.2. Social Contract and Enlightenment Perspectives 
During the Enlightenment, thinkers like Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau redefined justice in terms of social contracts. Justice becomes a rational construct, 
legitimizing political authority and securing mutual obligations. Locke emphasized natural 
rights—life, liberty, and property—as the foundation of justice, while Rousseau highlighted 
the general will as the collective moral compass. 
Immanuel Kant introduced a deontological perspective, emphasizing that justice requires 
respecting the autonomy and dignity of persons. According to Kant, individuals are ends in 
themselves, and justice entails upholding universalizable moral duties rather than merely 
maximizing outcomes. 
2.3. Contemporary Western Philosophy: John Rawls 
John Rawls (1971) revitalized the philosophical discourse on justice in the 20th century with 
his theory of justice as fairness. Using the “original position” and “veil of ignorance,” Rawls 
proposes principles ensuring fair distribution of rights, liberties, and opportunities. His 
framework emphasizes equality, the protection of the least advantaged, and institutional 
structures that sustain fairness. Rawls’s work highlights the rationalist and egalitarian 
orientation of modern Western conceptions of justice. 
 
3. Justice in Islamic Philosophy 
3.1. Qur’anic Foundations 
In Islamic thought, justice (al-‘adl) is a divine attribute and moral imperative. The Qur’an 
repeatedly emphasizes the importance of justice: “Indeed, Allah commands you to render trusts 
to whom they are due and when you judge between people to judge with justice” (Qur’an 4:58). 
Justice is both vertical (between humans and God) and horizontal (among humans), 
encompassing moral, legal, and social dimensions. 
Justice in the Islamic framework is inseparable from ethical conduct, fulfilling rights and 
duties, and maintaining social equilibrium (maslaha). It is seen as both a normative principle 
and a guiding criterion for laws and governance. 
3.2. Classical Islamic Philosophers: al-Farabi and al-Mawardi 
Al-Farabi (872–950 CE) conceptualizes justice as a political and ethical virtue that enables 
the realization of human happiness within the state. For al-Farabi, justice ensures that each 
citizen fulfills their function in accordance with reason, paralleling the Aristotelian idea of 
societal harmony. However, justice is also teleologically oriented: it is instrumental in 
achieving spiritual and societal well-being (Falih, 2009). 
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Al-Mawardi (972–1058 CE) focuses on justice in governance, emphasizing equitable 
administration, adherence to Shari‘a, and protection of public welfare (al-Mawardi, trans. 
1996). Justice entails ensuring rights, maintaining order, and preventing oppression. While 
rooted in divine law, al-Mawardi’s thought emphasizes the practical role of justice in political 
and social structures. 
3.3. Ethics and the Common Good 
Islamic philosophy integrates justice with ethics, law, and social responsibility. The concept 
of maslaha (public interest) allows for flexibility in applying justice, prioritizing welfare, and 
preventing harm. Justice involves balancing individual rights and societal duties, ensuring that 
neither private interest nor state power overrides ethical obligations. 
 
4. Comparative Analysis of Concepts of Justice 
4.1. Foundations: Divine vs. Rational 
One key difference lies in the source of legitimacy: 

 Islamic philosophy grounds justice in divine law, ethical conduct, and revelation. 
Human reason complements but does not override divine commands. 

 Western philosophy often bases justice on rationality, social contract, or consensus, 
emphasizing human autonomy and deliberation as the foundation of moral law. 

Both traditions, however, converge in recognizing justice as essential for social harmony, 
ethical conduct, and human flourishing. 
4.2. Individual vs. Collective Orientation 
Western thought, particularly modern theories, emphasizes individual rights, autonomy, and 
equality, whereas Islamic philosophy stresses collective welfare, social equilibrium, and 
ethical duties. For example, Rawls prioritizes equitable distribution and protection of rights, 
while al-Mawardi emphasizes adherence to ethical law for societal stability. Yet, both 
recognize the interdependence of individuals and society: justice is impossible without 
attention to both personal and collective well-being. 
4.3. Justice as Virtue and Law 
Both traditions intertwine ethical virtue and legal frameworks: 

 Aristotle and al-Farabi see justice as a moral virtue enabling individuals and societies 
to achieve the good life. 

 Kantian, Rawlsian, and Islamic approaches incorporate institutional and legal 
mechanisms to ensure justice. 

The difference lies in the grounding of norms—divine law versus reason and social 
consensus—but both stress the alignment of ethical principles with societal order. 
4.4. Addressing Inequality 
Modern Western philosophy emphasizes egalitarian justice, redistributive mechanisms, and 
protection of the disadvantaged. Islamic philosophy also addresses inequality through 
principles such as zakat (almsgiving), prohibition of usury, and equitable governance. Both 
traditions share a moral concern for the vulnerable, though the rationale differs: divine mandate 
in Islam and rational fairness in Western thought. 
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5. Justice and Governance 
5.1. Rule of Law 
Both traditions recognize the rule of law as central to justice: 

 In Islam, adherence to Shari‘a ensures just governance, protects rights, and prevents 
tyranny. 

 In Western thought, legal frameworks derived from social contract theory or 
constitutional principles safeguard individual freedoms and social order. 

The convergence suggests that justice, whether divine or rationally constructed, requires 
institutional mechanisms. 
5.2. Leadership and Accountability 
Islamic political philosophy emphasizes the moral and ethical responsibility of leaders, 
holding rulers accountable for the welfare of the people. Similarly, Western thinkers like Locke 
and Rousseau argue that legitimate authority is contingent on serving the public interest and 
respecting individual rights. 
 
6. Challenges and Debates 
6.1. Pluralism and Interpretation 
Both traditions grapple with interpretation: 

 Islamic justice relies on jurisprudential interpretation (fiqh) to adapt divine principles 
to varying contexts. 

 Western justice, especially in pluralistic societies, must reconcile differing ethical 
frameworks, cultural norms, and social values. 

6.2. Modernity and Ethical Complexity 
Globalization, technological change, and social diversity challenge both frameworks. 
Questions about human rights, gender justice, and bioethics require reinterpretation of classical 
principles. For example, debates on capital punishment, economic redistribution, and religious 
freedom test traditional conceptions of justice in both traditions. 
 
7. Synthesis: Convergences and Divergences 

 Convergences: 
o Justice as essential for social harmony and human flourishing. 
o Interconnection of ethics, law, and governance. 
o Concern for the vulnerable and equitable treatment. 

 Divergences: 
o Source of legitimacy: divine command vs. human reason/social contract. 
o Emphasis: collective welfare and duties vs. individual rights and equality. 
o Adaptation: jurisprudential interpretation vs. deliberative democratic processes. 

Understanding these convergences and divergences facilitates cross-cultural dialogue and 
may inform global approaches to justice in a pluralistic world. 
 
8. Conclusion 
Justice, though conceptualized differently across Islamic and Western traditions, remains a 
central moral and political ideal. Western philosophy emphasizes rationality, autonomy, and 
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fairness, while Islamic thought situates justice within divine law, ethical conduct, and social 
welfare. Both traditions, however, converge in recognizing the necessity of justice for societal 
stability, human flourishing, and protection of the vulnerable. 
Comparative study reveals that justice is both universal and contextually grounded. Ethical 
and legal frameworks, whether based on reason or revelation, must balance individual and 
collective well-being, provide mechanisms for accountability, and adapt to changing social 
realities. In an increasingly interconnected world, understanding justice across traditions 
fosters dialogue, mutual respect, and cooperative solutions to global challenges. 
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