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RELIGION AND POVERTY
A Qur'anic Approach

Asghar Ali Engineer"

I got an invitation from Union Theological Seminary, New York, to

participate in a seminar on "Religion and Poverty." I welcomed this

opportunity to speak on the subject on which I had written a great deal in

the past under the title Liberation Theology in Islam.

The very first day we visited a union office to understand issues of

poverty in the USA. It was, indeed, moving to see so much poverty in the

land of plenty. It was all along known that there is poverty in the USA, but

it was a different thing to experience it in the field. We were taken to an

office of the association of restaurant workers. We were told that more

than 40,000 restaurant workers were rendered unemployed when the two

world trade towers collapsed on 9/11 in which about three thousand people

were killed.

We could hardly imagine that such a huge work force was rendered

jobless on 9111 as entire focus was on those killed and on politics of terror

and foreign policy of the nation. No one ever referred to woes of these

restaurant workers who lost their jobs and continue to suffer till today in

various ways. No one was ready to employ them, firstly, because they

were unionized and secondly because many of them had no documents

required by immigration. For years, they continued to suffer until they

came together to form their own association for their survival. We listened

to the story of their suffering and survival and drew inspiration.

Many of these workers, as pointed out, are those who have migrated

from other countries, some without valid documents. They are most

exploited lot because of their legal vulnerability. It is for this reason that

Qur'an considers ibn al-sabil (travellers, strangers) among the weak and

treat them on par with poor and needy and apportions a part of zakat (tithe)

for this category. Thus, a correct Islamic attitude can help this most

vulnerable section in the USA and other countries.
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on themes related to religious and social life of the Muslim society, is the director of

the Institute of Islamic Studies, Mumbai and editor of Islam and Modern Age. He is

deeply involved in bridging the gap between tradition and modernity within the

contemporary Muslim society as well as between Islam and other religions.
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Throughout the Quran, one finds Allah's sympathy with the poor

and the needy. Qur'an even declares that Allah is on the side of the poor,

the needy, and the weak (mustad'ifin) and it is these weaker sections of

society who will be made leaders of this earth and would inherit it (Qur'an

28:5). Thus, no one can have any doubt that Allah is on the side of the

weak and the poor and, certainly, not on the side of powerful and arrogant

described by Qur'an as mustakbirun.

Nimrod and Pharaoh are examples of power and arrogance and they

perished by their own deeds of oppression and exploitation. They were

challenged by Allah's prophets Abraham and Moses; both of them, again,

come from weaker sections of society. It is these prophets who liberated

their nation from oppression (zulm). We all, to this day, condemn Nimrod

and Pharaoh and salute Abraham and Moses.

Qur'an upholds life based on need and condemns greed in.different

ways. Ideally, Qur'an requires believers to retain only what is needed to

fulfil their basic needs and the rest shall be given away in the way of Allah

(Qur'an 2:219). Of course, need is a socially dynamic concept and may

vary from time to time and place to place. What are basic needs in the

USA may not be necessarily so in India or African countries.

The American poor may possess a car, but car is not necessarily an

indicator of prosperity as it is in India or other developing countries. Social

needs of a particular society would determine the levels of need and greed.

What the Qur'an condemns is greed and accumulation. In Mecca, it came

out with a concept of zakat as charity; when a sort of state structure began

to develop in Madina, however, it became an obligatory levy with a well

defined nisab (slab). Though Qur'an did not fix any rate or slab, it

exhorted believers to give away what is surplus. The Prophet (PBUH) took

a practical attitude and required believers to take out at least two and half

percent of their wealth and income at the end of the year.

However, the Qur' an described the portions of zakat to be spent on

the needy, the poor, orphans and widows, for release of prisoners, for

travellers, for the indebted and for undefined category 'in the way of

Allah' (Qur'an 9:60). This verse on zakat embraces all weaker sections of

society and is as much valid today as it was when revealed.

It is, however, very unfortunate that the so-called Islamic states give

more importance to punishments than poverty reduction program of the

Qur'an. Reason is very clear. Punishments help impose state's authority

and protect the elite supporting the state while undertaking poverty
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along with a mosque, which came to be known as Masjid al-Nabi, the

mosque of the Prophet.

Also, the Prophet (PBUH) called leaders of all religious groups and

tribal chiefs to draw up a covenant to live in harmony with each other

despite pursuing different religions - Islam, Judaism, Christianity, and

Paganism - and different tribal traditions. It came to be known as Mithaq-

i-Madina, a novel political document of its time. It was very close to the

modern political ethos. In fact, Prophet's Madina presents the best model

of religious pluralism which even the West came to adopt in later part of

the twentieth century.

Though there was no formal government, Madina became the best

governed city depending entirely on mutual cooperation and voluntary

services, including defence services. Formal state structure did not develop

in Madina until the Umayyad period. Even during the four Caliphs, who

succeeded the Prophet, there was hardly proper state structure except some

elements of it. However, despite severe challenges and complex problems

Madina was the better governed city compared to capitals of powerful

empires like Roman and Sassanid empires. There was great emphasis on

social justice without heavy burden of taxation. It was the spirit of social

justice based on the concept of equality and equal dignity for all human

beings (Qur'an 17:70) that created a just social order.

Though Abu Bakr, the first Caliph after the Prophet, did not get

much time to organize Madinese society due to his preoccupation with

tribal revolt (war of riddah) Umar and Ali, the 2nd and 4th Caliphs, tried

their best to create a just society. Umar used to say: "I will be responsible

to Allah even if a dog died of hunger in my regime." He used to impose

norms of governance very strictly. He chided his most competent general

Khalid bin Walid when he came to know that the latter had given a large

amount of money to a poet because he liked his composition.

Ali, who was the bravest general and a great scholar, orator, and a

poet, was very rigorous in dispensing justice according to the Qur'anic

ideals. He would not allow a single dirham to be spent from Bait al-Mal

(state treasury) without justification. He chided his own brother Aquil

when he wanted money from state treasury for himself. Ali would take

from state treasury as much as he would give to his servant, not more, not

less.

When an Arab woman demanded more from Ali than a non-Arab

woman, Ali said: "By Allah I would not make any distinction between an
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ages and history of Islam through various empires, beginning with

Umayyad Empire, is a powerful demonstration of this fact.

Separation of church and state is the right doctrine but it is observed

more in breach than in practice. Religion must remain a powerful critic of

powers that be and should play subversive role for establishment. Political

revolutions fail because ultimate logic of political revolution is to seize

power from one set of elite for another set of elite without bringing any

qualitative change.

Religious revolution, on the other hand, plays, initially at least, a

different role to bring about qualitative change in society by ushering in a

just structure. However, soon it also gets associated with political power

and its spirit is lost in the ocean of lust for power. All religious revolutions

also lost their edge soon after they tried to change society. It is this

dilemma which human beings have faced since the beginning of known

history.

In fact, religion and poverty should never go together and religion

should once again play the role of a powerful critic of the established

powers who thrive by accentuating unjust distribution of social resources.

A truly religious society cannot be built by building grand temples,

churches, mosques, and gurdwaras, but by building a simple and need-

based social structure. Poverty is opposite of material riches, not of simple

need-based lifestyle. The resources of our earth are limited and must be

used with a great sense of economy. The right word in Arabic for simple

need-based lifestyle is Jaqr, which implies patience, constraint on desire,

and dignified but simple lifestyle. The Prophet of Islam also said faqr is

my pride (al-faqr Jakhri). However, today we see the so-called religious

personalities living in high style in grand buildings and maintaining an

army of servants and subservient followers. A truly religious person

should never be afraid of social critique and should never display power

and influence. He/she should be distinguished from others by simplicity,

honesty, and transparency.

One who gives into greed and opulence can never be seen with the

masses. All great founders of religions are known for their simplest

possible lifestyle, be it Buddha, Christ, Muhammad, or Nanak. Also, Sufi

saints, like Baba Farid, Moinuddin Chishti, or Nizamuddin Awliya, led a

life oi faqr in its true sense. Ali, the son-in-law of the Prophet, often used

to eat dry bread with salt and curd. Nizamuddin Awliya fasted during day

and would break it with a dry piece of bread. Yet, they were so powerful



O~J!IIBnlp!dsq:>pB~AH

pUBp~lImnJSp~~Ul!~ql~ABqUB:>lIB~l~qM.Al;}!:>OS;}A!l!l;}dwo:>l;};}qStmqi

';}UO;}APB1;}doo:>pUBisn]BOlU!Al;}!:>OS.moUllOJSUBlllnq'opSUBlBpBq:>

AUBWSB;}l;}qM.OUW01JsgU!qloonpordoilOUS!;}l"Bl!WIB;}lI°l;}WWnS

JOisnppUBlB;}q;}qlU!S;}UOlSgUPIB;}lqSl~:>I10M.U!inqS;}ldW;}lPUBll3U!l!

puglOUll!M.nOApODgU!:>I;};}S~lBnOAJ!lBqlmosiutodAllqgp'!lv!uvPCJD

S!qU!';}lOgBl°Al;}!:>OSU!;}101sl!lYIllJoiponojdxopUBposscrddo~qlJO

;}P!S;}qluo;}qismnIllJl;}M.od;}qlJO:>pp:>IllJl;}M.odBgU!;}qUO!g!PlI

°Sl;}l!Oldx;}JOSIOOlouroooq

A;}qlSB'S;}AI;}SW;}qlgUOWBlqgg'APlBunllOJun'SUO!g!PlI°Sl;}l!Oldx;}

gUOWBAIUOlnqSUO!g!PlgUOWBP!lJUO:>ou;}qll!M.;}l;}ql;}101S!ql

UllOJ1;}dSUO!g!PlJI°Al!lOp;}dnsIB10WU!;}!lpjnoqsAl!lO!l;}dnssn°l;}M.od

IB:>p!IOdlOU'IB10W;}lB:>OAPBpjnoqsn0:>I;};}M. ;}qlJO;}P!S;}qlUOSABM.IBU;};}S

oqpUBUOPBl!Oldx;}pUBuotssorddoJOIB:>Pp:>U!BW;}lpjnoqsUO!g!Pluoqi

[nunmqUM.oqsSBqAlOlS!qSBP;}Z!IB;}loqlOUUB:>'osmooJO'S!ql

°Sq:>lBUOWgU!:>I;};}s-l;}M.odJOS:>!lP:>IllJl;}M.od

P~U!BW;}lA;}ql'l;}AO;}lOW°AlpBlndodl!;}qlAAU;}01p;}snsgU!:>IlBql


	Untitled

