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TALK TOOLKIT

The Gravity of One Murder 
and the Death of Justice
In the name of Allah, the Most Merciful, the Grantor of Mercy. 

A man, 46 years old, lying on the floor. An officer, wearing the uniform of the state, pressing a 
knee into his throat. 

“I can’t breathe,” the man says. “Mama,” he says. “Please,” he says.  

A murder, in broad daylight. 

O Allah, do not make us among those so hard-hearted that we can hear this story and not feel 
it shake us to our very core.  

Try starting the stopwatch on your phone. Watch the seconds tick by and imagine a man’s 
knee crushing the wind out of your esophagus. Wait 8 whole minutes and 46 seconds. How 
long that is.  

How would your mother feel watching the thousand videos of your death? How would your 
siblings feel? Your friends? Your children?  

I can’t breathe. 

O my brothers and sisters, we cannot allow this to be a passing news story we shake our 
heads at and forget about. We cannot turn aside as the state kills Black sons, regularly and 
with impunity. We have no right to participate, by our passivity, in injustice. 

Qisas, or Legal Retribution 

In the Quran, Allah says,  

 َوَال تَْقُتلُوا النَّْفَس الَِّتي َحرََّم اللَُّه إِالَّ ِبالَْحقِّ ۗ َوَمن ُقِتَل َمظْلُوًما َفَقْد َجَعلَْنا لَِولِيِِّه ُسلْطَانًا َفَال يُْسرِف فِّي

  الَْقْتِل ۖ إِنَُّه كَاَن َمنُصوًرا
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And slay not the soul that God has made inviolable, save by right. And whosoever is slain 
unjustly, We have appointed authority unto his heir. Then let him not be excessive in slaying, 

verily he shall be helped. [17:33] 

There are many translations given for God’s description of the soul—inviolable, as mentioned 
earlier, but also forbidden. It is worth reflecting upon our God-given right to bodily integrity, to 
having our sacred souls respected, to living, to breathing.  

Under Muslim governance, the family of the unjustly killed is to be given “authority.” It is the 
family’s right to demand—and to receive from the state—retribution or to choose mercy. We 
can see, in the protests lighting up the nation, what happens when this fundamental right, 
given by God and enshrined in the Quran, is taken away.  

It is only after forbidding murder and ensuring the rights of the family that the heir is warned 
away from “excessiveness.” In this context, “excessiveness” is largely understood to refer to 
the pre-Islamic custom of blood feuds that often led to attacks on the murderer’s family or 
tribe. However, we can draw other lessons from God’s warning. It is only a part, and in fact, 
the final part of the verse. When we speak of protests and property damage and looting, we 
should not allow that to become a distraction from speaking about what is more fundamental 
and what, in fact, must be highlighted first. An injustice has been committed, and a victim’s 
family deserves justice.  

Allah says,  

  َولَكُْم ِفي الِْقَصاِص َحَياٌة يَا أُولِي اْالَٔلَْباِب لََعلَّكُْم تَتَُّقوَن

And there is life for you in legal retribution, O you [people] of understanding, that you may 
become righteous. [2:179] 

Legal retribution (qisas) here, refers to the right of the victim’s family to demand a murderer’s 
life in recompense. But how can there be life, as Allah mentions, in a case of murder followed 
by capital punishment? Islamic literature provides a few answers: primarily, if a killer knows 
beforehand that there might be retribution, then he will be less likely to commit a murder, 
saving in effect, both his victim’s life and his own.  

There is a clear logic in this. Think of the many incidents of police brutality we have seen in 
recent years: Michael Brown, Eric Garner, Breona Taylor, and so many more. Imagine how 
many have been killed whose names we don’t even know. In how many cases have the 
police officers responsible seen any real punishment? Just as you and I know this, so does 
the police officer who lays his hands on a black body, who draws his gun even when he has 
no reason to believe the suspect is armed. He can act as he likes, he knows, and if someone 
happens to get hurt, he will most likely walk away scot-free.  
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There is also beauty in placing a value on human life. And, as we look around this world we 
live in, in the atrocities occurring everywhere, it is clear that it is absolutely necessary to 
reestablish the fundamental worth of a human soul.  

A Responsibility to Speak Out 

The Messenger of Allah  said,  

 َمْن َرأَى ِمْنكُْم ُمْنكًَرا َفلُْيَغيِّرُْه ِبَيِدِه، َفإِْن لَْم يَْسَتِطْع َفِبلَِسانِِه، َفإِْن لَْم يَْسَتِطْع َفِبَقلِْبِه، َوَذلَِك أَْضَعُف

 اْالِٕيَماِن

“Whoever among you sees evil, let him change it with his hand. If he is unable to do so, then 
with his tongue. If he is unable to do so, then with his heart, and that is the weakest level of 

faith.” [Muslim] 

We may have all heard this hadith before, but we must try to truly internalize it. How can any 
of us, in good conscience, claim that we do not see the evils of racism and police brutality in 
our communities? Who can claim they have not seen the videos, have not seen the victims’ 
families crying on TV, have not heard the names?  

Haven’t we incurred some responsibility just by seeing these injustices? This hadith makes 
clear that knowing of an evil and simply accepting it is not an option for Muslims. We must try, 
first, to change it with our hands. That means we need to look at what work is being done in 
our communities and think about how we can help. That might mean joining protests; it might 
mean becoming more involved in local politics; or it could mean volunteering with 
organizations that seek to redress racial inequalities. You alone know where your talents and 
abilities lie, so you alone can determine what it means for you to help.  

And if we cannot take an active role in fighting evil, then we must at least speak out against it. 
We cannot be the ones who are silent as our friends repeat racist misconceptions; as 
Muslims, we simply do not have that luxury. We must speak the truth, and proclaim it.  

When we absolutely cannot speak out against evil, then we must at least hate it in our hearts. 
This last detail is crucial. It is not as though the Prophet  said that if we can do nothing 
about evil, we are free to ignore it. No, rather we must actively hate it in our hearts. That is an 
actual choice that each of us must make—we need to think about and reflect upon the evil in 
question in order to truly hate it. We cannot numb ourselves and decide that this is simply 
what the world is; we cannot defer the search for justice until the next world; we cannot 
minimize the reality of police brutality by tearing down the victims and looking for ways in 
which they were not perfect in order to justify their killing.  
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Conclusion  

The question we need to be asking is: what can we do to help? 

1 We can lend our voices to those calling for justice and accountability. 

2 We can donate to organizations that are advocates for police reform, helping to bail out 
peaceful protesters arrested for participating in protests, and charity efforts that support those 
who will be further affected by this all. 

3 We can make du’a for the families of the victims involved.  

O Allah, the Truth, the Most Just, the Supreme Judge, make us instruments by which justice is 
done on this Earth. Light up our path so we can see what is right, and strengthen our resolve 
so we have the will to accomplish what must be done.  

O Allah, the Protector, the Helper, the Responder, soften our hearts, so that we may be among 
those sensitive enough to truly hate the evil we see.  

O Allah, the Most Gentle, the Beautiful, the Guardian, grant peace to those suffering around 
the world.  

O Allah, the Most Forgiving, the Acceptor of Repentance, the Ever-Near, forgive us for our 
shortcomings and accept us into the Gardens of Paradise.  


