
Chapter 2

Islamic Charities: 

Development, Movements and Networking

Introduction

The practice of charity has a deep and long historical roots in human civilisations. In Muslim societies, as in many others, practices of charity and giving have been, and to a certain degree still are, central to the increase in the creation of public goods and the growth, in terms of both number and quality, of the welfare of communities. This is partly due to public donations, beyond regular taxation and the state’s ‘conventional’ fiscal system, for the financing of a variety of projects, such as the establishment of educational institutions, hospitals, charitable clinics, religious buildings, public kitchens, and shelters that notably benefit those from deprived economic backgrounds. In many countries, the use of religious idiom in fostering charitable giving is also widespread, and has been deeply characteristic of types of giving in recent times. Robert Wutthnow’s book on faith-based service and the roles of religious congregations and communities in America demonstrates how religion is increasingly playing a pivotal role in public life, especially in the organisation of social services. There has been a sort of ‘de-privatising’ of religion in public life, partly as a result of the dynamic encounters between religious and social, economic and political institutions.
 As regards to why religion remains essential to societal life, observers, using a Durkhemian viewpoint, note that in spite of ideas about belief and meaning, religion in public life functions as ‘the organic force of social solidarity and cohesion’,
 partly because it has much to do with ‘the relationships among people and within communities and between individuals and associations’.
 These relationships, in turn, lead religious communities to translate and realise religio-moral socially embedded values such as helping, serving, supporting people and volunteering. As giving, supporting the poor and volunteering are embedded in—and can be adapted to—religious values, as well as representing what is increasingly referred to as ‘charity’, the involvement of religious communities in carrying out social services is therefore a very common phenomenon. In this respect, charitable practice can simply be understood as the way in which community members, including religious groups, attempt to strengthen their relationships among those within and beyond the community. 

In modern Western vocabulary, which is culturally very much influenced by the Christian tradition, the term ‘charity’ is widely known as a part of the spiritual devotions and asceticism of pious personalities who dedicate themselves to loving God by keeping their distance from material matters.
 In the Christian tradition, the notion and practice of charity are closely related to faith. One example is that of monasteries, through which charitable giving was in some way channelled and in which a monk’s devotional life was dedicated to ‘loving God’ and helping—or even being part of—the poor. This devotional practice on the part of Christian monks also resembles that of certain Muslim Sufis and Buddhist monks. Thus, it can be said that charity can be conceived as a notion related to the poor, to spirituality, to religious ideals, to social concerns, to social relations, to human beings’ dedication to god, and, most importantly, to ‘giving’. As a matter of fact, recent studies on charitable practice have been characterised predominantly by the analysis of two ‘contrasting realities’: the prosperous and the poor, the benefactors and the beneficiaries, stronger groups and weaker entities. Thus, charity and poverty, or giving and receiving, two conflicting but inseparable terms, are often coupled together.
 Notwithstanding the prevalence of religious framing in defining charitable works,
 a secular way of thinking played a considerable role in conceiving the meaning of beneficent acts for public ends by exploring moral concepts such as altruism, beneficence, benevolence, or munificence, as well as by promoting economically-driven development projects to which terms such as aid, development, relief, support and welfare are connected.
 In short, the practice of giving is a universal phenomenon, and yet the motives, reasons, or justifications behind this practice are as varied as the plurality of perceptions of religious and cultural values held by society, as well as outlooks on social, economic and political reality. Studies on religious charities have underlined that a person may envisage his benevolent work as his ‘compassionate good work’,
 as his ‘love of mankind’,
 as his expression of ‘hospitality’,
 and as his means of ‘demonstrating caring and commitment’.

However, there has been a new and significant development in the study of giving, charity, philanthropy and the like, as the interplay between religion, society, market and the state has become increasingly salient. This new development suggests that charitable work may represent a kind of altruistic behaviour, or religiously-embedded public awareness of the need to provide the best remedy for hardship within society. Charitable work has also become of interest to voluntary associations, private sector organisations and even government agencies. Despite the fact that state welfare programmes for the poor in the modern context of the nation state can no longer be regarded as ‘charity’ in its normative sense, in non-Islamic countries such as the United States, the United Kingdom, and in Europe as a whole, the state has been engaged in regulating charities for decades. The state is able to support, and at the same time, regulate and supervise community-based voluntary associations, religious congregations, and various social institutions that can benefit the public so that they are able to function effectively.
 Likewise, in Muslim countries, such as Iran, Pakistan, Sudan, Malaysia, and Indonesia, the engagement of the state in what can be called religiously-motivated ‘charities’ is to some extent no longer restricted to regulation. More than that, the state has even attempted to control and operate ‘Islamic charities’, so to speak. This reveals that the state, with its respective authority, has endeavoured to ‘take over’ the domain of the voluntary sector. In other words, the state has acted as a rival of, instead of partner to, the community-based voluntary sector and civil society organisations in collecting and distributing public support.
 Due to the unclear distinction between public and voluntary sector domains in social work, it is therefore unsurprising that there may be clashing interests in terms of gaining domestic support. The relations between the two have been characterised by rivalry in the shaping of both religious and political authority, as well as competition in dispensing social funds between community-based welfare institutions and state-sponsored charitable agencies. In many cases, the state’s imposition of and involvement in the collection of social funds beyond the tax taken from the public tends to generate various forms of resistance from society.
 

In the same way, private organisations, whose aims are essentially to earn and increase the revenues of the companies for the sake of productivity, efficiency, and ‘professionalism’, have begun expanding their area of operation by entering the domain of the voluntary sector.
 The establishment of corporation-sponsored foundations that extensively promote public goods and sustainable development projects, referred to as ‘corporate social responsibility’ (CSR), reveals that practices of giving and social work are increasingly becoming multifaceted thanks to the changing nature of the meaning of ‘giving’, as well the shifting characteristics of the relationships between public, private and voluntary organisations. As suggested by one observer, ‘The fusion of business, government, and societal values became the basis for ethical relationships and community giving, not only between individuals and society, and between citizens and government, but also between buyers and merchants.’

It can be suggested, therefore, that as the roles and motives concealed behind charitable practice are very much dependent upon—and as varied as—the religious, social, and political orientation of the voluntary associations, rivalry may also occur among community-based charitable associations. In short, charity is apparently becoming more dynamic in the great variety of social, economic, and political contexts where charitable associations operate. 

Giving in Islam and Approaches to the Study of Charity

Before further describing charitable practice in Muslim societies, I shall explain the meaning, scope, and characteristics of Islamic charities and their relation to the notions of social welfare and acts of benevolence. In contemporary Muslim societies, both zakat (mandatory almsgiving) and sedekah (voluntary almsgiving) are fundamental concepts that are central to the growth in the work of both voluntary organisations and state- and corporation-supported welfare agencies. The involvement of various parties (public, private, and voluntary) in managing aid and social funds gained from public sources such as zakat suggests that giving practice has evolved and shifted from being simply a government affair to becoming an overtly voluntary affair, or vice versa, thanks to the shift in the culture of giving in the era of the modern nation state. Therefore, in order to understand giving practice in Muslim societies, this chapter will focus on two theologically normative accounts as reflected in the Islamic normative sources: the Qur’an, representing the ‘word’ of God, and the hadith, the sayings of the Prophet Muhammad as the messenger of God. Yet, as giving practice has evolved since the seventeenth century into a ‘living tradition’ in a changing world, one may not neglect other historical, judicial, sociological and even anthropological accounts on Islamic forms of giving in Muslim societies. 

Islamic Forms of Giving as Religious and Social Practices 

Islamic practices have mainly relied upon two fundamental sources of Islamic teachings: the Qur’an and the hadith. Both sources are essential to the formation of Islamic ethics, the Islamic jurisprudential system, as well as social structures in Muslim societies, either in ‘Islamic states’ or in non-Muslim countries. The Qur’an consists of normative ethical principles presenting spiritual, social and political ideas on how to be a dedicated believer. It also contains orders on how to perform ‘the right things’ (al-amr bi al-ma’ruf) and to prevent ‘wrongful doings’ (al-nahy ‘an al-munkar) in order to achieve the believer’s ultimate goals both in the world, becoming ‘the best community’ (khair umma), and in the hereafter, enjoying the magnificence of heaven. In addition to referring to the Qur’an, Muslims also use the hadith, another source of Islamic teaching, which to some extent provides more detailed information on—and explanation of—religious practices. To Muslims, the Prophet Muhammad is an ideal person whose deeds are protected and guided by God. Therefore, following, imitating and perhaps interpreting the Prophet Muhammad’s sayings and acts is part of the way in which Islamic communities endeavour to attain their spiritual goals. The process of imitating and rearticulating the Prophet’s deeds has led to the birth of what is to be called ‘prophetic tradition’ (sunna).
 It is of equal importance that the formation of Islamic legal thought and jurisprudential principles can also be derived from the sayings of the Prophet’s companions and the religious/legal opinions (ijtihad) of Islamic scholars who have formulated Islamic jurisprudence. In many cases, Islamic scholars’ legal reasoning (ijtihad) on contemporary issues, upon which the Qur’an and hadith give unclear judgement, can be partly based on principles formulated in the Islamic jurisprudential system, such as ‘analogy’ (qiyas), ‘juristic preference’ (istihsan), ‘textually unregulated benefit’ (masalih mursala), and ‘principle of presumption of continuity’ (istishab).

In particular, giving practice is included in Muslim religious worship, representing spiritual piety. It is the third of five pillars of Islam (arkan al-Islam): 1) profession of faith, declaring the oneness of God (shahada), that there is no God but Allah; 2) prayer (salat); 3) giving of alms to the needy (zakat); 4) fasting, especially during the month of Ramadan (saum); and 5) pilgrimage to Mecca (hajj). There is no doubt that giving practice in Muslim societies represents devotion towards God, as there are also many Quranic verses and prophetic narrations commanding all believers (mu’min) to pay alms for the needy. The spiritual significance of the giving of alms as a form of religious worship has in fact often been juxtaposed with that of prayer, given that the verses of the Qur’an repeatedly mention the obligation of giving of alms alongside performing prayer. This spiritual dimension is apparently the foremost motive of charitable activism in Islam, and is also referred to by scholars as ‘financial worship’.
 Corresponding to this, the Qur’an highlights various concepts that can be associated with ‘charity’, the most important of which are zakat, a mandatory giving of alms by every Muslim who is capable of doing so—but also ‘willing’ to do so—and sedekah, a voluntary giving practice. 

Etymologically, Zakat means ‘to purify’ or ‘to grow’. Spiritually, it is aimed at not only purifying one’s assets through sharing with others, but also at cleansing the payer’s heart of greed and selfishness. Zakat is also often associated with the growth of one’s wealth, implying that zakat payment ‘increases the funds from which it is taken and protects them from being lost or destroyed’.
 Every Muslim is obliged to pay two types of zakat. The first is zakat al-fitr, which certain scholars also refer to as sadaqa al-fitr. It is a form of charity given to the poor by every Muslim during the month of Ramadan. The second is zakat al-amwal (zakat on wealth), under which concept Muslims whose savings and income reach a minimum level, called nisab (equal to or more than 95 grams of gold), are generally obliged to pay 2.5% of their savings. The zakat rate varies, depending upon the type of wealth. Farmers may be levied 5% to 10% of their harvest, depending on the type of watering system; those farmers who use an irrigation system will be levied 10% of their harvest, while those employing a ‘rain cistern’ will be levied only 5%. Wealth originating from buried treasure can even be levied as much as 20%. 

Historically speaking, zakat practice in Muslim societies had much to do with the religious and political authorities of the ‘Islamic state’.
 During the era of the Prophet Muhammad and especially during that of his earliest four successors, who are referred to as the ‘Rightly Guided Caliphs’ (al-khulafa al-rashidun), an Islamic state’s fiscal system included zakat imposed only on Muslim citizens. This practice was complementary to other tax schemes such as kharaj, a tax levied on agricultural land and imposed on both Muslim and non-Muslim citizens, and jizya, a tax applied only to non-Muslim citizens living under an Islamic state’s protection. Therefore, performing zakat in a Muslim society, especially in the era of the Prophet Muhammad and his early successors, could also represent socially-oriented spiritual piety as a citizen and as an individual Muslim. This is because zakat at that time was solely handled by an agency of the state, a sort of committee, or an institution such as the House of Treasure (bayt al-mal), which was responsible for zakat administration and distribution.
 It is widely acknowledged among historians that during the era of Abu Bakr al-Siddiq (d. 634), the first of the Prophet Muhammad’s successors, in addition to being managed exclusively by the Caliphate that represented the ‘state’, zakat started to be imposed officially on all people adhering to Islam. Abu Bakr himself was widely acknowledged for his rigorous endeavours to combat those who refused to pay zakat.
 An innovative development occurred during the era of ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab (d. 644), the second Caliph of Islam. Umar made the House of Treasure more effective by, among other methods, appointing one of his disciples to be the head of this financial institution, and by creating policies to use the collected wealth originating from taxes (zakat, jizya, kharaj etc.) in times of hardship. While this kind of state-centred organisation of alms was continued by ‘Utman ibn ‘Affan (d. 656) and ‘Ali ibn Abu Talib (d. 661), the success of the state’s role in organising zakat was also attributed to ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd al-Aziz (d. 720), whose House of Treasure is believed to have functioned as it should to provide welfare apportionment, alleviate poverty within Muslim societies, and to create a sort of ‘welfare state’ system. 

The above narratives pointing to the Caliphs’ ‘success stories’ in optimising the function of the House of Treasure reverberate in modern times and in the new context of modern nation states. These narratives serve to legitimate advanced government involvement in alms-organising, especially in areas where Muslims are in the majority. As giving practice goes on and the social, cultural, and economic landscape changes, Muslim scholars have endeavoured to translate and reconceptualise the meaning and function of Islamic forms of giving through ijtihad (innovation in Islamic legal thought). Islamic scholars have proposed innovative ideas to bring Islamic doctrine in line with the needs of society at large. In the case of zakat practice, prominent Muslim jurists such as Abu Hanifa (d. 767), Malik ibn Anas (d. 795), Muhammad Ibn Idris al-Shafi'i (d. 820) and Ahmad Ibn Hanbal (d. 855), whose religious and legal opinions evolved to become respective Islamic schools of law (Hanafite, Malikite, Shafi’ite, and Hanbalite), for example, are not always in an agreement in determining the types of wealth subject to zakat law, who zakat payers and beneficiaries should be, the types of mechanisms of zakat distribution and so forth.
 

Giving practice can also be seen from other angles. The medieval Muslim scholar al-Ghazali (d. 1111) was more interested in seeing giving practice in the light of a spiritual viewpoint in addition to that of a legal perspective. In his magnum opus Revival of Religious Learning (Ihya `Ulum al-Din), Al-Ghazali devotes space to discussing the ‘mysteries of charities’ (al-asrar al-zakah). Despite presenting the normative concept of zakat and sedekah as many other ‘ulama have done, al-Ghazali pays attention to the ethical and spiritual dimensions of Islamic charities applicable to benefactors and beneficiaries. According to al-Ghazali, paying zakat, seen from the purpose of the Islamic law, constitutes both ‘acts of pure devotion’ and ‘rational benefit’, and people’s devotion to God is also tested through their attitudes towards wealth and property.
 Al-Ghazali’s concerns include the ethics and spirituality of giving, as he discusses the relationship between benefactors and beneficiaries. Al-Ghazali comes to believe that secrecy and publicity in the giving of alms have advantages, but he also lays emphasis on the need to avoid any act that may humiliate and insult the recipient.
 

Meanwhile, modern Egyptian intellectual and political activist Sayyid Qutb (d. 1966) and Iranian progressive thinker Ali Shari`ati (d. 1977) are very keen on promoting social justice and an Islamic concept of welfare in their conceptions of wealth and power distribution. Sayyid Qutb is known as an inspiring intellectual and political ideologist whose thought has greatly influenced scholars and activists all over the Muslim world. One of his many works, entitled Social Justice in Islam (al-‘Adala al-Ijtima`iyya fi al-Islam), specifically outlines the Islamic welfare concept. Stressing the practicality (waqa`iyya) of Islam in society, Qutb points out that in essence, Islam has dealt with and promoted ‘the principle of equality of opportunity and the principles of justice for all’, and at the same time has confirmed the necessity of strengthening social solidarity (al-takaful al-ijtima’i al-wathiq).
 To him, cooperation among—and the unity of—the members of the community, which is based on ‘the piety and rights conduct’,
 is instrumental in underpinning Muslim welfare system, and both zakat and sedekah cannot be detached from the Islamic social, economic and political order.
 

Another perspective on welfare is offered by Ali Shari`ati, an ideologist and member of the Iranian Muslim intelligentsia, who employs intellectualism as a key force to advocate mustad’afun, the grassroots, in opposition to mustakbirun, the elites. Class distinction seems to have characterised Shari`ati’s understanding of the social, economic, and political system in pre-revolutionary Iran. His critique of the role of religious elites, the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie in the Iranian context, using Marxist concepts, reflects the dynamics of the social, political and intellectual environment in Iran at that time. There are two kinds of class systems that Shari`ati attempts to utilise in his discourse; the first is ‘economic classes’ which mainly relate to the economic life and material dimension of the society; and the second is ‘belief classes’ which has much to do with the religious or the clerical system.
 Through these kinds of distinction, Shari`ati believes that unjust relationships between the elites and the grassroots, and notably between the oppressors and the oppressed, should be criticised, because Islam, with the Tauhid (monotheism), is the religion of justice.
 In Shariati’s thought, the Islamic concept of monotheism should inspire Muslims to promote justice by combating idolatry and oppressive social and political structures. According to his view, oppressive actions by the elites can mean the violation of humanity. In a nutshell, although Shari`ati does not tell us much about the Islamic concept of giving, including zakat, khums and sedekah in his works, his perspective on the promotion of equality and justice represents his whole idea of social change for the welfare of the society. 
Even though sedekah can also mean zakat, traditionally it has implied voluntary giving and charitable acts. Under the concept of sedekah, it is recommended that Muslims donate certain portions of their wealth to be dispensed for public benefit. Sedekah, has not been strictly regulated, as anyone can make a contribution or donate some portion of their wealth to a beggar or the poor whenever they like and regardless of the amount. As a ‘benevolent act’, sedekah also has a wider meaning. It can be regarded as the general concept of Islamic giving, both material (money, land, buildings, and wealth) and non-material (support, dedication, and commitment). Unlike zakat, which is prescribed in detail in the Qur’an and Sunna (Islamic tradition), the term sedekah has a fairly loose meaning. Therefore, in present-day discussions of social services, the Islamic concept of sedekah is perhaps equivalent to—and often closely associated with — the Western concept of ‘philanthropy’, designating love of human beings, benevolent acts and voluntary practices for the public good. It should be noted, nevertheless, that in the Islamic sense, sedekah is also heavily redolent of ‘vertical relations’ between human beings and God. Performing sedekah, therefore, signifies a way to achieve God’s mercy, vertically, and to help others, horizontally. 

While zakat and sedekah are terms with which Sunni are generally very familiar, and are widely practiced in the Muslim World, an additional concept of giving, khumus, has been formulated by and implemented solely among Shi’i. It is widely known among Muslims that zakat funds should be dispensed to support the poor, the needy and the other categories of zakat recipients mentioned above. In addition, it is also acknowledged that the Prophet Muhammad, his near relatives and descendants were not zakat beneficiaries. Yet, according to Shi’ite tradition, the prophet Muhammad and his relatives, as well as the legitimate Imam, along with the poor, were deserving of khums (the fifth). Although conceptually similar, there is a significant difference between Sunni’s zakat and Shi’i’s khums. The spirit of khums resembles zakat in that it functions as a sort of tax imposed on every individual Muslim whose has saved a certain minimum amount of money. Both zakat and khums ultimately lead to ‘divine reward and more certain salvation.’ Yet, for the Sunni, khums can only be applied to the booty achieved during and after war; for Twelever Shi’ism this concept (the fifth) applies to all seven categories of wealth.
 
The establishment of Islamic charitable foundations (waqf) underpinned by both religious narratives and customary acts has also played an essential role in the development of charitable works in Muslim society. Waqf, or awqaf (plural), is an Arabic term which literally means ‘to hold’, ‘to stop’ or to ‘block’. It has the same meaning as the word habs or habus/ahbas (plural), commonly used in North Africa, which also implies ‘stopping’.
 In Muslim societies, both waqf and hubs represent the benevolent acts of a person, family, group of society, or even an institution (waqif), that endows property or assets for public benefit and beneficiaries (mawquf ‘alayh). The endowed asset, which is referred to as mawquf or mahbus, is invested and managed, and can be dispensed for religious and social purposes. Therefore, the original owner of the endowed asset no longer has authority to sell or inherit that asset, as his ownership is ‘suspended’ and ‘delegated’ to an administrator (nazir) who is responsible for managing the endowed asset and its revenue. There is no precise or thorough prescription for waqf in the Qur’an, unlike zakat, which is prescribed in the Qur’an and Sunna (prophetic tradition) in great detail. Scholars are by and large correct to consider Islamic endowment (waqf) as another, but more specific, form of voluntary giving. It mainly relies on customary practice, and for this reason, implementing waqf practice, including the management of charitable foundations, is more open to innovation then zakat. Interestingly, in many Muslim countries, the state has been more interested in administrating waqf (endowment of land and buildings) than zakat. This is partly because the endowment system deals with changes to asset proprietary rights, which requires official administrative assistance from the political authorities.
 

Islamic Charity 

‘Islamic charity’ is increasingly becoming a generic term, and is widely employed by scholars to indicate Islamic acts of benevolence. It is, therefore, worth clarifying what Islamic charity is, its scope, and what sort of motivation lies behind this practice. Such questions are necessary thanks to the complexity and increasing development of spiritually-inspired charitable works in modern times. Scholars such as Michael Bonner, Adam Sabra, Murat Cizakca, Richard Van Leeuwen, Yaacov Lev, and Amy Singer, who have studied Islamic charity practice in early and medieval Islamic societies, have primarily argued that the notion of charity in Islam cannot be separated from that of charitable practice in other religions, notably Judaism and Christianity. The English term ‘charity’ is believed to have emanated from the Latin term caritas in the Judeo-Christian tradition. The word charity in a Christian sense presumably covers two meanings: the Greek term agape (spiritual love) and almsgiving. It also denotes moral, rather than theological, concepts and ethics. Historian Adam Sabra, in his examination of the roles of charitable institutions in medieval Islam, explains that Islamic tradition and classical Arabic have no appropriate word to denote charity in its Christian sense. The words signifying altruistic behaviour in Islamic terms, such as ‘doing good’ (ihsan) and generosity (karama), cannot even be accurately associated with ‘charity’.
 By linking ‘charity’ closely with a Muslim concept of poverty, Sabra defines charity as ‘the practice of wealthy aiding the poor’, 
 while Amy Singer describes it as ‘a response to need or poverty.’
 

Although the religious foundations of charity within religious traditions may have varied, resemblances can be seen at both practical and doctrinal levels. Observers have explored hypotheses that Islamic charity may have originated from ancient Near Eastern culture. One hypothesis suggests that Islamic charity may have originated from giving practices in pre-Islamic Arabia, as evidenced by ethnographical studies carried out in various villages in the Middle East and Africa. Observers have pointed out that local tribes, including the Bedouin, which are not necessarily ‘Islamised’, have recognised the practice of charity for a long time.
 Another hypothesis states that Islamic charity has a connection with the Judeo-Christian tradition. It bears a resemblance, at least theologically, to charity formulated and practiced among the Jews.
 Despite the prolonged discussion about the origin, similarities and differences of charitable practices within Abrahamic religions, the word charity has become included in the description of—and often employed in recent studies on—traditions of giving within Muslim societies. This suggests that in recent scholarly discourse, this term is no longer exclusively associated with the Jewish or Christian traditions or the term caritas. In the case of Muslim society, the Arabic and Islamic terms referring to almsgiving, which etymologically have often been simplified to ‘charity’, are, as discussed above, zakat and sadaqa. Spiritually, performing zakat and sadaqa and some kinds of benevolent acts may also signify a Muslim expression of gratitude and thankfulness to God (shukr).
 

The concept of Islamic charity has more than one meaning, or can be justified by other concepts. This is partly because the socio-political context in which Islamic associations operate has already played a significant role in the evolution of what is called charity. A commendable conceptual comparison between Islamic and Christian notions of charity has been made by Özgüç Orhan from the Fatih University-Turkiye, who explores the Islamic concepts of himma, in Arabic, or himmet, in Turkish, developed in the Gülen Movement,
 a worldwide social and spiritual movement led and inspired by the teachings of Fethullah Gülen (Hodjaefendi). Himmet (Ar. himma) is a Turkish-Arabic term that is often utilised in the process of obtaining financial support from the members of the Gülen community, who are also referred to as members of hizmet, in order to sustain spiritual, social, cultural, and educational activities. The Turkish term himmet is more often associated with a ‘mystical and spiritual quest for the divine’, under which one is encouraged to do more notable deeds by, among other things, providing help for the needy, sharing wealth, knowledge, and actions, as well as strengthening community. In the Gülen Movement, himmet represents a more practical term for Islamic forms of giving and beneficent deeds.
    

Recent studies have underlined that in a sociological and economic sense, Islamic almsgiving might have constituted multifarious meanings and functions. Historian Michael Bonner, for example, has pointed out that almsgiving is an Islamic idea of the ‘return of wealth’, meaning that the rich should return or give their possessions to the poor. This is a mechanism for circulating wealth that underpins the fiscal theory of early Muslim society. The main idea of almsgiving is the purification of property,
 and the idea of the redistribution of property is a sociological and economic aspect of Islamic charity. Arguing that Islamic almsgiving serves as a social and political ‘stabiliser’ through which the relation between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have nots’ can be bridged, Timur Kuran, a Turkish-American economist, emphasises that almsgiving ‘never became an agent of massive equalization’.
 However, as Kuran argues, the failure of Islamic charity to eradicate poverty, improve the quality of life for society, or institute an appropriate welfare system does not prevent Muslims from donating their wealth. This is partly because the purpose of Islamic charity, from the beginning, is as ‘a purifier of wealth, a source of inner comfort for donors, and an instrument of religious solidarity’.
 In relation to this, studies have also underlined charitable practice within Muslim societies in the context of the nation state, suggesting that giving practice is one of the sources of the Islamic welfare system. The proliferation of charitable, philanthropic and welfare institutions that organise the collection of social funds, zakat and sedekah in Muslim societies has in fact much to do with their efforts to promote an Islamic economic and welfare system.

The studies described above are important in our analysis of the nature of Islamic charity derived from the normative concept of almsgiving (zakat and sedekah), and the perspectives of the scholars have provided us with theological, historical and sociological foundations of recent studies on Islamic charitable practice. However, other factors that might have heavily stimulated Muslims to mobilise charitable activism in recent social and political landscapes have not been identified. In addition, the perspectives described above are not sufficient to analyse recent trends and developments, such as why charitable institutions set up by Muslim communities in certain regions differ from one another, and why charitable institutions in recent times have carried out different outreach activities, ranging from relieving the poor in urban and rural areas to supporting the victims in man-made and natural disaster-affected areas, both regionally and internationally. Due to this, this present study will emphasise that there has been a raison d'être behind charitable practice, driving people to mobilise charity and set up charitable institutions. Therefore, it is worthwhile taking another perspective on this subject by analysing the meaning of charity beyond the normative concept of alms. In this respect, this study will investigate the notions of solidarity (ta`awun), brotherhood (ukhuwwa), and Islamic community (umma), concepts that are used to justify charitable activism socially and politically. 

Although the concept of solidarity has become the ‘soul’ of charitable practice and welfare activism in Muslim societies,
 in the past, the religious, social, and political justifications of solidarity in the actual expression of Muslim charitable services were rarely discussed. The works of Jonathan Benthall, Jerome Bellion-Jourdan and Abdel-Rahman Ghandour seem to have filled this gap. Studying aid organisations in the contemporary Muslim world, these authors have framed the discussion of Islamic charities in a political context by observing various Muslim humanitarian relief NGOs. Benthall and Bellion-Jourdan draw attention to the concept of solidarity. Accordingly, the Islamic concept of ta`awun al-Islami, meaning ‘mutual help’, has broadly been adopted in recent religious charitable works, especially in response to crises in conflict or disaster-prone spots where Muslims have become victims. It is within the context of Islamic solidarity, the Arabic term al-ighatha al-islamiyya or ‘Islamic relief’, that the growing humanitarian activism organised by Muslim associations can be located. Relief activities, which predominantly rely upon charitable and voluntary bases, can be regarded as ‘a wider commitment in the name of Islamic solidarity’.
 

Moreover, the concept of brotherhood (ukhuwwa), which is related to the Muslim concept of a global community (umma), is also playing an instrumental role in the development of various Muslim humanitarian NGOs. These range from those established by Sufi orders in Africa
 to those set up by the middle and upper classes and professionals among the Muslim diaspora in developed countries such as the United States and in Europe.
 The establishment of Islamic aid organisations, relief agencies, and social institutions with their transnational networks cannot be detached from the spirit of solidarity. ‘Brotherhood in Islam’ (ukhuwwa Islamiyya) and ‘human solidarity’ (ukhuwwa insaniyya) are terms that may have prompted Muslim communities to mobilise financial and human resources in response to social and political events in which Muslim communities are involved, and at the same time shaped the types of programmes, benefactors, and, more importantly, beneficiaries. 

In Indonesia, the concept of ukhuwwa Islamiyya has been the subject of numerous discussions and there is a broad consensus that it may be understood in two distinct ways, both of which are legitimate. First, according to Quraish Shihab, a leading Indonesian professor who is an authority on Quranic Exegesis, interpretation of the term emphasises the ‘subject’ of brotherhood. It signifies ‘solidarity among Muslims’, because solidarity requires strong cohesion among the subjects, socially, ideologically, and religiously. In this respect, Muslims are urged to help each other. The second interpretation accentuates the principle of brotherhood in Islam, reflecting ‘the universal brotherhood’, according to which Muslims can and ought to help people in need, regardless of their religious, social, or political affiliation. By and large, the former meaning is more dominant than the latter, especially in situations where Muslims are the victims of a conflict.

It is also worth emphasising that in reality, the concepts of brotherhood, communal unity and solidarity are often mixed, because the more fundamental spiritual inspiration of giving practice in Islam is that of being closer to God (taqwa). Therefore, various groups can engage in spiritually-oriented social enterprises such as charities, regardless of their religious and political orientations. These might range from politically-oriented voluntary associations to sufi orders, from progressive grassroots-based NGOs to upper-middle-class social institutions. In line with this, the Qur’anic notion of ‘doing good’, which refers to the principle of ‘commanding right and forbidding wrong’ (amr bi al-ma’ruf wa nahy ‘an al-munkar), can also be taken into consideration. ‘Doing the right thing’ and ‘forbidding wrongdoing’ are principles that have been used to underpin social order and missionary activities in Muslim societies. 

In certain contexts, it is possible that the expression of ‘doing good and forbidding wrong’ has also inspired Muslim communities to translate their vision of Islam into social, economic and political realms. For Muslims, it is compulsory to support everything that is considered to be ‘good’, according to Islam. Participation in missionary-related social, economic and political activities, for instance, can be seen as doing good and is therefore legitimate in a religious sense.
 At a conceptual level, it has not always been clear how this expression stimulates Islamic communities to mobilise domestic resources for the sake of the unity of—and solidarity among—communities (umma). But one may say that based on the daily societal narratives produced in the course of carrying out social activities such as supporting free schools for disadvantaged children, organising social and religious activities for prostitutes, and mobilising domestic funds for supporting Palestinian fighters against Israel, giving and charities can, in part, be an Islamic expression of upholding what is right and eradicating what is wrong. 

Philanthropy and Long-term Social Enterprises 

When I started my fieldwork in Indonesia, which I undertook in three consecutive periods between 2008 and 2010, I met a number of volunteers working in voluntary associations or zakat agencies. When presenting the social programmes of their associations, these volunteers often emphasised that, in addition to charitable work, they carry out long-term and development projects, which are referred to as ‘philanthropy’. Interestingly, there has been a trend among Muslim voluntary associations working for the poor to label themselves generically as philanthropic associations, despite their overwhelming charitable role. This suggests that the two terms, ‘charity’ and ‘philanthropy’, in spite of their similarities, have often been thought of differently. Charity is more often associated with the relief of the poor, with limited impact. By contrast, philanthropy is believed to have a greater impact on society, as it promotes social change. Indeed, the meaning of charity in present-days scholarly works has connotations of short-term relief projects, and from the perspective of development, the term ‘charity’ tends to be seen as perhaps less impressive than philanthropy. 

Moreover, although both charity and philanthropy are frequently employed interchangeably in practice, scholars have made a sharp distinction between the two. As an approach to improve the quality of life in a society, ‘charity’ was extensively employed by religious institutions from the seventeenth to early nineteenth centuries. This is evidenced by the enthusiasm of religious institutions at that juncture, notably churches in ‘Christendom’ and mosques in ‘Islamdom’, to operate charitable works in health, education, cultural and social fields.
 Charity practice has come to be considered an inadequate approach to the complexity of poverty in the social and political landscape of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, as the charity approach very much ‘addresses symptoms rather than the causes’ of problems, and its impact is undoubtedly limited to ‘those lucky enough to benefit from the service ... but has not had an impact beyond that.’
 Based on the presupposition that ‘no human being should live in misery and suffering and those with the ability to help have an obligation to do so,’
 charity practice is not immune to criticism. It is believed that charity may humiliate the poor, as the well-off offer underprivileged people in ‘unfortunate positions’ the money that they do not earn. This, it is said, cannot address the causes of problems, and could result in the government, with its public policy, feeling less responsible for increasing people’s quality of life.
 Therefore, a fundamental change within society, such as social justice, can hardly be achieved through charity. 

While charity is believed to have had a limited impact in society, both socially and economically, philanthropy is perceived to have had a broader social impact in terms of enhancing social justice and promoting the public good. Conceptually, philanthropy resembles charity, as both terms represent the idea of giving. In a more practical sense, philanthropy can be seen as ‘the act of giving money and other resources, including time, to aid individuals, causes, and organisations.’
 Beyond poverty relief, philanthropy, as a ‘voluntary action for public good’,
 covers activities within which social change, social justice and the public good are heavily promoted within communities and negotiated with the political authorities. However, philanthropic action should constitute not only relief, but also the development and empowerment of those in unfortunate circumstances. Philanthropy, as observers have stated, may empower the underprivileged to claim back their social, economic, and political rights, restoring their self-reliance and strengthening their capacity to reach their social and economic goals. As the term ‘public good’ has wide scope of meanings, ranging from creating a public welfare system to a promoting democratic society, the objectives of philanthropic works, one of which is the promotion of social justice, can be more political in character than charitable practice.
 This is because promoting social justice should be negotiated politically and social change is a ‘political process’, rather than ‘simply a matter of better management.’
 

In present-day practice, Islamic charitable associations have used the term ‘Islamic philanthropy’ to mean development-oriented social works, in order to distinguish this work from short-term social projects with limited impact. The categories of philanthropic associations, as I have discussed in the Introduction and will examine further in the following chapters, include community-based zakat agencies, state-sponsored zakat bodies, Islamic humanitarian organisations and the like, which originate from public support and whose funds are dispensed for public causes. These types of associations have gone to the aid of those in need, such as poor families in city slums, underprivileged villagers in areas that face food shortages due to severe drought, conflict refugees, and evacuees of natural disasters.

Researching Islamic Charities: Resources, Actors, and Institutions 
The meaning, functions, and characteristics of Islamic social aid are further illuminated when viewed through the lens of its sources, actors and institutions. When investigating the extent to which the state and market in a non-Islamic state such as Indonesia are involved in charitable practice by supporting the social activities of Islamic charitable associations, we need to ask what Islamic aid is about, how religious impulses are transformed into ‘secular’ voluntary organisations that administer philanthropic associations, and who the targeted beneficiaries of philanthropic associations are. 

Sources of Islamic Aid

Charitable works by Islamic voluntary associations are supported mainly by almsgiving (zakat and sedekah) from individual Muslims who donate to religious and social institutions such as mosques, orphanages, and some kinds of charitable associations, either regularly or occasionally. In the Indonesian case, most people prefer to give directly to the poorest members of their family or neighbourhood, rather than channelling funds to philanthropic associations managed by the community, the government, or by private sector associations. It is necessary to look closely at the ways in which public resources are mobilised by Islamic associations. When catastrophes or natural disasters strike certain areas, causing humanitarian crises, people feel a need to help the victims and donate a certain proportion of their wealth to humanitarian associations. Muslim scholars have suggested that people’s material and non-material contributions aimed at helping the victims in disaster-affected areas can be called a form of ‘humanitarian solidarity’ (ukhuwwa bashariyya/insaniyya), a term signifying the unity of a ‘global community’ regardless of race and religion. However, it should also be noted that people as benefactors and Muslim NGOs as agencies have their own preferences regarding to whom the collected funds should eventually be distributed. Like other religiously-motivated associations, Muslim humanitarian NGOs may select their beneficiaries based on social, religious, cultural, and political considerations, or even simply on a humanitarian basis, by putting sectarian causes aside. In short, Islamic social aid or charities, meaning the aid provided by Muslim NGOs or Islamic humanitarian associations, originate from the general public, whose contribution may or may not be motivated by religious reasons. 

The above provision also suggests that what is to be called ‘Islamic social aid’ provided by Islamic associations does not always originate from zakat and sedekah, as understood in a strictly religious sense. Another development can be traced in the involvement of commercial enterprises, which support aid associations organised by religious institutions. Some charities channel relief funds from religious associations, as well as from non-religious or non-Muslim agencies or institutions. This means that Islamic voluntary organisations can become agencies bridging the gap between private (and secular) sector organisations that function as ‘fundraisers’, and beneficiaries from disadvantaged social groups. There has been an increasing tendency within private companies in Muslim countries such as Malaysia, Indonesia, Dubai, and Qatar, to cooperate with religious organisations in order to promote sustainable development programmes. It is also rather common to find private sector organisations participating in the social aid organised by religious associations.

The state’s engagement in the sponsoring of relief associations has also become more pervasive in both Muslim and non-Muslim countries. In countries such as the United States and in and Europe and the Gulf, aid provided by religious institutions can even be sponsored by the state. This means that the government may offer a budget that voluntary organisations can access to carry out more effective and well-organised social projects for poverty relief and sustaining education and cultural programmes within the community. In the United States, faith-based charitable associations working for poverty relief and community development may receive federal funds. This is supported by a legislative provision called ‘Charitable Choice’.
 Observing the dynamics of faith-based voluntary associations in Arab countries, Amani Kandil suggests that the state has played at least two main roles: first, providing a legal umbrella and political atmosphere conducive for the development of the voluntary sector; and second, shaping the patterns of voluntary practice by, among other things, ‘providing public support and acknowledging volunteer programs.’
 In response to manmade and natural crises around the globe and especially in Muslim countries, the Muslim World League (Rabita al-`Alam al-Islamiyya), with the full support of Saudi Arabia, established the International Islamic Relief Organisation (IIRO). Other examples of state-sponsored Islamic relief associations include Qatar Charity and the Asian Muslim Charity Fund (AMCF) in the United Arab Emirates. These multipurpose associations operate around the globe to provide relief for the poor and to support Islamic propagation (dakwah) and a sort of ‘re-Islamisation’ process.
 In Western developed countries, such as Australia and the United States, the state may sponsor agencies that also work on relief and development projects run in developing countries. As evidenced by decades-long programmes and activities, these agencies, AUSAID (Australia) and USAID (the United States), have been able to work with religious institutions, despite the fact that these agencies do not support any religious propagation. 
Middle-Class Roles 

The practice of charity is embedded within religious institutions and communities to support their visions of social welfare. The privileged classes seem to have become major actors in the creation of various charitable works from which poorer families may benefit. In the context of the interplay between the state and the market, the middle class, notably well-educated professionals, businessmen, and politicians, also plays an imperative role in the development of more sophisticated social support, and have attempted to translate religious principles in an up-to-date way by, among other things, echoing the notion of community physical (economic) and non-physical (spiritual and political) welfare. Interestingly, the utilisation of religious idiom on the necessity of giving has become increasingly popular among the middle class. The Islamic form of giving, for example, has been revitalised and regarded as a key institution for the promotion of social welfare. Scholars argue, more or less correctly, that not only has giving practice and philanthropy much to do with charitable practice, but that it also symbolises an upper middle class phenomenon.
 There are two main ‘actors’ in charity practice: the givers and the recipients. The givers are represented by the wealthy, the upper and upper-middle classes, who act as ‘welfare providers’, while the recipients are the poor and those economically and politically-disadvantaged groups who become ‘welfare beneficiaries’. Charities have a great influence on the social construction of society and have shaped the relations between the givers and recipients. The relationship between the two is also rather dynamic, because charity may lead to further asymmetry in the position of the rich and poor. This inequality between givers and recipients in charity practice may also result in various kinds of ties: reciprocal, ‘clientelism’ (patron-client), and paternalistic relations.

From the perspective of the ‘haves’, being attentive to those in need is, in part, a moral obligation and religious duty to create a better quality of life within the community. Meanwhile, the needy may also feel that what they receive is their ‘right’, due to their position in the underprivileged classes. However, a process of giving between two entities with unequal positions may result in asymmetrical social and religious privileges, especially as the givers will be regarded as ‘generous’ and thereby achieve a superior position, while the recipients remain inferior, the poor who ought to think of a ‘counter-gift’.
 Employing the perspective of social movement theory, the Canadian political scientist, Janine Clark, argues that a charitable act is heavily characterised by ‘strong horizontal but weak vertical ties.’
 In the case of Clark’s studies on Islamic social institutions (ISIs) in the Middle East, middle-class groups therefore make great efforts to strengthen their networks among ‘members’ of the middle class, such as medical doctors, university professors, politicians, entrepreneurs, and other professionals, as a means of preserving their charitable works that may benefit poor people but, more notably, also the middle class themselves. Clark's study of horizontal networks embedded in the Muslim middle classes also emphasises that the lower classes do not benefit very much from existing social institutions. Meanwhile, Sami Zubaida’s scrutiny of the vertical relations between Muslim associations and their needy clients shows that the resulting relationships are generally paternalistic.
 

In response to Clark's argument, Dutch scholar Egbert Harmsen, in his studies on Muslim voluntary welfare associations in Jordan, points out that while the social institutions set up by the middle class do serve middle-class families, they by no means exclude the needy in other realms. In fact, some institutions carry out programmes such as religious counselling, vocational training, and income-generating projects. Likewise, while Zubaida's findings indicate the Islamists' pivotal role in ‘colonising’ the religious, moral, and political affairs of the poor through social activities, such ‘colonisation’, according to Harmsen, does not signify that Islamist NGOs can politically mobilise the poor with ease.
 In another context, Sheila Carapico analyses the mix of tribalism, communalism, religious identity, and political power in the social services offered by tribe-embedded religious and social institutions.
 She points out that private Muslim philanthropy signifies piety, but at the same time represents ‘a form of political patronage and of pre-capitalist investment for the upper classes,’ as well as for both political and religious authorities.
 Although charitable institutions, as suggested by Clark, seem to have advanced middle-class interests ahead of those of the poor, or become a tool for establishing patronage socially, economically and even politically, as emphasised by Zubaida, Carapico, and Harmsen, the question of whether the middle classes, through their faith-based charitable associations, still foster or perhaps prevent structural change remains an interesting one.

In my view, Muslim middle-class networks may result in very dynamic social activities that are not always characterised by patron-client relationships. This view is based on two arguments. First, the strong ties within the middle classes can become a means of increasing awareness of how to broaden their engagement in alleviating poverty. In fact, social activists among the Muslim middle classes need the ‘floating masses’ or ‘ordinary members’ (non-activists) of the Muslim middle-class, whose contribution underpins the social activities in their communities. Second, as the religious views and political affiliations of the members of the Muslim middle classes vary greatly, ranging from ‘rightist Islamists’ to ‘leftist social activists’, the characteristics of Islamic charitable associations are also shaped by the dynamic interactions among their members. This, in turn, leads to the ability (or perhaps inability) to combine charitable acts with development-oriented projects, or even with activities that promote structural change. The role of the middle classes in conceiving of and carrying out welfare activities can also be discerned from the NGOs they typically establish. This is imperative to our examination of whether or not paternalism and patronage have always characterised the social acts of the upper and middle classes, and the extent to which this works well in the Indonesian social-political context in which these Islamic charitable associations operate.

Networking 


Charities run by Islamic associations are a global phenomenon, and operate in small towns, disaster-affected areas, and densely populated, poor urban slums. Islamic charities have increasingly become a global phenomenon, as they operate not only in the Middle East or Africa, but also in Western—notably developed—countries such as the United States, Australia, the United Kingdom, and other Western European countries. With various motives, ranging from visions of faith-based welfare to politically-driven resistance movements, Muslim communities in Western countries have endeavoured to become involved in humanitarian missions by making the notion of giving the key discursive centre. In the United Kingdom, a number of Islamic NGOs have been established under the protection of the United Kingdom’s law on charity. One of the largest Islamic NGOs is Islamic Relief Worldwide (IRW), which was established in 1984. IRW, which should not to be confused and has no relations with Saudi Arabia’s IIRO, has carried out humanitarian aid and development projects around the globe from its headquarters in Birmingham, the United Kingdom. Its fundraising targets are not restricted to Muslim communities within the United Kingdom, but are also based in a variety of countries, ranging from the United States and Western Europe to South Africa and Malaysia. 

Another Islamic NGO in the United Kingdom is Muslim Aid, which was established in 1985 and has its headquarters in London. Muslim Aid has played a similar role to that of Islamic Relief, acting as a worldwide Muslim NGO specialising in disaster relief and development. Despite the fact that some findings suggest that the two aid associations are different in terms of their ideological characteristics as well as specialisations,
 what is more interesting in the context of the present research is that there has been a process of globalisation of charities in Muslim societies, crossing state boundaries. Islamic Aid (the United Kingdom), Helping Hand and ICNA Relief (United States) have also taken part in wide-ranging humanitarian missions, both nationally and internationally. Along with these, other faith-based NGOs such as World Vision, Catholic Charities, Catholic Relief, Christian Aid, Tzu Chi, Caritas, and Church World Service Indonesia (CWS) are instrumental in offering humanitarian assistance, notably in disaster-affected areas. In the case of Islamic social aid, the experience of international Islamic aid agencies, such as ICNA, Islamic Aid, Helping Hand, the IIRO, the AMCF and Muslim Aid, also reflects the fact that charity practices in fundraising and distribution have become globalised in line with the spread of Muslim communities around the world, as well as with the notion of a global community. Their public appearances and worldwide roles would be almost impossible to fulfil without support from political authorities, which provide a legal umbrella for charitable associations and other voluntary sector institutions.
 

The relationships among NGOs and charitable associations are generally characterised by distinctive forms: cooperation, coexistence, and competition. In the case of faith-based NGOs working for humanitarian and charitable causes, for example, the situation can be even more ideological and political. This is especially the case when faith-based associations hold sectarian sentiments and at the same time are unable to transform their religious values into more universally recognised, humanitarian concepts. As Robert Wuthnow has suggested, in spite of being ‘characterized by redundancy and by fluidity’, the proliferation of non-profit organisations, including charities, occurred ‘in a context of market competition much like that of for-profit organisations.’
 Therefore, Islamic charities and Muslim NGOs can be faced with a similar situation, as they may embrace different orientations, ranging from the politically-oriented to the secular-humanitarian driven. Thus, there may be tension and competition among associations with similar or dissimilar religious identities; among Muslim NGOs or between Muslim, Christian and Western ‘secular’ NGOs. However, there may also be dialogue and collaboration among NGOs with different religious orientations, such as between Muslim and Christian NGOs, and between Muslim NGOs and international NGOs. All of this is very much contingent upon the social and political context in which these faith-based NGOs function. 

Certain areas, such as Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, Palestine and Bosnia, are overwhelmingly inhabited by Muslims and have been ruined by ‘manmade’ disasters, and so Christian NGOs may be reluctant to arrive by themselves for, among other things, safety reasons and the strongly suspicious attitudes of local people or Muslim NGOs. For the same reason, Muslim NGOs may show a similar reluctance to undertake relief operations in Christian majority regions. In other areas, such as Egypt and Indonesia, Christian and Western NGOs may work with local Muslim NGOs. Meanwhile, in the so-called ‘areas bordering the Islamic world’, it is likely that Muslim and Christian NGOs compete with each other.
 Likewise, Christian NGOs such as World Vision and World Help have been accused of including evangelical missions in their humanitarian aid to certain countries and regions, such as Cambodia and Banda Aceh. However, this is not always the case, as evidenced by the cooperation in Indonesia between World Vision and the Muhammadiyah, one of Indonesia’s largest Muslim civil society associations.
 In an era of massive anti-terrorism campaigns by Western countries, notably the United States, it is easy to accuse Islamist NGOs of having supported terrorism.
 However, the UN and international NGOs also worked with jihadists such as the Jami’a Ulama-l-Islami (JUI), Al-Khair Trust, Al-Rashid Trust, and Jamaat-ud-Da’wa in response to the 2005 earthquake in Pakistan.
 In short, the degree of competition, tension, and cooperation among Islamic charities and with Christian or Western NGOs is very contextual, depending upon the ability of each association to communicate their humanitarian missions and reformulate and contextualise the religious values that they embrace.

Networking is one of the vital aspects that philanthropic organisations cannot overlook. NGOs can use three kinds of networking in order to strengthen their organisational capacity and operational area, as well as support from the public, whether morally, financially or politically. The first is an ‘internal network’ that helps an association solicits support from public individuals or institutions. An association’s internal network can determine an organisation’s ability to enrich its organisational capacity, strengthen human resources and optimise social capital. The second is a ‘local network’ or ‘regional network’ that allows an organisation to expand the scope of its programmes and address more specific groups of people by, among other things, establishing partnerships with other local NGOs and government agencies, as well as other local initiatives. The third is an ‘international network’ that supports an organisation in extending its institutional capacity in terms of human resources, skills, and financial resources.

Moreover, there are factors that have an influence on establishing networks, and these are related to shared values, as well to the religious and cultural similarities between associations and their counterparts. Religion seems to have been imperative to the establishment of networks among philanthropic associations, as religious values are deeply embedded in their social activities. Philanthropic associations sharing a common interest are therefore able to cooperate with each other. For example, relief missions in disaster-prone spots have often been characterised by cooperation among faith-based humanitarian associations that bring and share similar values and interests. It should be noted, however, that sharing similar religious values and having similar identities may also result in a sort of competition, instead of cooperation, among faith-based philanthropic associations. This is because humanitarian associations or faith-based NGOs may represent different ideologies and interests sociologically, economically and politically, that to some extent can become determinant factors in shaping their activities in the field and the typical beneficiaries. The concept of ‘impartiality’ is often contested in the course of humanitarian work in the field, as religious or political affiliations may shape attitudes, and help may be provided to preferred entities based on religion, race, or politics, or simply because both the benefactors and beneficiaries embrace the religious missionary activities. 

Therefore, in recent times there have been initiatives among faith-based NGOs to sharpen their humanitarian visions by promoting impartiality as one of their core humanitarian values. Along with religion, ethnicity and country of origin have characterised philanthropic movements in many parts of the world, both in national and international contexts. The flourishing of ethnically oriented ‘Diaspora Philanthropy’ in developed countries such as the United States, European countries, and even in major Asian contexts such as Hong Kong and Singapore, reveals that networking is grounded in ethnicity. It is commonly acknowledged that even the so-called ‘major’ Islamic philanthropic associations operating in developed countries, such as the United States, the United Kingdom and Australia, are mainly initiated by people from Middle-Eastern countries, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Turkey, Morocco, and elsewhere. Associations run to Indonesian citizens, for example, exist in places such as Australia, the United States, the United Kingdom, Hong Kong, and Korea. Again, despite ethnically-motivated philanthropic activism, religion seems to intersect with activism. As matter of fact, ethnically-oriented philanthropic associations are overwhelmingly characterised by religious values, to the extent that the process of mobilisation and their main targets and beneficiaries are derived from religious narratives. 

Islamic Charities and their Embedded Values

Public Welfare 


Sociologically speaking, the first and foremost objective of Islamic charities is to promote the welfare of the poor by eradicating poverty within communities. As a form of collective action, Islamic charities represent Muslim efforts to translate the Islamic creed into reality by reformulating the Islamic faith, so as to be able to impact on the actual needs of society, especially when faced with hardship, social disparities and economic crises. Islamic doctrine has provided plentiful reminders of the fact that creating joy (al-falah) in the world and hereafter is a Muslim obligation. In practice, in much of the Muslim world, the promotion of the welfare of the community is often associated with various kinds of religiously-inspired philanthropic action, including the practice of zakat, sedekah, and waqf. Islam also gives a high degree of respect to individual property rights, but requires those with sufficient wealth to share with others. Islamic charities seem to be one expression of this promotion of welfare. Another, increasing form of advancement of societal welfare in certain Muslim countries is the adoption of a kind of ‘Islamic economic system’, as recently took place in Sudan, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Malaysia, and Indonesia. 


The production of knowledge in Islamic economics, Islamic banking and professional zakat administration shows how the notion of social welfare has often been utilised as one of the discursive centres of Muslim societies. Many Muslim countries that have witnessed the process of re-Islamisation over the past two decades have attempted to reformulate an Islamic economic system by establishing Islamic banks and reviving Islamic notions of giving, such as zakat. Islamic banks and zakat, by definition, symbolise the refutation of interest charges as practiced in conventional banks. While Islamic scholars continue to debate the issue of bank interest,
 advocates of Islamic banks are divided on whether conventional bank interest can be a source of poverty within society. Some Islamic scholars have equated bank interest with the notion of usury (riba), while others have perceived difference between the two. But there is agreement on the fact that practicing usury can be regarded as suppressing low-income families, and thus preventing the practice of usury riba and practicing zakat can mean promoting Islamic ‘moral economy’. At the same time, Islamic banks are seen as an alternative to conventional banks in terms of materialising visions of the welfare of society in accordance with Islamic norms. 


How is welfare defined? One of the most stringent Islamic jurisprudential concepts utilised by progressive Muslim thinkers in many parts of the Muslim World in order to underpin their social concern is related to their questions about and reinterpretation of the ‘objectives of Islamic law’ (maqasid al-shari`a). Modern Muslim jurists seem to be interested in contextualising Islamic jurisprudential concept such as maslaha (public benefit) or masalih al-`ibad (the welfare of people) or al-maslaha al-`amma (the common good), which was conceptually elaborated by classical or medieval Muslim jurists, such as al-Ghazali, Ibn Taimiyya, al-Tufi, and notably al-Shatibi.
 Literally, maslaha signifies ‘a means, an occasion, or a goal which is good’.
 It is equivalent to the Arabic term al-manfa`a (benefit) and is the antonym of al-mafsada (‘evil or malicious acts’).
Linked to the objective of Islamic law, maslaha also points to the protection of ‘general interest’, ‘social utility’, and the preservation of ‘the common good’.
 This is a legitimate concept for Muslim engagement in the public sphere. The notion of maslaha has enabled Muslim communities to engage in civic debate in order to reach the goal of shari`a.
 According to Muslim jurists, the concept of maslaha can mean to preserve the objectives of Islamic law (al-muhafaza `ala maqsud al-shari’)
 or to benefit the people in the way that Islamic law intends (al-manfa`a allati qasaduha al-shari` al-hakim li `ibadih). The objective of Islamic law constitutes five aspects, namely the protection of religion (hifz al-din), of life (hifz al-nafs), of intellect (‘aql), of family (hifz al-nasl), and of property (hifz al-mal).
 The Muslim concept of maslaha can also be equated with the Christian concept of the common good, as formulated by Thomas Aquinas. According to Aquinas, the Christian concept of the common good comprises ‘self-preservation, the preservation of the species through procreation and education, the preservation of the rational nature of man warranted by his desire for the knowledge of God, and the inclination towards civilised life.’
   

The concept of welfare as defined by practitioners of charities and volunteers in Muslim NGOs has much to do with endeavouring to narrow the gap between the rich and the poor, as well as establishing a ‘just’ Islamic society. Charles Tripp’s study, Islam and the Moral Economy, suggests that the notion of maslaha signifies Muslims’ concern with the welfare of society in general, which can also be referred to as ‘social benefit’ (al-maslaha al-ijtima‘iya) or ‘public welfare’ (al-maslaha al-`amma), instead of ‘a distinctively Islamic society’.
 This means that there has been a wide range of perspectives in Muslim societies in conceiving the concept of welfare promoted through social and economic activities, including charitable works. On top on that, as we shall see in the Indonesian context, the concept of maslaha has become the essential theoretical framework used by Muslim activists and intellectuals working in the NGO sector. 

It is notable that issues relating to private and public interest have underpinned present-day charities. Private interest is mainly related to the individual concerns of givers who may or may not expect rewards, whether materially and immaterially (spiritual, psychological, privileges), from their giving practices. In Islam, for example, paying an annual wealth tax and voluntary giving represent individual duties (fard `ain), despite recent changing attitudes among Muslims in certain countries, which have resulted in the inclusion of institutional or collective duties in zakat practice through a new concept called ‘corporate zakat’. To some extent, Muslim personal interests also intersect with people’s concerns about public welfare, creating a better quality of life in society as a whole. Hence, Islamic voluntarism, which is deeply rooted in fundamental Islamic sources, can be converted into the ‘spiritual capital’ that, in part, underpins the Muslim vision of welfare. Despite the fact that charities organised by governments or civil society associations are often—or, at least not immune to being—politicised by elites, as a means of establishing patronage and ‘clientelism’, public welfare remains the major concern, as can be seen in the narratives of public welfare utilised in all charitable works carried out by individuals or associations. 

Missionary Activities and Religious Identity 


Like Christianity, Islam is a religion of dakwah (Ar. da`wa). Dakwah literally means ‘to call’, ‘to summon,’ or to ‘invite’, and encompasses the dissemination of Islamic faith in the social, economic, and political spheres. In a broader context, it also signifies social welfare and missionary activities. Unless we look closely at the experiences of charities organised by religious institutions, we may neglect the fact that ‘missionary activities’ have characterised—or at least been embedded in—social activities. The proliferation of charitable hospitals in the United Kingdom and other West European countries, for example, cannot be detached from the spirit of religious reform, notably among Protestants and Catholics.
 From the seventeenth century until at least the mid-twentieth century, churches and their charitable institutions and Christian ‘diaconia’ catered for the poor among the members of the congregation before other segments of society outside the congregation. To answer the question of whether the idea of religious propagation comes before or after the concept of a humanitarian mission is always problematic. This is because there is a dialectical process in defining the function of religious institutions, whether they promote ‘humanitarian values’ by putting sectarian sentiment aside, or give priority to community members. Debates and discourse on how missionary groups characterise their social work and humanitarian missions continue today. In particular, Islamic and Christian institutions and their missionary activities have been in close contact and competition for centuries. 

In line with the development of humanitarianism within faith-based NGOs during crises, on 17 January 2005, a number of major faith-based relief associations in Indonesia made an agreement against religious proselytising in humanitarian efforts, called the ‘Interfaith Press Statement Concerning Humanitarian Work in Aceh’.
 This statement emerged as a consequence of the suspicion that certain American evangelist Christian associations, as reported in the Washington Post, were intending to relocate Muslim children from Aceh in safer areas either in Java or the United States, before they were finally converted to Christianity.
 This was then followed by another striking inter-faith phenomenon, indicated by close collaboration between World Vision, the largest United States-based Christian aid association, Children of the Street, an Australia-based Christian NGO, and the Muhammadiyah, the second largest Islamic organisation, which has also been one of the organisations that has reacted most vigorously to Christian ‘diaconia’ since the early twentieth century in Indonesia, in response to the call for emergency assistance in Aceh. 

Such cases of collaboration between Muslim and Christian NGOs, or between domestic and international NGOs, reveal that providing humanitarian assistance is not simply an indication of the selfishness of an individual or community, but also the ability of institutions to engage with local compatriots with whom partnerships and patronage should be established. With respect to the variety of charitable works practised in Muslim societies, it is safe, therefore, to conclude that the activities of faith-based charities are not limited to delivering services in the way that religious associations did a century ago. Instead, faith-based charities in modern times are as varied as the complexities of the interplay between the state, religion, and market. It is worth considering Philip J Eldrige’s depiction of the efforts and encounters of Muslim and Christian organisations within a broader context of faith-based philanthropic and voluntary actions in Indonesia. 

In principle, Islamic and Christian organisations confront the same dilemmas in linking their social outreach and mission activities, particularly in relation to whether social programmes are to be taken solely for the benefit of the people, or primarily as a means of extending religious influence and control.

With regard to the experiences of Muslim NGOs, the notion of Islamic dakwah is instrumental not only in terms of how to disseminate religious values and ideology through humanitarian missions, but also in promoting the practice of volunteering and caring. Islamic dakwah, to borrow Amani Kandil’s phrase, ‘may constitute doing good for the community through unpaid service, thus setting an example of volunteering both for faith and the common good’.
 In line with this, as regards the relationship between humanitarian aid and missionary activities, Hossam Said, the Deputy General Manger and Head of Project & Field Offices of Islamic Relief, has noted: 

I can understand how a faith-based organisation may not see a contradiction between providing relief and doing missionary work … Some Muslims, Christians and other faith groups engage in missionary activity, and in principle I can understand this; however, those individuals and agencies that carry out missionary work alongside humanitarian work should be honest, and not by any means link the supplied aid and beliefs they communicate to the poor.

Interestingly, looking closer at the meaning and function of Islamic charities, as reflected in zakat practice, one may wonder whether or not the amalgamation of missionary activities into charitable enterprises is conceptually or perhaps historically justifiable. This is because the objective of zakat, as formulated by Islamic scholars, is predominantly related to the welfare of the community, the circulation of wealth, social security, the reduction of social and economic disparities, and social solidarity. Apart from this, the scope of meaning and concept of dakwah in Islamic history and societies has been subject to change, depending on the social construction and political landscape of Muslim societies. One might juxtapose the Islamic concept of dakwah and Christian missionary work; propagating religion to those who are regarded ‘outsiders’ or ‘others’, for example dakwah by a Muslim to a non-Muslim or missionary activities by a Christian to a non-Christian. It should be noted, however, that in practice, the concept of dakwah in contemporary Islamic societies has much to do with the process of ‘re-Islamisation’, which means that dakwah is conducted by certain Muslim groups or individuals to ‘re-Islamise’ their fellow Muslims instead of ‘the others’. Again, the method of dakwah in contemporary Muslim societies is not restricted to oral admonition, which is increasingly termed tabligh (to deliver messages of Islam), but also involves partnership and social welfare activities.
 It can be expressed in the provision of any means to support education institutions, training centres, and social institutions through which Islamic dignity and shari`a (the basic principles of Islam) can be preserved, developed, and disseminated. 

Therefore, conceptually and practically, missionary and welfare activities in the distribution of Islamic social funds complement each other.
 The Indonesian Council for Islamic Predication (DDII) with its zakat agency (LAZ DDII), for example, is one association that has clearly attempted to utilise zakat funds for dakwah activities. From the perspective of this association, Islamic dakwah needs strong support from the Islamic community, on the grounds that missionary activities, especially in support of Muslim minorities and converts on the outer island or isolated regions throughout Indonesia, are long-term projects that need sufficient funds. As regards assistance for new converts or Muslims in isolated regions, Muhammad Siddik, head of DDII’s Board of Controllers (Badan Pengawas), for example, suggests that failing to support new converts and Muslims in isolated regions would mean a failure to uphold the notion of Islamic brotherhood as taught in Islam.
 It is worth noting that the interplay between zakat and dakwah is a result not only of the effort of zakat agencies to broaden the scope of their social activities by engaging in dakwah, but also because, as evidenced by the DDII and other associations, there has been a trend within dakwah associations to extend their activities by revitalising or establishing their own zakat agencies.


Not all Islamic scholars are in agreement on how to use Islamic charity such as zakat for missionary activities. This is partly because the term jihad fi sabilillah (struggle for the cause of Allah) is unlikely to always be suitable to justify the spending of zakat funds for missionary activities. In his lavishly detailed analysis of zakat development in Muslim societies Yusuf Qaradawi (b. 1926 ), a very prominent modern Islamic scholar (mufti), describes a variety of viewpoints held by both classical and modern Islamic scholars of how the term jihad fi sabilillah is to be interpreted. Accordingly, the majority of classical jurists, as represented by Shafi’ite, Hanafite, Hambalite, and Malikite, believe that the initial meaning of fi sabilillah is restricted to jihad; financing those fighting in the Way of Allah against the enemy of Islam. This kind of interpretation is common as it is strongly underpinned by Islamic tradition. Other modern scholars, such as the Egyptian Rashid Rida (d. 1935) and Mahmud Shaltut (d. 1963), include public interests but not individual interests, by which religion and the state can be preserved, such as financing the army, building railways and highways for pilgrims, military and charitable hospitals, and mosques.
 

To enrich the scope of the meaning of jihad fi sabilillah, Qaradawi proposes what he has termed ‘jihad by analogy’ despite the fact there is not a clear distinction, as far as Qaradawi’s explanation is concerned, between the ‘analogical’ and ‘literal’ meaning of jihad fi sabilillah. 

I do not extend the meaning of the term ‘fi sabilillah’ to include all deeds. On the other hand, I do not restrict it to military fighting alone. Jihad for the sake of Allah includes supporting His Cause by writing and speaking as much as by fighting. Jihad may be educational, journalistic, social, economic, and political jihad as much as military jihad. We must remember that in all kinds of jihad, the essential condition is that the action helps make Allah’s word supreme on earth.
  

In another part of his writing, Qaradawi emphasises:

The most honourable form of jihad nowadays is fighting for the liberation of Muslim land from domination of unbelievers, regardless of their religion or ideology. The communist and the capitalist, the Westerner and the Easterner, Christian, Jew, pagan, or unbelievers, all are aggressors when they attack and occupy Muslim land. Fighting in defence of the home of Islam is obligatory until the enemy is driven away and Muslims are liberated ... Today Muslim land is occupied in Palestine, Kashmir, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Chad, Western Somalia, Cyprus, Samarqand, Bukhara, Tashkent, Uzbekistan, Albania, and several other occupied countries. Declaring a holy war to save these Muslim lands is an Islamic duty, and fighting for such purposes in those occupied territories is in the Way of Allah for which zakat must be spent.
     

To summarise the preceding discussion, there are various concepts in Islamic creeds which apply to giving practice and distributing Islamic social aid, ranging from the notion of welfare to upholding the supremacy of faith, as well as achieving a better quality of life for low-income households and making the latter more religious. Equally important, as implied in the quotations above, Islamic charities cannot be separated from the notion of solidarity, not only in terms of developing solidarity among the wealthy to help the poor, but also, in an increasingly political way, in supporting the weak fighter on the battlefield.  

Solidarity and Political Struggle 

Following the 2001 terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in New York and the Pentagon in Washington, Islamic charities faced a new and difficult episode as a result of the United States’ campaign against terrorism. A number of Islamic associations, including charitable institutions, were accused of having contributed financially to wide-ranging terrorist attacks in many regions. Islamic humanitarian associations have also been questioned and some have been accused of having supported ‘terrorism’. Despite a few solidarity groups and underground movements using violence in their activities, the majority of charitable organisations have attempted to emerge as well-organised or specialised humanitarian associations, some of which have very good credentials and aptitudes, for they are able to assist those in need out of compassion.
 What is interesting is that in the current geopolitical context, the term ‘those in need’ varies conceptually, as this term may cover those who have only a modicum of wealth, people suffering illnesses and facing crises as a result of extreme dry climates or floods, as well as victims in disaster-prone spots and the general populace in conflict-affected areas. 

Relief projects by humanitarian associations can rely upon religiously or ethnically-inspired solidarity movements. Relief missions are frequently set up in conflict-prone areas involving two entities with different ethnic and religious identities. Bosnian Muslims and Serbian (Orthodox) Christians, Palestinians and Israelis, Hui Muslims and Han Chinese in China, Muslims and Christians in the Moluccas, Indonesia, Pattani Muslims and Buddhists in Thailand, are but a few examples of how ethno-religious conflicts may generate ethnically and religiously-inspired solidarity and humanitarian movements. This is because a solidarity movement needs a symbol, through which the objectives of faith-based relief associations can be communicated in order to gain wider public support. Along with the changing nature of ethno-religious conflicts in the recent geopolitical context, a new process of discourse and practice of Islamic charities, representing ‘the constructive side of religion,’ has emerged.
 The Palestinian struggle against Israel from the 1960s, and the struggle of Afghans against the Russians in the 1980s, are cases in point of how the narratives of humanitarianism have increasingly become Islamised and perhaps politicised. A number of associations have formed all over the world, notably in Muslim countries, in support of oppressed Afghans and Palestinians. The narratives promoted by Islamic humanitarian associations in the course of mobilising support and delivering assistance are no longer restricted to helping the victims as such, but also include liberating them from invasion. In short, charities in this sense can mean an expression of political concern, to the extent that humanitarian associations and solidarity groups have arisen as a result of political dynamics in both domestic and global contexts.


The politics of humanitarianism always raises questions about the extent of the principle of ‘impartiality’ held by faith-based NGOs during humanitarian missions in ethno-religious conflict-affected areas. The extent to which the concept of impartiality can be translated objectively and actually be implemented in the field remains a heated subject of debate among observers and practitioners of aid missions. One may believe that ‘relief’ can mean helping and at the same time supporting or even defending the victims, the weaker of the parties to a conflict, instead of behaving ‘neutrally’ in response to conflict. ‘Impartiality’, as a humanitarian principle, is then contested; despite the fact there have been endeavours to reconcile the Western and Islamic notions of humanitarianism.
 In the West, for example, the emergence of Doctors without Borders (Médecins Sans Frontières/MSF), suggests that activists in relief agencies have interpreted the concept of neutrality in actual relief assistance in diverse ways. The founders of Doctors without Borders, who were disappointed with the operational concept of neutrality imposed by the Red Cross, expected relief agencies operating in conflict-affected areas to do more than delivering assistance. Accordingly, relief agencies have to be able to ‘speak out against civilian distress and other violations of human rights and humanitarian norms’ and have ‘active solidarity with ‘victims,’ not neutrality.’

It is therefore unsurprising that the involvement of solidarity groups and faith-based relief agencies in delivering assistance to one party to a conflict has characterised recent humanitarian activities in many parts of the world. Transnational faith-based relief agencies, and their encounters with solidarity groups and local counterparts, have contributed much to the political dynamics of relief work, especially in crisis areas. In the field, despite increasing accusations against and suspicions of relief agencies with different ideological stances,
 the involvement of formal and informal, or legal and ‘illegal’, relief agencies has become a common phenomenon. This is simply because assistance, for victims or even actors in conflicts, is regarded as everyone’s right. Again, no one agency, or even government, could claim to be the only authoritative actor in delivering assistance to conflict victims. In the cases of the Nigerian Civil War from 1967 to 1970, Afghanistan in the 1980s, Bosnia in the 1990s, the Moluccas (Maluku Islands) in the late 1990s, and Gaza-Israel in recent times, the notion of humanitarian assistance as a means of solidarity and political support for the weaker side seems to have been rather dominant, as indicated by the rise of solidarity groups and the involvement of transnational relief agencies in the given crisis areas. 

Interestingly, the mushrooming of solidarity groups and relief agencies has taken place not only in developed countries in Europe, the United States and the so-called petrodollar countries in the Middle East, but also in developing Asian and African countries, such as Indonesia, Pakistan and Sudan. In recent times, the solidarity movement has shifted from being on a simply local or domestic scale to being increasingly global in character. Domestic Islamic relief associations, solidarity groups and zakat agencies in Indonesia, for example, have increasingly become politically active in support of their fellow Muslims abroad, such as Afghans and Palestinians, who have witnessed hardship and crisis due to manmade disasters.  

Conclusion


The above discussion raises some points that are relevant to the study of Islamic charities in the modern nation state in general, and Indonesia’s social, religious, economic and political landscape in particular. We have acknowledged that charitable activism conceals various motives and ideas. It deals not only with ideal, normative religious values, but also relates to societal concerns about life, the common good, dignity, communality, religious identity, solidarity and humanity. In the same way, charitable practice is culturally and socially contextual, and can be shaped by customary law, religion, communal shared aims and humanitarian solidarity. Considering that giving practice is embedded in society, charitable activism can also be found in different cultures and civilisations, and the meaning of charitable practice is as varied as the driving forces behind it. In a very modest way, charitable practice can signify gift exchange, a way to express an awareness of others, and can represent piety, unselfishness and altruism. Moreover, it can be a way in which a person, community or institution establishes patronage, creates partnership, disseminates certain religious and political ideologies, and promotes social democracy, as well as expresses attitudes towards the state and society at large.


As emphasised previously, understanding Islamic charities from a simply doctrinal viewpoint, albeit necessary, is not sufficient. Muslim encounters with the complexity of social, economic and political currents have resulted in the social, economic and even political reformulation of Islamic precepts. Islamic charitable institutions have in fact emerged in different forms, ranging from locally-embedded, community-based associations to internationally-recognised aid agencies. What seems intriguing, in relation to the changing nature of Islamic charities in contemporary Muslim societies, is the fact that the resources, actors, institutions, beneficiaries and networking involved in the practice of charity have varied. The involvement of private sector institutions and the engagement of state agencies in social activism have in fact given rise to the dynamic social services provided by Islamic charitable associations, as well as a new space for questioning what Islamic charities mean in today’s world. 


Having flourished in many part of the worlds, whether in the Muslim World or Western developed countries, Islamic charities have increasingly become part of a global movement whose area of operation includes North Africa, South and Southeast Asia, Eastern Europe and even Latin America. The active and widespread engagement of Islamic associations in the delivery of aid in disaster and war-affected zones implies what might be called the ‘exchange of aid’. For example, local Muslim organisations in Pakistan, Iran, Malaysia and the Persian Gulf may operate in Indonesia in response to natural calamities. Likewise, a number of Muslim aid organisations operate in Palestine, Iraq, Pakistan, and China to offer disaster relief. It is also within this kind of movement that local Islamic charities in many Muslim countries find international exposure by strengthening partnerships with other organisations from different countries. Emotional relations, religious resemblance, and cultural affinity seem to have been rather instrumental in shaping partnerships among NGOs. As a global movement, major Islamic aid associations from the United States, United Kingdom and Gulf countries have in fact been able to work with local Muslim charitable organisations or NGOs in Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand. More importantly, a new trend has developed within Islamic charities. They have extended the philosophical foundations of their humanitarianism and broadened their views of religious understanding in pluralistic society by cooperating with other long-established secular and Christian NGOs. Despite this, Muslim NGOs with strict and rigid standpoints and which actively define others as ‘the enemy’ instead of looking for partnership, retain a pervasive presence.

Moreover, this chapter has provided us with a general overview of the thought and practices of Islamic charities in the Muslim-majority world. It suggests that Islamic charities should not solely be seen as the endeavour of Muslims to practice Islamic precepts as formulated in the Qur’an and Sunna, but also as a result of dynamic encounters between religion, society, the market and politics in the context of the modern nation-state. Welfare issues have, of course, always been political, but this is not always true of the way in which society addresses welfare. Some might expect political structures to provide an adequate, reliable, and accountable economic and political system within which society can participate and thereby achieve the goal of creating a common good. Others might adopt different strategies, using bottom-up schemes, empowering the grassroots and promoting the values of self-reliance, human rights, and independence, by which people can voice, communicate and promote their aspirations without being restrained by the authorities. 

Another approach to welfare issues asks whether civil society organisations can fulfil the needs of society, help low-income families survive, and force wealthy families to contribute to the public good. Solidarity, togetherness, mutual aid, love, piety and brotherhood are among the terms frequently utilised to promote the public good (al-maslaha al-`amma), to mean the welfare of the people (al-masalih al-`ibad). In reality, not all Muslims understand ‘the common good’ and ‘social justice’ to mean the same thing. For some Muslim groups, the promotion of public welfare can also mean the promotion of the establishment of ‘Islamic society’ and perhaps an ‘Islamic state’. Therefore, the next chapter will present an overview of Islamic activism in Indonesia by exploring the relationship between Islam and the state and the way in which Muslim groups in Indonesia conceive the notion of social welfare from an Islamic perspective. We shall also examine the efforts of Muslim societies to address welfare issues by proposing different kinds of strategies in the cultural, political and economic spheres. 
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