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Muslim NGOs, Zakat and the Provision
of Social Welfare in Sub-Saharan Africa:
An Introduction

Holger Weiss

Muslim non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are a growing feature
in many parts of sub-Saharan Africa with heavy influence on the societies
in which they operate. Their impact is not only limited to the private
sphere of the believers but extends to the public sphere as well. Public
debates are impregnated by religiously inspired arguments. Striking
examples of this development are the debates accompanying the role
of Khadis’ Courts in the so-called Bomas draft constitution referendum
of Kenya in 2005 or the re-implementation of Islamic Law in Northern
Nigeria starting in the early 2000s.! Muslim NGOs are playing an
important role in shaping public debates on issues related to the cor-
relation of state and religion in the respective countries. Some Muslim
NGO s, after being accused of supporting militant movements, have even
been dissolved. Under pressure of the international community, many

ISee further John A. Chesworth and Franz Kogelmann, eds., Shari‘a in Africa Today:
Reactions and Responses (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2013).

H. Weiss (D<)
Department of History, Abo Akademi University, Turku, Finland
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2 H.WEISS

states in Africa restricted the operational basis of Muslim NGOs after
9/11. Muslim NGOs are confronted with an increasing lack of trust.
However, many of them play a pivotal role in providing social welfare.
The perception of Muslim NGOs oscillating between supporting terror-
ism inspired by Islam and helping to overcome the marginalized role of
Muslims in some African states is a reality.

The objective of this book is to give an overview on the discourses,
agendas and actions of Muslim NGOs and activists to achieve empow-
erment of Muslim populations in contemporary sub-Saharan Africa.
The crisis of secular nationalism since the late 1960s and the 1970s has
created favourable conditions in the Muslim World for a religiously ori-
ented reflection and mobilization that integrates individual salvation and
self-realization with a commitment to community welfare. Morally and
religiously inspired social action underlies the provision of services for the
poor that the state often cannot efficiently provide, including basic health
care and education. Such social action can be informally organized,
based on affinities of shared habits, expectations, practices and interests.
Religiously based charitable associations, such as Muslim NGOs, focus-
ing on a wide array of services (medical, educational, family welfare and
emergency assistance), play exactly such a role. They rest initially on ties
of local trust and community, although they can also provide a base for
subsequent political participation. However, secular Western develop-
ment institutions have been rather reluctant in recognizing the potentials
of Southern religious organizations working on development. Muslim
institutions and leaders, if recognized at all, were regarded as intrinsi-
cally hostile to modernization or at least articulating a critical attitude
to the Western world. This negative perspective changed during the
early decades of the twenty-first century when multilateral and bilateral
government agencies recognized religious leaders and organizations,
including Muslim faith-based NGOs, as key partners to achieve the UN
Millennium (and subsequent) Sustainable Development Goals.? Islamic
instruments to promote social welfare and humanitarian assistance, not

2United Nations Development Programme “Islamic Finance Partners,” https://www.
undp.org/content/undp/en/home/partners/islamic-finance.html  (checked 6 August
2019). See further Wendy R. Tyndale, ed., Visions of Development: Faith-Based Initiatives
(Abingdon, Oxon and New York: Routledge, 2016 [2006]), 166-168; Jonathan Benthall,
Islamic Chavities and Islamic Humanism in Troubled Times (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 2016).
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least through the collection and distribution of zakat or obligatory alms,
have generated a significant amount interest both by Western academics
and by development professionals.3

The emergence or development of a public sphere in sub-Saharan
African countries is usually linked with the modern, postcolonial state
and modern, Western-inspired associations and NGOs. Following
Whitfield, the construction of ‘civil society’ is the outcome of a process
in which donor agencies, international NGOs, the government and social
organizations all actively engage in debates and activities in the public
sphere and use their engagement in the public sphere to legitimize their
actions. For the government, ‘civil society’ is a response to increasingly
articulated demands from sections of society for greater representation
and participation in policy-making. For donor agencies, ‘civil society’
is both a means and an end. For international NGOs, ‘civil society’ is
the key to linking citizens around the world in common struggles. For
social organizations, ‘civil society’ is a tool for mobilization and legitima-
tion. With the construction of civil society follows a tendency towards its
institutionalization.*

However, the concepts of the public sphere and civil society in a
sub-Saharan African context have to be broadened as patterns of polit-
ical and societal organization outside the formal state structures and
Western-type NGOs have to be included as well. From a historical
perspective, there existed already a well-defined public sphere and civil
society in several colonies in British and French West Africa. From an
African Islamic studies perspective, one could even argue that such a
‘political sphere’ is even older, including that of the formation of specific
‘Muslim spheres’ in pre-colonial African societies. In many regions, the
establishment of a distinct ‘Muslim sphere’ was a consequence of the

3Chloe Stirk, An Act of Faith: Humanitavian Financing and Zakat, Development
Initiatives Briefing Paper March 2015, available at http://devinit.org/wp-content/
uploads,/2015 /03 /ONLINE-Zakat_report_V9a.pdf (checked 6 August 2019).

4Lindsay Whitfield, “Civil Society as Idea and Civil Society as Process: The Case of
Ghana,” Oxford Development Studies 31, no. 3 (2003): 390. For a critical discussion on
NGOs and civil society in Africa, see Ebenezer Odabare, “Civil Society in Sub-Saharan
Africa,” in The Oxford Handbook of Civil Society, ed. Michael Edwards (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2011), 183-194; Robert A. Dibie, ed., Non-Governmental Organizations
(NGOs) and Sustwinable Development in Sub-Saharan Africa (Lanham: Rowman &
Littlefield, 2008); Sabine Lang, NGOs, Civil Society, and the Public Sphere (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2012).
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colonial policy of granting religious and cultural autonomy for Muslim
groups.® In predominantly postcolonial Muslim states, such as Senegal
and Mali, the transfer to the postcolonial state was equivalent with
Muslim politicians and administrators taking over the colonial state. In
states with a substantial Muslim population, such as Nigeria, the postco-
lonial condition has been marked by intra-community clashes between
various Sufi and Sunni groups as well as inter-community clashes
between Muslim and Christian groups, resulting into a complex politi-
cal-cum-religious landscape: Officially, Nigeria is a secular federal state
that applies (Western) civil law but in twelve northern states, Muslim
law and Muslim political and economic institutions, such as the religious
police (hisba) and zakat (religious tax paid by Muslims), are enforced
since 2000.6

The purpose of the anthology is to outline and analyse articulations
and actions of Muslim NGOs with a special focus on their instrumen-
talization of Islamic social finance instruments, namely sadaga or vol-
untary almsgiving and donations; zakat or mandatory almsgiving; and
wagqf or pious endowments. Contemporary Islamic economists such as
M. U. Chapra highlight the potential of Islamic social finance instru-
ments to alleviate the sufferings of the extremely poor, namely those liv-
ing on less than USD 1.25 per day according to UN definitions, and
to take care of their basic needs.” Various studies estimate that zakat
amounts from USD 200 billion to USD 1 trillion per annum across the
world or around USD 187 million among countries in the Organisation

5Roman Loimeier, Islamic Reform and Political Change in Northern Nigeria (Evanston,
IL: Northwestern University Press, 1997); Riidiger Seesemann and Benjamin Soares,
“‘Being as Good Muslims as Frenchmen’: On Islam and Colonial Modernity in West
Africa,” Journal of Religion in Africa 39, no. 1 (2009): 91-120.

0See further Roman Loimeier, “Traditions of Reform, Reformers of Tradition: Case
studies from Senegal and Zanzibar/Tanzania,” in Diversity and Pluralism in Islam:
Historical and Contemporary Discourses Amongst Muslims, ed. Zulfiqar Hirji (London:
I.B. Tauris, 2010), 135-164; Paul M. Lubeck and Bryana Britts, “Muslim Civil Society
in Urban Public Spaces: Globalization, Discursive Shifts, and Social Movements,” in
Understanding the City: Contemporary and Future Perspectives, eds. John Eade and
Christopher Mele (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002), 305-334, as well as the contributions in
Benjamin Soares and Réne Otayek, eds., Islam and Muslim Politics in Africa (New York:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2007).

7M.U. Chapra, The Islamic Vision of Development (Jeddah: Islamic Research and Training
Institute, Islamic Development Bank, 2008).
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of Islamic Cooperation (OIC). Therefore, not only Muslim states but
also Muslim NGOs have turned their interest to mobilize zakat for pov-
erty alleviation in Muslim majority countries as well as for international
development and humanitarian projects. However, there exists no con-
sensus among Muslim scholars about the organization of its collection;
in some Muslim states, such as Indonesia, Malaysia, Pakistan and the
Sudan, zakat is compulsory and collected by the state, whereas in oth-
ers, such as Bangladesh, it is compulsory but organized through volun-
tary (non-state) private zakat organizations.® In the United Kingdom
and in the USA, zakat is voluntary and managed by NGOs, the Muslim
Charities Forum in the former, the Zakat Foundation of America in the
latter. Similarly, zakat is voluntary in South Africa and its collection and
distribution is managed through an NGO, the South African National
Zakah Fund.’ Zakat constitutes a form of vertical philanthropy in all
cases above as it is formal, structuralized and institutionalized. Sadaqa, in
turn, corresponds to horizontal philanthropy as it is organized through
private, personalized and informal ways, commonly through self-help
groups or mosque funds. However, there has been an expansion of ver-
tical forms of philanthropy during the last decade due to the establish-
ment of private foundations, trusts and corporate foundations by High
Net-Worth Individuals or ‘Muslim entrepreneurs’ as well as community
chests and foundations in many sub-Saharan countries.!”

The term ‘Muslim NGO’ serves in this book as a collective denomina-
tor for associations, groups and organizations established and operated by
Muslim activists. Such organizations are variously called ‘Islamic Charities’,
‘Islamic NGOs’, ‘Islamic Social Institutions’, ‘Muslim NGOs’ and ‘Muslim

8Arskal Salim, The Shift in Zakat Practice in Indonesin: From Piety to an Islamic
Socio- Political- Economic Systemn (Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books, 2008); Salma Mohamed
Abdalmunim Abdalla, Charity Drops: Water Provision and the Politics of the Zakat Chamber
in Khartoum, Swudan (Berlin: LIT Verlag, 2017); Zenobia Ismail, Using Zakar for
International Development. K4D Helpdesk Report (Birmingham: Birmingham University,
2018). For an overview, see Samiul Hasan, ed., Human Security and Philanthropy: Isinmic
Perspectives and Muslim Majority Country Practices (New York: Springer, 2015).

9Sofia Yasmin and Roszaini Haniffa, “Accountability and Narrative Disclosure by Muslim
Charity Organisations in the UK,” Journal of Islnmic Accounting and Business Research
8, no. 1 (2017): 70-86; Zakat Foundation of America, The Zakit Handbook: A Practical
Guide for Muslims in the West (Bloomington, IN: AuthorHouse, 2008).

0 Enabling Environment of Philanthropy in Ghana (Accra: SDG Philanthropy Platform,
United Nations Development Programme, 2017), 26.
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Faith-Based Organisations’. What they have in common is the ‘Muslim’
or ‘Islamic’ nature of their vision and mission for their activities. The core
motive for engagement in and donating to a Muslim NGO is based on the
Qur’an and the Hadith, namely thawab (reward) as well as fi sabil li-llah
(for the sake of Allah) for pious deeds. Apart from being institutionally sep-
arate from the state and government, non-profit making, voluntary and for-
mal, the characteristics Muslim NGOs are, according to Nejima, Harmsen
and Akutusu, altruistic and philanthropic. In their minds, the concern with
the afterlife is a core motivation for members and donors of Muslim NGOs.
To give and serve the needy is defined as both a moral and social duty and
is supposed to counter one’s greed and egoism and to have a morally puri-
fying effect.!! However, as Yonathan N. Gez argues in chapter “Who Do
FBOs Speak For? The Condundrum of Representation”, research on lived
religion informs us of a substantial gap between institutional narratives and
de facto human practice. All around the world, people’s everyday religious
lives are in tension with such institutional ideals, whereby lay practitioners
draw on different strands of tradition, combine and compromise between
multiple, ever-negotiated practices, and create their own dynamic rhythms.
We thus note a tension: religious organizations, in their essentialization of
their flock, portray a vision that is prescriptive rather than descriptive and is
often no more than wishful thinking.

A general typology of faith-based organizations is provided by Clarke
who identifies five types of FBOs. The first one is Faith-based repre-
sentative organizations or apex bodies. None of the Muslim FBOs are
included among these organizations as no single organizations represent
the Muslim faith globally. Instead, Muslim FBOs are identified as Faith-
based charitable or development organizations, Faith-based socio-political
organization, Faith-based missionary organizations or Faith-based illegal
or tervorist organizations. Both Muslim charitable or development organ-
izations and Muslim missionary organizations aim at the eradication of
poverty by funding or managing programmes that help the poor and
by raising awareness of poverty among the faithful.!> However, not all

Susumu Nejima, Egbert Harmsen and Masayuki Akutsu, “Introduction,” in NGOs in
the Muslim World: Faith and Social Services, ed. Susumu Nejima (London and New York:
Routledge, 2016), 3-6, 12.

12Gerard  Clarke, “Faith Matters: Faith-Based Organisations, Civil Society and
International Development,” Journal of International Development 18 (2006): 840-843;
also Gerard Clarke, “Faith-Based Organisations and International Development: An
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Muslim NGOs openly declare to be a faith-based organization as they
do not want to be identified as an organization for political achievement,
financing militant organizations or even being mixed up with militant
Islamic organizations. Others are cautious in religious self-labelling in
order to maintain a good relationship with the respective state and gov-
ernment authorities, as is the case in Turkey and Iran.!® LeBlanc and
Gosselin, therefore, propose a distinction between faith-based NGOs
who are either affiliated to a religious institution or are at least partially
defined by religious faith and other kinds of religious institutions that
can be described as FBOs. !4

MusrLim NGOs 1N SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA

Intra- and inter-community cohesion in non-Muslim states takes a
different form than in Muslim states or in secular states with a Muslim
majority. In North Africa and the Horn of Africa, the Near East, Iran,
Pakistan, Bangladesh and Indonesia, Muslims constitute the absolute
majority of the population and the state defines itself as a Muslim state
where Muslim Sharia Law is applied either fully or partially. In several
West and North-Central African states, such as Senegal, Mali, Niger,
Nigeria, Cameroon and Chad, Muslims constitute either a substantial
majority of the population or a dominant community in society. In most
sub-Saharan African countries, however, Muslim communities consti-
tute minority groups with complex relations to both non-Muslim reli-
gious communities and the secular state. In addition, there is a marked
difference among the individual ‘Muslim spheres’ and the political
discourses within these spheres. The crucial explanation is the historical

Overview,” in Development, Civil Society and Fuaith-Based Organisations: Bridging the
Sacred and the Secular, eds. Gerard Clarke and Michael Jennings (Basingstoke and New
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 17—45. For a general discussion on Muslim NGOs
and their comparison with Christian inspired relief NGOs, see Carlo Benedetti, “Islamic
and Christian Inspired Relief NGOs: Between Tactical Collaboration and Strategic
Difference?,” Journal of International Development 18 (2006): 849-859.

13Nejima, Harmsen and Akutsu, “Introduction,” 3.

14Marie Natalie LeBlanc and Louis Audet Gosselin, “Introduction: Faith, Charity
and the Ethics of Voluntarism in West Africa,” in Faith and Charity: Religion and
Humanitarian Assistance in West Africa, eds. Marie Natalie LeBlanc and Louis Audet
Gosselin (London: Pluto Press, 2016), 194, tn 4.
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development and expansion of each of these ‘Muslim spheres’, their
interconnectedness with other ‘Muslim spheres’, the networks and flows
between these spheres and its actors.!®

Muslim NGOs and especially Muslim faith-based NGOs are, as
LeBlanc and Gosselin note, products of neoliberal globalization. Starting
with the economic and political crisis of the postcolonial sub-Saharan
African states in the late 1970s, NGOs have taken over a significant
responsibility for services that had previously been provided by the state,
especially in education, health care and public safety. This ‘NGO-ization’
of associations and religious groups, LeBlanc and Gosselin underline,
resulted in the extension of the formal (Western) NGO model to a vast
array of civic and religious organizations which hitherto had not iden-
tified themselves as NGOs. On the other hand, the virtual explosion of
small-scale associations and faith-based NGOs also reflects in their mind
the increased visibility of religion and religious activists on both the
political sphere and the logics of social development.'® In addition, the
‘NGO-ization’ is a result of the ‘hollowing out’ of the state in the wake
of neoliberal globalization where the state has transferred some capacities
to other levels such as international bodies at the regional and local level
inside its territory and horizontal networks that bypass states and inter-
link localities in several localities. As Tok and O’Brien highlight, Muslim
as well as other faith-based NGOs are fundamental examples of this
‘hollowing out’.1” The process and impact of NGO-ization is further dis-
cussed by Marie Natalie LeBlanc in chapter “Charity, ONG-ization and

15See further Robert Launay and Benjamin F. Soares, “The Formation of an ‘Islamic
Sphere” in French Colonial West Africa,” Economy and Society 28, no. 4 (1999): 497-519;
Sean Hanretta, Islam and Social Change in French West Africa: History of an Emancipatory
Community (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009); Roman Loimeier, Muslim
Societies in Africa: A Historical Anthropology (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press,
2013); Roman Loimeier, Islamic Reform in 20th Century Africa (Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 2016); Marie Natalie LeBlanc and Louis Audet Gosselin, eds., Faith
and Charity: Religion and Humanitarian Assistance in West Africa (London: Pluto Press,
2016).

161 ¢Blanc and Gosselin, “Introduction,” 2, 5. Also Marie Natalie LeBlanc and Benjamin
Soares, eds., Muslim West Africa in the Age of Neoliberalism (Bloomington, IN: Indiana
University Press, 2008).

7M. Evren Tok and Ben O’Bright, “Reproducing Spaces of Embeddedness Through
Islamic NGOs in Sub-Saharan Africa: Reflections on the Post-2015 Development,”
African Geoggraphical Review 36, no. 1 (2017): 85-99.
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Emergent Ethics of Volunteerism: The Case of Islamic NGOs in Cote
d’Ivoire”, by Valeria Saggiomo in chapter “Islamic NGOs in Somalia and
their Role in the Somali State-Building Process” and by Sebastian Miiller
in chapter “Enterprisation of Islamic FBOs’: Towards a New Typology
of Islamic Non-Governmental Organisations in Consideration of Their
Multiple Relatedness”.

Muslim NGOs proliferated in sub-Saharan Africa during the 1990s
due to political reform and economic liberalization (in most cases), or
state fragility and collapse (in a minority of cases such as Palestine or
Somalia). Following Kaag, Muslim faith-based NGOs based themselves
on an understanding of Islamic solidarity that is composed of three ele-
ments: ighatha or humanitarian relief; da’wa or Islamic call; and jibad
in the sense of armed support of the Islamic cause.!'® In comparison
with Western,/non-faith NGOs and Christian FBOs, the engagement of
Muslim faith-based NGOs was for a long time left unnoticed by most
observers. Only after the traumatic experiences in the West of radi-
cal militant Islamic organizations, the activities of Muslim faith-based
NGOs have come under close scrutiny, both in the West as elsewhere
in the world.!® Since 2001, at least four types of transnational Muslim
faith-based NGOs active in Africa have been identified: da’watist, jihad-
ist, solidarity-based and secularized.?? Some Muslim faith-based NGOs
are identified as potential supporters of al-Qaeda and ISIS, others of
posing a potential challenge, if not threat, to the Western secular state
model.2! While the impact of Muslim faith-based NGOs is noted in the

18Mayke Kaag, “Aid, Umma, and Politics: Transnational Islamic NGOs in Chad,”
in Islam and Muslim Politics in Africa, eds. Benjamin F. Soares and René Otayek
(Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 85-102.

M.A. Mohammed Salih, Islamic NGOs in Africa: The Promise and Peril of Islamic
Voluntarism (Copenhagen: Centre of African Studies, University of Copenhagen 2001;
revised version 2002); J. Millard Burr and Robert O. Collis, Alms for Jibad: Charity and
Terrovism in the Islamic World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).

20Marie Juul Petersen, “Trajectories of Transnational Muslim NGOs,” Development in
Practice 22, nos. 5-6 (2012): 763-778.

2Valeria Saggiomo, “Islamic NGOs in Africa and Their Notion of Development: The
Case of Somalia,” Storicamente 8 (2012): 1-12; Marie Juul Petersen, “International
Muslim NGOs: ‘Added Value’ or an Echo of Western Principles and Donor Wishes:,”
in The New Humanitavians in International Practice: Emerging Actors and Contested
Principles, eds. Zeynep Sezgin and Dennis Dijkzeul (London and New York: Routledge
2016), 259-281.
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modernization of Islamic education in Africa,?? less noted has been the
rise of the rapidly evolving religious media scene in Africa, in particular
connected with the activities of Muslim faith-based NGOs or the multi-
ple ways Muslims and Christians have encountered each other, borrowed
or appropriated from one another,?? or tried to establish a room for an
inter-faith dialogue.?*

There has also been an increase of Islamic organizations commit-
ted to tabligh wa-da’wa, preaching the message of Allah, internation-
ally since the 1990s. Arab organizations, including the World Muslim
League (Saudi Arabia) and Direct Aid (formerly known as African
Muslim Agency, Kuwait), support local madrasas (Islamic seminars or
religious schools), and promote conservative Islamic currents such as
Wahhabism and Salafism throughout sub-Saharan Africa.?® Many, if
not most national and international Muslim faith-based NGOs, rely on
zakat and therefore restrict their support largely to Muslim beneficiaries,
as discussed by Mayke Kaag and Soumaya Sahla in chapter “Reflections
on Trust and Trust Making in the Work of Islamic Charities from the
Gulf region in Africa”. In addition, especially Saudi-Arabian relief and
development organizations tend to support projects and activities of
Salafi organizations and groups in African countries.?® Qatari Muslim
faith-based NGOs, on the other hand, have emerged as a balancing fac-
tor between market liberalism and social protectionism in sub-Saharan
Africa.?” A few Muslim faith-based NGOs do not highlight elements of
da’wa, such as Islamic Relief and Muslim Aid. Instead, these organiza-
tions renounce proselytism and emphasize the creation of capabilities for

22See further Robert Launay, ed., Islamic Education in Africa: Writing Boards and
Blackboards (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2016).

23Gee further Rosalind J. Hackett and Benjamin F. Soares, eds., New Media and
Religious Transformations in Africa (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2015).

24See further Benjamin Soares, ed., Muslim-Christian Encounters in Africa (Leiden:
Brill, 2006).

25Clarke, “Faith Matters,” 844.

26 Mohammed R. Kroessin and Abdulfatah S. Mohamed, “Saudi Arabian NGOs in
Somalia: ‘Wahhabi’ Da’wah or Humanitarian Aid?,” in Development, Civil Society and
Faith- Based Organisations, eds. Gerard Clarke and Michael Jennings (Basingstoke and New
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 187-213.

27Tok and O’Bright, “Reproducing Spaces of Embeddedness.”
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the poor in general rather than empowering individual Muslims.?8 Over
the years, many Muslim faith-based NGOs evolved towards profession-
alization; some developed a more humanitarian outlook, others became
more politically active.?? Most Muslim faith-based NGOs operating on
the national level in Africa are often supported by transnational Muslim
faith-based NGOs and by Muslim governments, notably the Gulf States
and—before 2011—Libya.3? Recently, Turkish NGOs have also started
to operate in sub-Saharan Africa.3! Last but not least, the trademark of
modern Muslim faith-based NGOs seems to be their use of Western
vocabulary as well as modern techniques—above all the Internet, thus
being in the end equal to Western NGOs in terms of objectives and
means.3?

The various roles of Muslim faith-based NGOs in sub-Saharan
Africa are discussed in several chapters in the anthology. Mayke Kaag
and Soumaya Sahla evaluate the social welfare projects of International
Muslim NGOs/transnational Muslim charities from the Gulf region
in Chad, Ghana and Senegal in chapter “Reflections on Trust and
Trust Making in the Work of Islamic Charities from the Gulf region in
Africa”. In line with similar studies, they argue that in terms of what
they are able to achieve in the social, political and religious sphere, is

28 Marie Juul Petersen, For Humanity or For the Umma? Aid and Islam in Transnational
Muslim NGOs (London: Hurst, 2015), 139-140.

29Sebastian Miiller, “Krisen und Glaube — Streiflichter islamischer Nothilfe und langfris-
tiger Entwicklungsmafinahmen im Namen des Islams,” in Krisenhilfe oder Hilfe in Krisen?
Entwicklungszusammenarbeit mit Krisenlindern, eds. Rainer Ohlschliger und Hartmut
Sangmeister (Baden-Baden: Nomos 2016), 97-116.

39Chanfi Ahmed, “Networks of Islamic NGOs in Sub-Saharan Africa: Bilal Muslim
Mission, African Muslim Agency (Direct Aid), and al-Haramayn,” Journal of Eastern
African Studies 3, no. 3 (2009): 426-437; Olakunle Odumosu, Rasheed Olaniyi and
Sunday Alonge, Mapping the Activities of Faith-Based Organizations in Development
in Nigeria, Religions and Development Research Programme Working Paper 38
(Birmingham: International Development Department, University of Birmingham, 2009);
Cecilia Lynch, “Local and Global Influences on Islamic NGOs in Kenya,” Jouwrnal of
Peacebuilding & Development 6, no. 1 (2011): 21-34; Petersen, For Humanity or For the
Umma?

3l Abdurrahman Siradag, “Benevolence of Selfishness: Understanding the Increasing
Role of Turkish NGOs and Civil Society in Africa,” Insight on Africa 7, no. 1 (January
2015): 1-20.

32For a detailed outline, see Petersen, For Humanity or For the Umma?
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strongly influenced by the local and national contexts in which they
come to work. In chapter “Charity, ONG-ization and Emergent Ethics
of Volunteerism: The Case of Islamic NGOs in Cote d’Ivoire”, Marie
Natalie LeBlanc examines the recent growth and institutionalization of
Islamic voluntary, humanitarian and charity actions in La Coéte d’Ivo-
ire. While local Islamic NGOs attempt to fit with professionalizing
criteria required to have access to development programs’ funds and
policy planning (at the national and international levels), their actions
are framed within local notions of piety and reflect how religious actors
have gained significant influence on the logics of development. Valeria
Saggiomo examines in chapter “Islamic NGOs in Somalia and Their
Role in the Somali State-Building Process” the relationship between
Islamic NGOs and the Islamist movements in Somalia which, in the
wake of the fall of the Siad Barre regime, became dominant in the
country’s political panorama, such as the Somali Islamist movement
Al Islah. In the absence of a formal state able to oversee social policy,
Islamic NGOs took steps to compensate for the lack of a proper gov-
ernment, particularly in the provision of social services such as educa-
tion and health. However, as Suleciman Athuman Chembea notes in
chapter “Between Charity and Financing “Terror’: The Dilemma of
Muslim Charitable Organizations in Kenya”, following 9/11 and the
subsequent ‘war against terror’, Muslim charitable organizations have
bared the brunt of security apparatus allegedly for abetting terror. While
the concerns for global security cannot be ignored, drawing examples
from Kenya, this chapter argues that profiling Muslim charitable organ-
izations breeds contempt and ‘Relative Deprivation’ pushing benefi-
ciaries to the radical cells that security agencies and policies purport to
fight. Sebastian Miiller, in turn, focuses on chapter “‘Enterprisation of
Islamic FBOs’: Towards a New Typology of Islamic Non-Governmental
Organisations in Consideration of Their Multiple Relatedness” on the
local frameworks and contexts that are shaping Muslim faith-based
NGOs in Tanzania. Apart from Sunni NGOs, the anthology also cov-
ers the activities of non-Sunni Muslim NGOs; Mara Leichtman outlines
the background and activities of Shi’i NGOs in Tanzania in chapter
“Transnational Networks and Global Shi‘i Islamic NGOs in Tanzania”
while Katrin Langewische discusses the outreach of Ahmadi NGOs in
West Africa in chapter “Politics of Humanitarianism: The Ahmadiyya
and the Provision of Social Welfare”.
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ALMSGIVING WITHIN THE [SUNNI] ‘MUSLIM SPHERE’33

Contemporary debates in the ‘Muslim sphere’—be it in sub-Saharan
Africa or elsewhere—about poverty alleviation concentrate to a large
extent on obligations and responsibilities. To understand the discourse of
Muslim scholars, one has to acknowledge the fact that a Muslim articu-
lation and analysis of contemporary problems rests on Islamic traditions,
i.e. the standpoint of tawhid (unity) of religion and politics. While this
section—in addition Holger Weiss’ outline of the discourse on zakat in
Ghana in Chapter Thirteen—concentrates on the Sunni discourse, other
Muslim articulations about almsgiving and social welfare, such as those
of the Shi’a and the Ahmadiyya in sub-Saharan Africa, are discussed by
Mara Leichtman and Katrin Langewische in their respective chapters.

Obligations and responsibilities are interpreted within the normative
concepts of Islam. Islam makes a normative distinction between obliga-
tory and voluntary alms. Both the rich and the poor are addressed, i.e.,
the giver and the recipients of assistance. However, though almsgiving
is an obligation that constitutes one of the five pillars of Islam, it is diffi-
cult to present a clear-cut definition. The main reason for the ambiguity
of the term is due to the two ways in which almsgiving is interpreted
in Islam, namely as zakat or obligatory alms, and sadaga or voluntary
alms. Sunni Muslim scholars commonly define zakat as a form of char-
ity, almsgiving, donation or contribution, but when these activities are
arbitrary and voluntary actions, they are merely regarded as sadaga. The
(proper) management of zakat, in turn, is identified as the cornerstone
of an Islamic solution to poverty.3+

One must further distinguish between the moral obligation and the
pious act when one discusses the difference between the two kinds of
almsgiving in Islam. Zakat is a moral obligation and becomes a tax for
the Muslims in an Islamic state whereas sadaqa is an individual, pious

33The following section is based on Holger Weiss, Begging and Almsgiving in Ghana:
Muslim Positions Towards Poverty and Distress (Uppsala: Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 2007),
19-25 and 29-30.

34See further Yusuf al-Qardawi, Figh azZakat. A Comprehensive Study. The Rules,
Regulations and Philosophy of Zakat in the Light of the Qui’an and Sunna (London: Dar
Al Tagqwa, 1999); World Bank and Islamic Development Bank Group, Global Report on
Islamic Finance—Islamic Finance: A Catalyst for Shaved Prosperity? (Washington, DC:
World Bank Group, 2016), 174-175. For a general introduction, see Amy Singer, Charity
in Islamic Societies (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008).
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act and never has any collective connotations. However, zakat is paid
through the state, never as a tax to the state; that is, the role of the state
is to monitor the levy and distribution of zakat but may not itself use the
incomes of zakat for any other purpose not specified in the Qur’an (see
below).3> A common interpretation among Muslim jurist-cum-scholars
is that 2.5% of one’s income and wealth (and between 5 and 10% of
one’s harvest) should be given the poor and needy as zakat. The col-
lected amount is to be managed and distributed by the Bait al-mal or
(state) treasury for the welfare (maslaha) of the wmma, the commu-
nity of believers (i.e. Muslims).3¢ Thus, zakat is more than just a ‘good
deed’ because it is an obligation whereas the giving of alms (sadagqa) is
the decision of the giver alone. Therefore, in an Islamic order, ideally
zakat belongs to the public sphere and sadaga belongs to the private.
In addition to zakat and sadagqa, Muslims are required to pay zakat
al-fitr or the mandatory alms given by breaking the fasting at the end
of Ramadan. These alms are levied on persons only, not on wealth or
income.3”

Znkat is regarded by Muslim scholars as a means for the purification
of wealth. Irrespective of the use of the proceeds of zakat, a Muslim is
taught that zakat purifies legally acquired wealth. Put theologically,
zakat is a portion due to Allah. Its collection and distribution is clearly
regulated by the Qur’an and by Islamic Law. The objective of zakat is to
purify the soul of a Muslim from greed and miserliness. It is understood
as a means of training Muslims on the virtues of generosity: Being paid
in a repetitive pattern year after year, regular zakat as well as zakat al-fitr
is claimed to train Muslims to give and spend for charitable purposes.3®
Though Muslim jurists and scholars have established very precise regu-
lations for the collection of zakat, their position towards the distribu-
tion of it has been rather vague. In most cases, scholars and jurists
seem to be satisfied that the recipients of zakat are the eight categories

35Farishta G. de Zayas, The Law and Philosophy of Zakat (The Islamic Social Welfare
System) (Damascus: Al-Jadidah Printing Press, 1960), 281-282.

36<Abdur Rahman 1. Doi, Shari’ah: The Islamic Law (London: Ta-Ha Publishers, 1984),
388.

37al-Qardawi, Figh nz-Zakat, 569.

380n zakat al-fitr, see further de Zayas, The Law and Philosophy of Zakat, 232-233,;
al-Qardawi, Figh az-Zakat, 538-539.



MUSLIM NGOS, ZAKAT AND THE PROVISION ... 15

listed in Surah 9:60,%° and seldom give any further discussion on the
qualifications of each of the eight categories or the exact allocation
among the various categories.*? Although one could, in principle, regard
zokat as a transfer of wealth from the rich to the poor, the intention is
not the eradication of poverty but the purification of wealth. This has
also been noted by Hunwick, who describes zakat as a moral economy of
salvation: The spending of one’s wealth with the intention to give zakat
not only purifies the wealth itself but the giver is promised a reward in
heaven,*! while Benthall defines it as ‘financial worship’.#2

However, although it is an Islamic imperative to raise the real income
of the poor to ensure the maintenance of a minimum level of living,
Muslim intellectuals, such as M. A. Mannan, underline, that there is
another side of the coin: Assistance can only be given to the ‘deserving’
poor and not to increase any forms of leisure.*3 The background for this
is that the Qur’an already has identified the poor (miskin) and the needy
(faqir) as two of the eight categories of recipients of zakat. However,
neither the Qur’an nor the classical legal texts give a precise definition of
these two categories, not to speak about the qualifications of the eight
categories or the exact allocation among the various categories. The
reason for this, it can be argued, might be due to the fact that it is the
intention of the giver which is crucial in Islam, not the position of the

3The cight categories of recipients of zakat as listed in Sura 9:60 are: the poor (fagir),
the destitute (miskin), the collectors of zakat, those slaves who want to ransom themselves,
the hard-pressed debtors, for expenditure in God’s cause, the wayfarers and those whose
hearts have not been reconciled.

40A detailed outline and discussion of the definitions and conditions of the lawful
recipients of zakat are provided by de Zayas, The Law and Philosophy of Zakat, 284-3006;
Qardawi, Figh az-Zaknt, 343-437.

“1Tohn Hunwick, “Islamic Financial Institutions: Theoretical Structures and Aspects of
Their Application in Sub-Saharan Africa,” in Credit, Currvencies and Culture, eds. Endre
Stiansen and Jane Guyer (Uppsala: Nordiska Afrikainstitutet, 1999), 72-96.

“2Jonathan Benthall, “Financial Worship: The Quranic Injunction to Almsgiving,”
Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute 5, no. 1 (1999): 27-42. See also Tripp, Islam
and the Moral Economy, 124-125.

#M.A. Mannan, “The Economics of Poverty in Islam with Special Reference to
Muslim Countries,” in Distributive Justice and Need Fulfilment in an Islamic Economy, ed.
Munawar Igbal (Islamabad and Leicester: International Institute of Islamic Economics and
The Islamic Foundation, 1988), 328.
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receiver. One of the basic virtues is to refrain from asking for assistance.**

Miserliness is condemned by the shari’a (Muslim law) and a generous
person is considered to be a friend of Allah. However, begging as such
is condemned by Islamic Law as an unlawful act itself. Muslims are asked
to struggle to earn their lawful livelihood and not merely to depend
upon charity except in a situation of extreme necessity.*

COMMUNITARIAN ASPECTS OF ISLAMIC SOCIAL WELEARE

Social justice forms the cornerstone of the Islamic economic system, and
an elaborate social welfare system is perceived as an integral part of an
Islamic economy. Islamic economists have argued that an Islamic social
welfare system can, and should, only be financed through legal meth-
ods of taxation, in particular through zakat. In theory, as M. N. Siddiqi
claims, zakat should be managed by an Islamic state if such a state is
ruled by Islamic Law. On the other hand, in a country where Muslims
are in a minority or in Muslim states where Islamic Law is not imple-
mented, the role of the state is taken over by voluntary organizations
managing zakat.*

One reason for the lack of any elaborate rules governing the receiving
and the condition of the recipients is due to the communitarian nature of
zakat. Znkat was—and still is—primarily collected from and distributed
in the same local Muslim community where the imam is supposed to,
and usually does, know the rich and the poor members.#” The commu-
nitarian aspect of zakat has, on the other hand, resulted in a problem-
atic situation for contemporary Muslims living in societies where aspects
of social welfare are increasingly tied to the obligations of the state.
Most, if not all, Muslim commentators are fully aware of the fact that
the way zakat has hitherto been managed in most Muslim societies—
through informal, unorganized and private channels and within the local

“Holger Weiss, Obligatory Almsgiving: An Inquiry into Zakét in the Pre-colonial Bilad
al-Siidin (Helsinki: Finnish Oriental Society, 2003), 36-37.

S Doi, Shari’ah, 393-394.

4©Nejatullah M. Siddiqi, Role of the State in the Ecomomy: An Islamic Perspective
(Leicester: The Islamic Foundation, 1996), 129.

Y7 Weiss, Obligatory Almsgiving, 37.
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community—has had little effect to alleviate modern forms of structural
poverty as it is rarely used as seed money or investment.*8

The effects of neoliberal globalization since the 1990s gave wake to
a communitarian approach on existing instruments of Islamic social
finance, such as zakat and wagf (pious endowments), as well as gener-
ated a vibrant discussion on the introduction of new ones, such as Islamic
microfinance.*® Zakat is recognized by Muslim experts in Islamic eco-
nomics as the traditional tool for the eradication of poverty but has in
recent decades started to zoom on the potentials of wagf and Islamic
microfinance in the provision of maslaba (social welfare). In this dis-
course, the umma is not anymore equated as merely the community
of believers but as (Muslim) society at large.?® In the 1990s, as Valeria
Saggiomo notes, there was an attempt to arrive at an Islamic notion of
sustainable social and economic development based on the principle of
social justice. In 1994, Mohamed Ansari proposed an Islamic solution
to sustainable development, its main aim being to achieve peace and har-
mony at all levels of human existence. When Muslim intellectuals turned
their attention to what makes it impossible to achieve peace and harmony
in the dimensions set out by Ansari, poverty was identified as the prime
obstacle to development.’! Harvard-trained economists and some econ-
omists of the World Bank turned towards Islamic economics and made
it more ‘fashionable’; the most popular modern manual on Islamic eco-
nomics is perhaps Yusuf al-Qardawi’s Figh az-Zakat. Islamic economics
has since then been articulated as the solution for an Islamic welfare state
policy and has also been discussed among African Muslim scholars. Not
surprisingly, the upsurge of Islamic economics in Africa has been closely

#8Nazamul Hoque, Mohammed Aktaruzzaman Khan and Khazi Deen Mohammed,
“Poverty Alleviation by Zakah in a Transitional Economy: A Small Business Entrepreneurial
Framework,” Journal of Global Entreprencurship Research 5, no. 7 (2015): 14.

“World Bank and Islamic Development Bank Group, Global Report on Islamic
Finance—Islamic Finance: A Catalyst for Shaved Prosperity? (Washington, DC: World Bank
Group, 2016), 174-199; Mustapha Abdul-Hamid and Mohammed Fazwi Aminu Amadu,
“Islam and Ghana’s Sustainable Development Agenda: Negotiating the Involvement of
the Muslim Community in Mainstream Economic Activity,” in Religion and Sustainable
Development: Ghanaian Perspectives, eds. George Ossom-Batsa, Nicoletta Gatti and Rabiatu
Deinyo Ammah (Citta del Vaticano: Urbaniana University Press, 2018), 131-144.

50Charles Tripp, Islam and the Moral Economy: The Challenge of Capitalism (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2006), 68-76.

51Saggiomo, “Islamic NGOs in Africa.”



