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Introduction


Robert Lacey and Jonathan Benthall


In the last forty years the Gulf states of Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates have dispensed charitable donations and aid flows that now earn them rankings, per capita, among the most generous nations on earth – a modern expansion of philanthropy made possible by the petrochemical price explosion of the late twentieth century.1 But the generosity of Gulf charities also reflects an ancient tradition that goes back to the very origins of Islam, since the injunction to give generously is a cornerstone of the Muslim faith.2 All religious traditions encourage charitable giving, but almsgiving (zakat) is the third of the five fundamental pillars of Islam, so strong an imperative that, if it is ignored, other paths to salvation are negated. The Qur’an is unique among sacred texts, moreover, in calling on Muslims not only to be generous in their own behavior, but also to persuade their co-religionists to be generous as well.


Islamic philanthropy is bound up with certain other traditions, however, that have provoked problems in a conflicted modern world – prompting the research papers and discussions at the heart of this book. The battle to overcome your own selfishness and donate your wealth to others is described in the Qur’an as a form of jihad, a word that literally means struggle, but has taken on menacing significance in the years of the so-called “war on terror.” As three of our contributors remark in Chapter 8, Osama bin Laden went to Afghanistan in the 1980s to engage in the jihad of charitable endeavor, only to switch (with Western encouragement in those Cold War years) to jihad of a more violent sort. One immediate American reaction in the aftermath of 9/11 was to assume a major link between the funding of Islamic charities and the funding of holy war, and the 9/11 Commission Report did indeed state that the Al-Wafa (“Loyalty”) organization based in Kandahar was riddled with “Al-Qaeda operatives [who] controlled the entire organization, including access to bank accounts.”3


But in the decade since 9/11, it has become clear that the case of Al-Wafa, unsupervised by any government, and openly operating in Afghanistan as a fund-raiser for both Al-Qaeda and the Taliban,4 was not typical. Islamic charities – like charities everywhere – exist to save and succor life, not to destroy it, and there is no plausible rationale why the government-supervised philanthropies of the Gulf should seek to supply funds to the very extremists whose objective is the downfall of their governments. The far from perfect evidence that has emerged in the years since 2001 suggests that Al-Qaeda and similar stateless terrorist organizations have largely financed themselves like any gangsters – through smuggling, extortion, kidnapping and drug trafficking. This is confirmed by a 2011 study carried out by Thomas Biersteker, a major expert on terrorist finance, who concluded that Al-Qaeda and its associates “have increasingly relied on dispersed acts of crime to self-finance their activities,”5 and this would certainly seem the case with the north African Islamists who have become a source of such concern in recent years. With the exception of Pakistan, where investigators suspect that the 2008 Mumbai bombings were coordinated by a charity that was a front for violent extremism, there is no convincing evidence, as this book goes to press, to support the accusation that the directors of contemporary Islamic charities have knowingly or systematically diverted their funds for violent purposes.


Yet Gulf and Arab charities have found it difficult to defend themselves against this charge for reasons centering around another of the hallowed traditions of zakat – the emphasis placed on modesty and anonymity: “Let not your left hand know what your right hand is giving.” This marries with a general cultural tendency in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf towards privacy, discretion, and what seems at times to be the deliberate cultivation of obscurity. Islamic philanthropies in the Gulf are a broad mile less transparent in their financial and business dealings than “Western” charities, and they make no apology for their discretion, despite some recent moves in the direction of more accountability. (Two recent examples of moves towards accountability are listed in the latest survey by Forbes Middle East, which ranks a couple of large Kuwaiti NGOs as the “most transparent charities in the MENA region”.)6 Two of our chapters focus on the failure of well-meaning attempts to cajole Islamic charities to conform to Western patterns of scrutiny and disclosure – though our case histories show that one of these failures (see Chapter 11) might equally be blamed on Western double standards.


Then there is the curious paradox of the Islamic waqf or charitable trust. The waqf (Arabic plural: awqaf) goes back to the very origins of Islamic philanthropy as an institutional means of preserving assets for charitable purposes. Legend has it that Richard the Lionheart brought the concept of the waqf back to Europe in the 12th century from the Crusades as a means of safeguarding family and religious wealth. Since those years the legally regulated endowment and the concept of independent trustees with fiduciary duties has become a mainstay of Western financial practice, philanthropic and otherwise. But modern times have seen the institution of the waqf in decline in many Islamic countries (Turkey being a notable exception) – actively neglected if not under attack, and sometimes nationalized.7


These are several of the reasons why the charities of the Gulf states demand attention today. Their largely well-endowed funds are certainly needed to combat the many instances of poverty and deprivation in the Muslim world, much of it owing to conflict – as in Somalia, Afghanistan, Palestine, the increasingly perilous situation in north Africa and the Sahel, and above all, as we go to press, in Syria. Earthquakes, floods, hurricanes, droughts, and other causes of food shortages are constant threats, and the Gulf charities have shown themselves ready to devote very substantial resources to humanitarian relief almost anywhere in the world, as after the 2010 earthquake in Haiti (where there are virtually no Muslims). It is natural, however, that they should give a special priority to fellow-members of the Islamic umma in need, and in many of these Islamic circumstances, they can lay claim to a privileged access which strengthens their humanitarian operations.8


It goes without saying that when humanitarian needs are left unattended, the risks of religious and political extremism are exacerbated. While we do not argue that material or spiritual distress is the principal driver of terrorism (the middle class profile of the 9/11 conspirators, and the private wealth of Osama bin Laden himself, were enough to disprove that hypothesis), such deprivation certainly makes a population more susceptible to manipulation by extremists. Extremist ideologies expressed in Islamic terms have proved among the most lethal in our time, aiming at global disruption, whereas the kinder face of Islam, gaining its authority from revealed scripture as well as reflecting the even older culture of generosity in the Arab world, has the potential to heal divisions and promote social cohesion.


The political ferment in the Middle East and North Africa since the fall of the Tunisian regime in January 2011 has added significantly to the already bewildering unpredictability of the region, and this ferment is likely to increase popular demand for the efflorescence of “civil society,” as defined by Benoît Challand to mean “forms of collective action that have a potential for autonomy.”9 This includes charitable associations that act independently of governments; and while governments in the Gulf have so far succeeded in keeping radical change at bay, they are clearly now incentivized to do more to facilitate practical programs for reducing social injustice, enhancing public participation in decision-making, and responding to emergencies.


Some forty years ago the “secularization thesis” dominated the social sciences and theories of economic development. God-based action, it was generally assumed, was ancient history. But recent “history” has decided in quite the opposite direction, and growing attention has been given to faith-based organizations of every denomination, as well as to the importance of religion in contexts of disaster and deprivation and in organized efforts to assist those in need. Islam has interacted in diverse ways with all the world’s other belief systems, but it has a special relationship with Christianity, since both were founded as offshoots of Judaism, and both are messianic and expansionist by nature – a parallel, together with certain marked differences, which is being explored by contemporary scholars.10 In this context the Gulf charities may be seen not as sui generis but as regional variants of institutionalized “good works” (to borrow a neutral phrase from the New Testament11) in the Abrahamic tradition. It is also a matter for investigation and debate how much the semantic differences between the Latinate word “charity,” with its specifically Christian connotations, and its Arabic congeners (especially zakat and sadaqa) actually correspond to vital differences in the traditions of Christians and Muslims respectively as they have found expression in diverse social contexts. It is true that some of the more prominent Gulf-based charities combine humanitarian aims with proselytism, which has attracted strong criticism.12 But so do certain major Christian aid agencies, such as Tearfund and Southern Baptist Disaster Relief. Conversely, some major Gulf-based charities such as the Sharjah-based Salam ya Seghar (Peace for Kids) and Dubai Cares – which work closely with Save the Children and Oxfam respectively – appear to be entirely secular, and we may expect a secular NGO sector to continue growing alongside the religious charities of the Gulf, as everywhere else in the world. An intermediate case is the Al-Basar International Foundation, founded in 1990 by Saudis and Pakistanis with headquarters in Saudi Arabia. It bears a strong Islamic coloring: its logo incorporates an image of the Kaaba in Mecca. But in its work of providing specialist eye care in some forty countries, Al-Basar is reported to operate without discrimination or proselytism.13


After long neglect, research on Islamic relief and development charities has been expanding fast in recent years,14 reflecting the increasing interest in faith-based organizations in general. But with a few exceptions,15 studies of the work of charities based in the states of the GCC (Gulf Cooperation Council) remain scanty, and there is little publicly available factual data on which to form balanced conclusions. With this gap in mind, we convened and co-directed in July 2012 a workshop on Gulf charities in the framework of the Gulf Research Meeting, which is held every year at the University of Cambridge. This workshop provided the first opportunity to bring researchers together and begin to build up a body of evidence to make scholarly analysis and interpretations possible.


The overall goal of the proposed workshop was to make a contribution, through rigorous evidence-based research, towards understanding the Islamic charity landscape in GCC countries. Gulf philanthropy has grown over the last thirty years in parallel with Western humanitarianism, though it has seldom been recorded in the analysis of international aid flows. Nor have Gulf charities taken part in the intense debates that have raged in the West about the roles of Non-Governmental Organizations and the efficacy of relief and development programs. It is widely assumed in Western political circles that a large ideological gulf separates GCC-based, especially Saudi, charities, from Western humanitarianism.16


But our working assumption is that this viewpoint underestimates both the extent of change that is actually occurring in the region already, and the potential for Islam and its institutions to adapt to change, as well as the need for Western aid agencies to develop more effective partnerships in Muslim-majority countries, including numerous conflict zones. We therefore hoped that our workshop and its resulting papers would help formulate an intellectual toolkit which could be used towards a gradual “de-politicization” of the GCC-based charity sector, assisting its participation in the wider world of international relief and development aid, while also helping to build bridges with non-Muslim agencies and with standards of policy and conduct that are generally accepted by governments and NGOs around the world. This could be done, we reasoned, through assembling factual information in an impartial manner, and by critically comparing various interpretations of the facts; then making the findings publicly available to policy-makers and opinion formers both inside and outside the GCC.


The result was a workshop held over three days and the present book, whose chapters are revised versions of the papers presented at the workshop. We were agreeably surprised by the number of high quality contributions, but would emphasize that this book can only be a beginning. The authors come from many different countries and from different intellectual disciplines. Seeing that this is the first major, multi-contributor book ever published on Gulf-based charities, we have not attempted to impose uniformity either on the content of the various chapters, or on their style and format. We have not set out to give equal coverage to every Gulf country, nor to cover the “soft power” aspect of Gulf spending abroad which has been the focus of other GRM workshops (though this is touched on in Chapter 7). In particular, we regret not being able to cover in any detail the World Assembly of Muslim Youth (WAMY), one of the most important Gulf charities, since as far we know there is no solid research available on its work.


Inevitably the so-called “war on terror” hangs over our topic. In recent years much Western discussion of Islamic charities, and especially of those operating from GCC countries, has been dominated by fears that their funds have been or could be misdirected towards violent ends, and this has sometimes led to the quite drastic curtailment of philanthropic activities abroad – as set out, for example, in our Chapter 8, on the closure of the Saudi charity, Al-Haramain. US and Israeli government policies have criminalized certain Palestinian Islamic charities as alleged fronts for Hamas, though the justice of this has been called in question by recent publications.17


There is no doubt that certain Islamic charities were abused in the past for violent ends – especially in the 1980s, when a number of Saudi organizations were co-opted by the US Government (acting both openly and through government-funded US-based charities) to support the Afghan mujahideen with the aim of bringing down the Soviet-backed regime.18 There have been well-grounded and persistent complaints – some as recent as 2010 – that Saudi-financed charities, schools and mosques in the USA and Britain have disseminated anti-Christian, anti-Jewish and anti-Shia “hate speech,” though the Saudi authorities have always moved quickly to disavow such actions. And then there is the contentious issue of Sunni Islamic supremacism as propagated by the Gulf- and Saudi-supported religious schools of the Indian sub-continent, a subject to which we have devoted a special section: madrasas in south Asia and Afghanistan (Chapters 12 and 13).


Much of the purported scholarship that accuses Gulf-based charities since 9/11 of abusing their privileges for violent ends seems to us to be driven by political bias.19 As a result of the 9/11 attacks, the United States experienced deep collective trauma. This resulted in the conflation of the threat of violent extremism of the global, Al-Qaeda type with the locally-specific activities of nationalist and opposition movements in the Middle East – and particularly with the contentious reality of Hamas, proscribed as a terrorist organization by the US government, but chosen by the people of Palestine to be their elected government in the elections called with US encouragement and monitoring in January 2006.20 Reflecting this dichotomy, certain Gulf charities are happy – like certain Western charities – to work with Islamic philanthropies that have some degree of affinity with Hamas, while others agree with the “fungibility” (or “asset substitution”) argument of the US and Israeli governments: that to give aid to charities which might be judged to be affiliates of Hamas – however peaceful and beneficial to distressed communities these charities’ activities may be – is to free funds for the organization’s violent and hate-inspired objectives.


Various chapters of this book specifically focus on the allegations that have been made against Gulf-based charities, as well as investigating the practical methods by which bona fide Islamic charities can function normally in the face of the obstacles currently placed in their way. But these, we hope, are passing concerns, for we also seek to look forward to a time when the agenda is no longer dominated by the reality – along with the exaggerated perceptions – of the international terrorist threat. Indonesia, which with 205 million Muslims is the world’s largest Muslim country in terms of population, has experienced some degree of terrorist danger, but it is less preoccupied with geopolitics than are the Muslim-majority states of the Middle East, North Africa, Afghanistan, and Pakistan. As a consequence, the country’s entire charity landscape is less politicized. In 2012 Indonesia’s reformist Muhammadiyah, with its very extensive and influential national welfare and educational network, celebrated its centenary as a model for Islamic charities everywhere to emulate (Hefner 2013, Fauzia 2013).


This book is intended as a practical contribution to reflection and action, and we hope that some readers may find within it raw material for the formulation of new ideas in what may be called “critical humanitarianism” – the project whereby charities and voluntary organizations everywhere, and the assumptions underlying them, are held up to the same kind of dispassionate scrutiny that analysts have long been accustomed to giving to, say, national health and welfare services.21 The so-called West can boast of its superiority in science and technology, but one might ask whether its characteristic individualism is necessarily superior in moral and human terms to societies that place a high value on relatedness? This might be expressed practically, for example, by comparing the way in which many traditional societies embrace old people who are no longer economically productive by keeping them inside the family, while our “advanced” societies pack their “senior citizens” out of sight to old age “homes” – institutions that scarcely exist in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf. At the other end of life, the priority given by Islamic charities throughout the world to the welfare of orphans must command respect as deriving from an overriding, religiously grounded principle.


Western aid officials often seem to assume that their professionally formalized efforts to alleviate poverty and promote economic development around the world are implicitly superior to traditional “charity” as practiced by Islamic philanthropies. But this apparent appreciation contains strong elements of self-interest. The dangers that currently face Western aid workers in some Muslim countries have made sub-contracting to Muslims an attractive solution. And then there is the appealing prospect of the funds that “new humanitarian donors” may bring: the Western aid oligopoly has recently shown interest in trying to co-opt the high volume of financial aid flows that emanates from the Gulf.22


Modern Gulf charities have taken shape in highly stratified societies where conspicuous consumption has often seemed to contradict the basic tenets of Islam, and, as will be suggested in the following pages, these charities still have much to learn from the professionalism and experience that the best Western aid organizations have acquired with time. But we would argue that their uncomplicated view of the ethics of giving – that the well-off should simply get on with helping the disadvantaged – has points in its favor when we contrast it with the often convoluted and fashion-prone rhetoric of the Western “aid industry.”23


We have included a chapter on Jordan in the scope of this book: there was an official announcement in May 2011, greeted with varying degrees of credulity and enthusiasm, that the GCC might extend geographically in the future to include Jordan and Morocco, thus creating an expanded body that would, effectively, become a league of Arab monarchies. We also feel justified in including a chapter on Iran, if only because “the Persian Gulf” is the internationally recognized name of that pivotal stretch of seawater. This particular chapter describes how a strong commitment to Shia Islam can transform a task of intimate personal nursing into a positive and indeed liberating experience. We would have liked, in addition, to include some coverage of Shia transnational philanthropy, deriving from the specific duty of Shia believers to pay a religious tithe or khums to their imam or marja‘, equal to one fifth of their annual income after the deduction of expenses.24 Shia philanthropy is much less well documented in Western publications than its Sunni counterparts, but Shia populations constitute a majority in Bahrain and substantial minorities in Kuwait and in the Eastern Province of Saudi Arabia, and Shia conflicts with their Sunni neighbors seem likely to intensify in years to come.


For ease of reading, we have divided the chapters into sections.


The first section is Islamic charities: types and contexts, where Marie Juul Petersen presents, in Chapter 1, a nuanced analysis of two types of international Islamic charities: those based in the United Kingdom, represented by Islamic Relief Worldwide and Muslim Aid, and those based in the Gulf, represented by the International Islamic Charitable Organization (IICO) in Kuwait and the International Islamic Relief Organization (IIRO or IIROSA) in Saudi Arabia. She sets out to refine the common assumption that while the UK-based charities are “progressive” and “moderate,” the Gulf-based ones are necessarily “fundamentalist” or “traditionalist” and consequently open to question as partners in the global enterprise of aid. Western Muslim charities in Britain were paradoxically given a boost by the repercussions of 9/11, partly as a result of increased funding from donors such as the British Government, and have learnt to subordinate the charitable precepts of religion to the predominantly secular ethos of relief and development. It is as if some Gulf charities have done quite the opposite: applying a sacralized coloring to the secular processes of raising funds and distributing humanitarian services. Juul Petersen combines first-hand interviews with IICO and IIRO personnel (drawing on her groundbreaking doctoral thesis) with a sophisticated, almost structuralist, explanatory model, and concludes her chapter by asking why political considerations have to loom so large in the discussion of Arab and Islamic charity.


Benoît Challand, who has published important studies of the impact of international aid in the Palestinian Territories, considers in Chapter 2 the charitable landscape in Jordan, which hosts a wide variety of NGOs of all descriptions, reflecting a general surge of charitable activities in the Arab region. Government control in Jordan is attentive but not oppressive, with the result that it has become a theatre of competition not only between Gulf-based donors but also between all of them and the Western aid establishment. At the same time, local variants of Islamic charities have developed, exemplifying the principle of self-reliance and closely embedded in the communities that they serve, filling serious gaps in state welfare provision. Contrary to the view that these charities are no more than façades for political parties, and also accepting that many of them do not in fact give priority to the interests of the poorest, Challand argues that these Jordanian organizations present an alternative to the standard secular NGO with its bureaucratic structures. They have successfully tapped into funding from Gulf sources, while also being subject to pressure to conform to the Western secular models whose rhetoric of “development” is too often a substitute for political action. The criminalization of many Islamic charities since 9/11 – targeting in particular the Palestinian zakat committees, with which Jordan has had close historic links – has hardened the tendency of international aid to conform to geopolitical pressures. It remains to be seen how much the diffuse sensibility of Islamic charity that Challand identifies will contribute to the reshaping of the Middle East since the beginning of the Arab uprisings in 2011.


The third chapter in this section, Chapter 3, is an introduction by the social anthropologist Mayke Kaag to the work of Gulf charities in Africa. She gives an overview of the work of Gulf charities since the 1980s in Africa, and particularly in Chad and Senegal, under working conditions that are very different from those in their countries of origin, not least in levels of wealth, government policies, and religion – including forms of Islamic practice. Until 9/11 these charities were able to intervene and adapt to local contexts, without attracting much attention from the West. But since 2001 Islamic charities have faced close scrutiny, and often adverse media coverage, in Africa, as elsewhere – though global restructuring has recently presented some new opportunities. Kaag concludes by deploring the almost exclusive focus on security issues in the discussion of these charities, when so much humanitarian and development work needs to be done in a continent suffering from grim poverty and deprivation (despite pockets of fast economic growth). She also notes that the once unchallenged hegemony of the USA is now giving way to “multipolar” geopolitics.


An historical case-study follows in Chapter 4, by Christian Lekon. This differs from the other contributions in two respects: spatially, it deals mainly with Hadhramaut in present-day Yemen; and temporally, it covers an earlier period – the 1910s to 1940s. But the narrative presented here is in many respects similar to what is going on in the contemporary period. The author proposes a broad analogy between the period of British hegemony which came to an end with the economic crisis in 1929, and that of American hegemony which has faced a similar crisis since 2008. One important difference is that the Arabian Peninsula is no longer an impoverished economic backwater, but a major center of the world’s fossil fuel resources. In particular, Lekon argues that the benevolent activities of Hadhrami or Hijazi merchant-cum-politician families clearly resemble those of today’s global philanthropy.


A section follows on Governmental aid from Gulf states. Official development assistance is routinely portrayed today as distinct from charity, but charity may still be a powerful motivation behind development aid.25 Annika Kropf’s Chapter 5 describes the OPEC Fund for International Development (OFID), founded in 1976 and now disbursing some $2 billion per year. OFID is unique in being a multilateral donor, composed of Arab Gulf States as well as South American, Asian, and African countries. As part of its “South–South” aid strategy, OFID claims to give to the least developed countries without the conditionalities and ulterior motives of Western donors – which, Kropf demonstrates, are indeed unlikely in the case of OPEC countries because of their economic structures. Nevertheless, it seems that OFID still gives more to other Arab and Islamic countries than to the rest of the developing world, and that giving to the least developed countries is not the only motivation. Kropf is also led to consider the relationship between religious obligation and voluntary charity, which is a recurrent theme in the history of Islamic philanthropy.


The section on Charities in Saudi Arabia today comprises two chapters. Chapter 6, by Nora Derbal, outlines the remarkably broad and vivid engagement of local charities in Saudi Arabia, which has only recently come to be documented by Western scholars, with special reference to Jeddah. Derbal highlights the rigorous politico-legal frame into which Saudi charities are bound, pointing to the strong social justification that charitable engagement receives in Saudi society, with benevolence strongly rooted in Islamic, and even probably pre-Islamic, traditions of almsgiving. Against this background Derbal questions the striking absence of outwardly religious projects in the domestic charitable scene, by contrast with the projection of Islam overseas for which international Saudi charities are well known. Working in the charity sector provides exceptional opportunities for highly educated women to exert influence, and also for unrelated young men and women to meet. Finally, she situates the activism of Saudi charities within the broader context of recent developments in the Middle East – especially the so called Arab Spring – and outlines why we should not confuse charitable activism in Saudi Arabia with “civil society” as defined above.


Khalid Al-Yahya and Nathalie Fustier pay tribute in Chapter 7 to the impressive scale of Saudi humanitarian aid – most obviously in response to disasters in Muslim majority countries such as Pakistan – and recognize some of its strengths, such as a policy of minimizing bureaucratic overheads. But they also argue that its potential remains sadly unfulfilled. After giving attention to the dominant Saudi conception of humanitarianism, they identify the key actors and institutions involved in aid decision making, fundraising, and implementation, and go on to address the various shortcomings and problems that affect aid outcomes. Drawing on such scholarly publications as are now available and on their own research, Al-Yahya and Fustier adopt a thoroughly practical approach in recommending how international multilateral organizations, Western donors, and the Saudi government could enhance the effectiveness and efficiency of aid implementation and foster better cooperation.


A pair of chapters makes up the next section, on Legal Cases arising from the “war on terror.” Chapter 8 is by Yusra Bokhari, Nasim Chowdhury and Robert Lacey, who analyze the specific case of Al-Haramain Islamic Foundation (Mu’assasat al-Haramain al-Khayriyya), which through the 1990s and into the early 21st century was the most proactive Saudi charity operating in and around the trouble spots of the Islamic world. Under flamboyant leadership, Al-Haramain presented itself as the Oxfam or United Way of Saudi Arabia, with collecting baskets and boxes outside almost every major Saudi mosque, and a reputation for delivering aid directly to sufferers in the most dangerous circumstances. But Al-Haramain had major problems of leadership and organization. Deficiencies in its financial protocols would later provoke accusations of fraud; and with the expansion of global jihad, the charity fell under suspicion that its charitable jihad had been compromised by links with violence and terror. Following 9/11, the US government exerted heavy pressure on Riyadh to dissolve the charity, while investigating and later prosecuting its activities in America. In June 2004, a joint US and Saudi press conference in Washington announced the closure of Al-Haramain, and an immediate ban on all cash-collecting boxes in the Kingdom, along with the strict regulation of private Saudi charitable transfers abroad pending the establishment of some sort of charity commission – “a new entity through which all private relief work abroad will be channeled.” This chapter sets out to assess the historical record of Al-Haramain and the circumstances of its closure, and examines what has happened in the succeeding nine years – in which the promised “entity” to regulate and oversee private relief work abroad has not so far materialized. Finally the authors examine the current and future situation of the Kingdom’s philanthropic activities beyond its frontiers, asking whether the cherished tradition of anonymous giving at the place of worship has in effect been extinguished.


Our second legal paper, Chapter 9, comes from a practicing attorney in Washington, D.C, Wendell Belew. The attacks of 9/11 involved forces with which most Americans were then unfamiliar – Islam, Al-Qaeda and Saudi Arabia – and this knowledge gap created a demand for information that paved the way for self-proclaimed terrorism “experts” to speculate and accuse at will. Saudi Arabia and its institutions, including charities, became an early target, alongside a popular demand for government action that resulted in military operations against Al-Qaeda and Osama bin Laden. A more rapid decision was made to adopt financial sanction tools against them, and as this book goes to press, these tools still had little transparency or accountability. Entities could be “designated” as terrorist organizations on little solid evidence, with few rights or opportunities to challenge the blacklisting, and the United Nations Security Council followed the US Government by establishing an international sanctions program. Two events in 2002 increased the focus on Gulf charities: a lawsuit filed on behalf of survivors of 9/11 victims, which named several Saudi charities and philanthropists as alleged financers of Al-Qaeda, and a finding of the 9/11 Commission that, wittingly or not, Saudi charities provided money to Al-Qaeda. Legal actions in US courts to challenge designations and sanctions have cast a searching light on US government policies and practices, and a consensus has grown among civil society organizations that such sanctions policies have been counterproductive. Belew’s case is that US policies have stifled reform in Saudi charities, indirectly promoted charitable cash transfers, and created an impression – arguably accurate – that the US is engaged in a war on Islam. The solution must be a restoration of “due process” and other reforms.


In a related section, on Regulation and Monitoring, we examine the incompatible approaches to Gulf charities since 9/11: on the one hand, an assertion of their rights and their spiritual and material merits; on the other, the uncompromising accusations launched by hostile Western media columnists, think tank “experts,” and even, on occasions, US Treasury officials. Two brave efforts have been made to build bridges between these contrasting perceptions: in the innovative Gulf state of Qatar, and also in Switzerland with its historic traditions of international mediation.


In Chapter 10, Abdul Fatah S. Mohamed describes the work of the short-lived Qatar Authority for Charitable Activities (QACA), to which he was Special Advisor for Planning and International Cooperation between 2005 and 2009 – the date when it was dissolved and its functions absorbed by various departments of the Qatari government. Mohamed shows how QACA’s creation arose from Qatari rulers’ concerns about the possible abuse of charitable privileges, and how they were much influenced by their discussions with established regulators such as the Charity Commission of England and Wales. These highlighted a worldwide trend towards standards of accountability and transparency – making it no longer acceptable for charities to be managed on a basis of informal personal trust. The author provides exceptional first-hand testimony that sets out the problems of monitoring a “young” charity sector in an extremely wealthy petroleum producing state, since there were no Qatari NGOs before 1978. Many of the administrative reforms introduced by QACA have survived its dissolution, but Mohamed makes a case for an independent regulatory body that can not only minimize abuses but also work more broadly towards improving standards in the charity sector.


In Chapter 11, Jonathan Benthall recounts – also from the inside – the history of the Montreux Initiative, later relaunched as the Islamic Charities Project. This was sponsored in 2005 by the Swiss Federal Department of Foreign Affairs (FDFA), Political Division IV (PD IV), and administered by the Centre on Conflict, Development and Peacebuilding (CCDP) of the Graduate Institute of International and Development Studies, Geneva. The project was conceived as an exercise in practical conflict resolution, but it met with serious difficulties, as it sought to weather the political turbulence of the post 9/11 years. Benthall’s overview draws attention to some positive outcomes: the generation of a significant body of research relating to the Palestinian Islamic charities, with the possibility of future policy interventions, and a measure of success in helping to “change the conversation” in American government circles on the subject of Islamic charities, with a view to helping to restore trust. He concludes with the expectation that the growth of research on Islamic charities which we are seeing today will give substance and credibility to future policy interventions.


Benthall’s chapter recounts the fate of Interpal, a British-based charity distributing funds in the Palestinian Territories that was three times investigated by the Charity Commission of England and Wales, and was each time permitted to continue its activities as an officially accredited charity. But despite these three bills of health, the US Treasury and the Israeli government declined to lift their designations of Interpal, and as this book goes to press the UK-based charity remains proscribed by the USA as a terrorist organization, with all the hazards for its directors that that designation implies, as well as practical obstacles to fundraising and bank transfers.26 Those hazards were made clear in the criminal case of US v. Holy Land Foundation for Relief and Development, et al., Richardson, TX. In 2008 a Texas court sentenced five leaders of the US-based Holy Land Foundation to prison terms of up to 65 years each, though it was never alleged that this charity’s resources had been applied to anything other than the welfare and health of Palestinians.27


Turning to Islamic education in a section on Madrasas in South Asia and Afghanistan, we offer two different perspectives in Chapters 12 and 13 on how violent extremism has been nurtured in the Indian sub-continent by the religious schools that have expanded so dramatically since the 1980’s, thanks in no small part to their funding by the Gulf charities – and by Saudi charities, in particular. Both Gunter Mulack and Rushda Siddiqui trace the history of these Islamic schools back to Moghul times, when they played a double role as religious seminaries while also providing a bureaucracy for the administration. This role shifted during the British colonial era – when, as Siddiqui emphasizes, they provided Muslims with an alternative type of educational and cultural institution. But the most dramatic change occurred in the late 20th century, starting in Afghanistan, where the madrasas became effective recruiting and training grounds for the mujahideen to oppose the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan after 1979. Siddiqui points out how, after Indian independence, the madrasas became the central target for the radical right wing Hindutva forces and how, after the Cold War, the government agencies of Pakistan used the institution, both in Afghanistan and Pakistan, to gain strategic depth in Afghanistan vis-à-vis India. Gulf donors have been caught up in this politico-religious web.


Mulack and Siddiqui agree on the crucial importance of Pakistani President Zia ul-Haq’s use of zakat to fund the madrasas in these years, and his encouragement of Saudi and Gulf charities to supply funds for purposes that were ultimately warlike. Both writers also highlight the resulting impetus towards religious intolerance, with growing hostility between Muslims and other faiths, as well as between the different sects of Islam. But while Mulack concludes by calling for increased government regulation and the injection of more secular education, Siddiqui argues that it is mistaken to blame madrasas for all the troubles in these countries, since their outreach remains limited. A simpler response would be to control administrative corruption and expand access to mainstream education.


A final section considers Charitable Activities Beyond Geopolitics, reminding us of the human impulses that inspire philanthropy in any culture. In Chapter 14 Aaron Parkhurst presents a freewheeling anthropological interpretation of charitable giving in Dubai and Abu Dhabi – a spin-off from his major research project concerning the incorporation of Western ideas into local belief-systems. This chapter aims to demonstrate the complexity of motivations that encourage charitable behavior in the Emirates, both independently of, and in accordance with, Qur’anic teachings. It aims to depict a system in which the concept of charity is intimately entwined with Emirati political and social relations, and with local concepts of purity, using Mary Douglas’s key text, Purity and Danger, in a way that may resonate with analysts of other ideologies of charity. Parkhurst shows how giving and receiving according to regionally specific concepts of charity helps to foster and maintain the status of a social élite. He also diverts our attention away from the geopolitical crisis that has affected Islamic charities since 9/11, to consider behavior patterns that have more to do with local hierarchies and with the assumption that charitable giving can cancel out an individual’s wrongdoing – not only after transgression (as is common in many religious traditions) but also in anticipation of future lapses.


Sachiko Hosoya’s Chapter 15 also offers some relatively apolitical subject-matter. Like Parkhurst, she analyses how assumptions about purity and impurity affect charitable actions, but unlike Parkhurst, whose fieldwork findings were based mainly on interactions with Emirati males, Hosoya describes an exclusively female community. She focuses on the female volunteers who assist impoverished elderly residents to bathe at the Kahrizak Charity Care Center in Iran, the biggest welfare complex in the Middle East. Based on her research in the Center from 2001 to 2003, she discusses the experiences and religious motivations of the female bathing volunteers. Bathing, the mundane washing of dirt from bodies, is connected in Islam with the religious act of purifying the body and the soul, so the activities of these Iranian ladies are seen as an analogy to the ritual ablution carried out before saying the prayers, as well as at burial, when they symbolize the prospect of another world after death. Hosoya, a social scientist whose unique participant observation was made possible by her training as a registered nurse, argues that these charitable practices are deeply rooted in Shia beliefs.


*


Several times in the course of our book the work of the Charity Commission of England and Wales is mentioned with approval.28 Chapters 10 and 11, in particular, refer to the Commission as an exemplary institution - appointed by the government but exercising a high degree of independence as the regulator of charities – and this prompts a concluding question: might we ever see such an official but independent charity regulator and supervisor set up in the Gulf?


“Not, sadly, in the immediate future” has to be the answer, based on the evidence of our many contributors. Like other autocracies – China comes to mind – the largely authoritarian governments of the Gulf are concerned to control NGOs and civil society as possible sources of subversion, and the region’s geopolitics of violent extremism would currently seem to justify that anxiety. We learn from Mohamed’s chapter how the State of Qatar’s decision to set up a national charity commission faltered, and we may compare QACA’s closure to Saudi Arabia’s ongoing difficulties in implementing the foreign charity commission that it promised back in 2004. In Chapter 8, Bokhari, Chowdhury and Lacey report that the Saudis have been grappling with no less than five separate strands of ministerial concern (security, religion, finance, social welfare and foreign affairs) in order to construct a charity commission that has a realistic chance of operating in this tricky field – and these same concerns apply in every Gulf country.


Similar conflicting interests frustrated the Montreux Initiative, and as Benthall documents in his chapter, the history of the Swiss project will surely repay study, since any future endeavors to resolve the problem of Islamic charities’ relationship with the international aid system will have to untangle the same conundrums. Such global institutions as the United Nations family of organizations and the International Council of Voluntary Agencies (ICVA) have made little contribution so far to the squaring of this particular circle, but there are independent think tanks and NGOs with a strong record of innovative thinking, and it may be that they have solutions to suggest.


Since the plans for our Cambridge workshop were laid in 2011, a stronger interest in Gulf charities has become apparent from the Western aid establishment. As the Director-General of the International Committee of the Red Cross declared in a recent lecture, the world’s economic crisis of 2008 meant that humanitarian action is facing a financial squeeze. New donors are needed to fill the gap, and while such expanding economies as China and Brazil would seem to offer some promise, it is the nations of the Arabian Gulf that rank among the world’s most generous dispensers of humanitarian aid (Binder et al. 2010: 7) – a situation that seems likely to continue.


So what is the way ahead? In Chapter 6 Al-Yayha and Fustier criticize many aspects of the Saudi aid establishment, but recommend that international aid agencies should make greater efforts to engage with the Saudis as “equal partners” in the planning and implementation of aid. This principle of equal partnership can surely be taken as a general lesson across the Gulf as a whole, while another helpful initiative would be to reduce some of the obstacles that confront bona fide Islamic charities in the ways that we have documented in this book. If Western philanthropy wishes to enlist the considerable public and private resources of the Gulf to alleviate poverty and hardship – not only within the traditional lands of Islam but also beyond them – it is surely time for the United States to be persuaded to reject the policies of fear. We also note a more subtle point: that the many assets of the Gulf philanthropic cultures should be treated as having value in their own right, rather than being merely pressed into service to satisfy the immediate demands of the West.


Today those needs are a matter of budgetary shortfalls and concerns about personal security. Back in the 1980s, when modern Gulf philanthropy was just getting started, the objectives of the West were more directly political – and even military. As willing recruits, the burgeoning charities of the area (and Saudi charities, in particular) eagerly lent their support to the successful efforts of the United States to expel the Soviet Union from Afghanistan – a Western-approved jihad that helped to end the Cold War. But, as was not appreciated at the time, this campaign also helped foster the religiously inspired violence that culminated in 9/11 – leading in turn to the “war on terror” whose ongoing tensions have come to pose such a challenge to the work of Gulf charities today.


As this book goes to press, the heart-breaking challenge posed by the massive exodus of refugees from Syria was being met by numerous relief agencies on the various frontiers. But international relief agencies were able to operate within Syria itself only with extreme difficulty. This has created a “humanitarian vacuum” that jihadi groups have been able to penetrate;29 and while these extremists share, in the short term, the same aim as the Western-backed opposition forces – to bring about the removal of the Assad regime – they have their own longer-term sectarian objectives which are anti-Alouite, anti-Shia, anti-Christian, and more generally opposed to Western ideas of toleration and democracy, not to mention Western geo-political interests as a whole.


Here surely is a situation where the charities of the nearby Gulf countries should be encouraged to offer the special succor that bona fide Islamic workers are best suited to bring to the situation. The tragedy of Syria offers a unique opportunity for Western and Gulf charities to work together not only to the immediate benefit of the war’s victims, but also as a step, in the longer term, towards their own cross-cultural collaboration.


The Syrian crisis is the latest example of a suffering population in desperate need of relief. The Middle East and its adjoining regions are beset by geopolitical hostilities that have taken on religious hues, and neither the intensity of these calamities nor their frequency seem likely to diminish in the years ahead. Local philanthropy needs more encouragement than ever, and the charities of the Gulf are an obvious starting point. We offer the disparate perspectives that follow in hopes that, taken together, they will not only stimulate further systematic research, but may also assist practical policy interventions to meet the world’s never-ending humanitarian challenge.


We conclude the book with an Afterword by Darryl Li, who combines regional expertise with legal and anthropological training to place our fifteen chapters in the context of current academic debates in geopolitics, politico-religious studies and humanitarianism; and finally with our own Envoi: “…And Beyond” which reinforces the case for practical resolution of the impasse affecting Gulf charities.


*


Appendix: James M. Dorsey


One of the participants in the July 2012 workshop in Cambridge was James M. Dorsey. He is a senior fellow at Singapore’s S. Rajaratnam School of International Studies, co-director of the University of Würzburg’s Institute of Fan Culture, a syndicated columnist, and the author of the blog “The Turbulent World of Middle East Soccer.” As a correspondent for the Wall Street Journal, he carried out investigative journalism in Saudi Arabia and elsewhere during the period immediately after September 11th 2001. At our invitation, he submitted a chapter entitled “Saudi charity: A tangled story of fact, fiction, and misperception” to the present book, and this was accepted by ourselves as a fair-minded, authoritative, and well documented contribution. It focused on a key case in the history of British libel law, Jameel and others v. Wall Street Journal, which on October 11th 2006 was decided in favor of the Wall Street Journal by the UK court of final appeal (then still known as the House of Lords).


The publishers and ourselves have come to the reluctant conclusion that there is an appreciable risk, albeit slight, that some passages in Mr Dorsey’s chapter might be actionable in British law courts, and we are obliged to withdraw it from the book – though, to repeat, the article was judged by the editors to be fair-minded, authoritative and very thoroughly documented.


We would refer interested readers to Mr Dorsey’s article published in The Guardian on October 16th 2006 shortly after the House of Lords decision, entitled “Victory is sweet: The reporter whose story led to last week’s landmark Law Lords libel ruling explains why the outcome of his four-year fight is so significant for journalists.” (http://www.guardian.co.uk/media/2006/oct/16/mondaymediasection15).


This particular article did not, however, spell out the connection between Mr Dorsey’s reporting and the question of certain Saudi charitable donations which was the subject of his chapter. Making this connection, Mr Dorsey demonstrated that voluntary charitable Saudi donations during the two decades before 9/11 more often than not constituted a well-intended effort to help those in need, but involved no real checks and balances in assessing who the ultimate recipients were and what was done with their donations. This made it possible for militants at local levels to infiltrate certain Saudi charitable organizations without corrective action being taken. He also showed how presumptions of guilt against charitable organizations as witting funders of militancy and terrorism were reinforced by a complex of factors – including an association of puritan interpretations of Islam with jihadism that was often unjustified. Those perceptions were reinforced by a lack of transparency on the part of Saudi authorities and institutions, along with the deployment of financial and legal muscle to squash reporting and debate.


Mr Dorsey’s chapter fitted well with the other material in this book on Saudi overseas charities, with the allegations that have been lodged against some of them, and with current attempts to promote a healthy international charity sector in the Kingdom. We deeply regret not being able to include his chapter; but hope that the analysis and argument set out in it by Mr Dorsey will be published elsewhere.
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Endnotes


Kuwait launched the Kuwait Fund for Arab Economic Development as early as 1961, almost immediately after it became an independent state. (The first aid agency to be established in a developing country, the Fund extended its mandate in 1974 from Arab populations to the whole of the developing world.)





The Hanbali school of Islam that is dominant in Saudi Arabia is often criticized on the grounds that it attaches undue importance to exterior tokens of dress and conduct; but observation of everyday interaction between affluent Saudis and poor Saudis – and the formidable volume of Saudi charitable donations for domestic and foreign causes – suggests that the religious obligation to give, along with the right of the poor to ask, is widely recognized and honored.





9/11 Commission, pp.170, 171.





http://www.un.org/sc/committees/1267/NSQE01501E.shtml See also Burr and Collins 2006: 43-45.





Thomas Biersteker, “Sources of terrorist financing: placing charities diversion in perspective,” internal report for Islamic Charities Project, CCDP, Graduate Institute, Geneva, 2011, p.22.





http://english.forbesmiddleeast.com/view.php?list=35. The two charities were: 1. The Social Reform Society, General Secretariat of Charitable Work, operating in the Arab and Islamic world (annual expenditure for 2011: $81m.); 2. Direct Aid (Africa Muslims Agency or AMA), focusing on education in Africa (annual expenditure: $66m.) Forbes Middle East’s conclusions were based on audited annual reports submitted to them in response to a request for information circulated to 2,050 registered charities. Their method in arriving at the rankings is not disclosed.





The Islamic Development Bank, however, with the intention of reactivating and promoting the waqf sector, launched a World Waqf Fund in 2001, in collaboration with waqf corporations, NGOs and philanthropists from the private sector. The objectives are to “promote Awqaf to contribute to the cultural, social and economic development of member countries and Muslim communities, and to alleviate poverty, as well as extending technical assistance to Waqf organizations with expertise and coordination, and support their projects, programmes and activities in the educational, health, social, and cultural fields.” As this book went to press, the principal waqf program announced to date was the International Waqf for the Holy Qur’an, devoted to Qur’an memorization and recitation projects.





For a summary of debates about “cultural proximity” see Benthall 2012.





For discussion of civil society in the Palestinian context see Challand 2009.





See, for instance, Soares 2006.





Matthew 5.16





Chapter 8 notes that some conservative interpretations of the Qur’anic regulations have allowed for a proportion of the proceeds of zakat to be applied for a “just war” authorized by religious authorities. This interpretation no doubt legitimized the actions of some Gulf-based charities during the Afghan war of the 1980s, and has some traction today in extremist circles; but it is clearly rejected by the GCC-based charities whose work since 9/11 is discussed in this book.





This charity is the subject of ongoing research by Ibrahim Yahaya, of the Center for African Studies, University of Florida.





Ghandour 2002, Clark 2004, Benthall & Bellion-Jourdan 2003, De Cordier 2009, and numerous other publications referenced in this book.





Chapters 1, 5 and 6 of this book include references to prior research.





E.g. Jon B. Alterman writes: “A large gulf separates [Saudi charities’] goals from our own [i.e. the United States’], but we do share some common interests.” (Alterman 2007: 77).





E.g. Schaeublin 2009.





This point is explored in more detail in Benthall 2010.





A Kuwaiti-based NGO, the Revival of Islamic Heritage Society, has been designated by US Treasury for allegedly supporting violent extremism in Pakistan and Bangladesh since 2005, but we have not been able to examine the evidence.





In the election of 2006, Hamas secured 74 of the available 132 seats.





Some recent publications include: Bornstein and Redfield 2010, Fassin 2012, Donini 2012, Redfield 2013.





“Opportunity knocks: why non-Western donors enter humanitarianism and how to make the best of it” was the title, perhaps excessively candid, of an article in the International Review of the Red Cross (Binder and Meier 2011).





“Many people talked about the problem of ‘project fashion’ and the ‘trendiness’ of donor funding priorities, which they felt were changing almost every year – from a focus on human rights, to the reconstruction of houses, to microcredit, to civil society, to peace building, etc. To many people, it seems as though there was no strategic plan for reconstruction and development and that there is a lack of continuity and long-term commitment to projects. One person noted, ‘It is hard to make peace between the donors’ wishes and the real needs of the local community.’” Listening Project Report, Bosnia-Herzegovina (Anderson et al. 2012: 60). See also Mosse 2011.





This has been managed relatively informally, but a new development was the foundation in 1989 in London of the Al-Khoei Foundation under the patronage of Grand Ayatollah Al-Khoei (1899-1992), which now has branches in several countries serving the educational and humanitarian interests of Shia communities, though its activities in GCC countries are understandably low-key. The Foundation’s institutional development is described by Elvire Corboz (2012), and her further publications will expand on the theme.





The Islamic Development Bank (IDB), a specialized institution under the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC, formerly Organization of the Islamic Conference) but operating independently, is a Shariah-compliant bank, founded in 1975, with a commitment to the economic development and social progress of member countries and Muslim communities. GCC states own more than 40 per cent of the capital of the IDB group (Saudi Arabia: 24 per cent). Transport and energy investments constitute nearly half of its approvals, but it also funds some programs with religious content such as overseeing the utilization of sacrificial meat during the hajj. The bank has on occasion funded education and health care programs in response to humanitarian crises (De Cordier 2012: 6).





From Hansard, record of House of Commons proceedings, 3 June 2013: “Jeremy Corbyn: To ask the Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs what recent discussions he has had with the US Treasury about Interpal’s status as a special designated global terrorist, following the dismissal by the US District Court in New York of a case against the National Westminster Bank. Alistair Burt [Parliamentary Under Secretary of State, Foreign and Commonwealth Office]: We have not had any recent discussions with the US Treasury about Interpal’s status as a special designated global terrorist organisation. We have previously provided the US Government with details of the UK Charity Commission’s inquiries into the affairs of Interpal which found no evidence of terrorist financing. This continues to be a matter for Interpal to take up directly with the US Government.” It might be thought that if a British commercial company, rather than a charity, were in a similar position, the British Government would assume a more active role with the overseas government.





A key issue was the status of the local zakat committees and other Islamic charities (see above). Marieke de Goede, in a broad study of financial counter-terrorism, summarizes the Holy Land Foundation and Interpal cases, as well as some other recent US legal controversies, and concludes that “[T]he contemporary pursuit of terrorist monies has effected a new security culture in which broad domains of everyday life, including everyday financial transactions, charitable donation, and peaceful political association become objects of security practices” (de Goede 2012: 214).





As we go to press, some concerns have been expressed in the British NGO community about the recent effects of budgetary cuts on the Charity Commission’s work, and the risk – not yet proven to be substantive – that the Commission may surrender some of its prized independence from ministerial pressures.





“If these [traditional Islamic] circuits of aid are banned, there is a danger of creating a ‘humanitarian vacuum’ that can be penetrated by violent extremist groups. It is believed that Osama bin Laden had personally funded relief and development programs in Sudan and Afghanistan in the 1980s. In Pakistan, after the Kashmir earthquake in 2005 and the floods in 2010, welfare groups closely associated with the extremist group Lashkar-e-Taiba were successful in bringing effective relief aid; and on both occasions, statements attributed to Zawahiri and bin Laden respectively called on Muslims and Arab governments to do more for humanitarian relief and economic development” (Benthall 2012: 83).
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Sacralized or secularized aid?
Positioning Gulf-based Muslim charities


Marie Juul Petersen


1. Introduction


Muslim aid organizations such as the Kuwaiti NGO International Islamic Charitable Organization and the Saudi Arabian International Islamic Relief Organization provide meals, medicine, and mosques to poor people all over the globe. Despite this, not much research has been dedicated to the study of these – and other – international Muslim charities. Especially since 9/11, much of the existing literature, often stemming from political science and terrorism studies, casts international Muslim charities as primarily or even entirely political actors, whether analyzing them as front organizations for global militant networks such as Al-Qaeda or as supporters of national political parties and resistance groups in Palestine, Sudan, Afghanistan, and elsewhere (Yaylaci 2008: 2). Another strand of literature, emerging from development studies and reflecting a general interest in so-called faith-based organizations (or FBOs), focuses on their role as aid providers, discussing organizational strengths and weaknesses of religious charities (Juul Petersen 2012a). While this literature introduces a much needed understanding of Muslim aid charities as something else and more than tools in political struggles, much of it focuses narrowly on a particular kind of international Muslim NGO, namely the Western ones (e.g. Palmer 2011; Kirmani and Khan 2008). Underlying this bias is, arguably, an understanding of these charities as “moderate” and “progressive,” and non-Western – in particular Gulf-based – Muslim charities as “fundamentalist,” “traditional,” and sometimes even “extremist,” and thus irrelevant as partners in the provision of aid.


Introducing a number of new studies on Gulf-based Muslim charities, this volume seeks to present a more nuanced picture of these organizations, exploring their work, identity, and relations from different angles. In this introductory chapter, I seek to outline a historical and conceptual framework within which to situate Gulf-based (and Western) Muslim charities, arguing that these organizations can be understood in terms of a dichotomy, or perhaps rather a continuum, between different cultures and conceptions of aid.


The chapter is divided into three main parts. First, I present a brief overview of the history of international Muslim charities before 9/11, describing the Islamic aid culture out of which they have grown, and identifying its underlying conceptions of aid as sacred. I then discuss the consequences of 9/11 and the so-called “war on terror,” arguing that this contributed to the emergence of a new and more secularized conception of aid in Western Muslim charities, as they became part of the mainstream, predominantly Western, aid culture. Finally, in part three I explore the position of Gulf-based charities, proposing that while these organizations have to a large degree remained firmly embedded in an Islamic aid culture, they do nonetheless present openings towards the Western aid culture, merging and combining secularized and sacralized conceptions of aid, in the process perhaps contributing to the creation of new aid cultures.


The analysis is based on extensive fieldwork among international Muslim charities, with a particular focus on four of the largest ones: Islamic Relief and Muslim Aid from Britain, the International Islamic Charitable Organization (hereafter IICO) from Kuwait, and the International Islamic Relief Organization (hereafter IIROSA) from Saudi Arabia.1 The fieldwork was conducted from 2007 to 2011 and included interviews with staff from organizational headquarters in Britain, Kuwait, and Saudi Arabia, as well as country offices in Bangladesh, Lebanon, and Jordan. 2


2. A sacralized aid: “Helping is better than praying”


2.1.The history of international Muslim charities


Islamic traditions of charitable giving (sadaqa) have existed since the birth of Islam, just as the obligatory alms tax, zakat, and the religious endowment, the waqf (plural: awqaf), have historically been important Islamic institutions of social welfare.3 But international Muslim charities are a new phenomenon, the first of them, IIROSA, emerging in 1978 in Saudi Arabia. Later followed organizations in other Gulf countries, Europe, and the USA: today, there are an estimated four hundred international Muslim charities, working all over the world.


A number of factors contribute to explaining the emergence of international Muslim charities at this particular time in history. First, on an overall level, international Muslim charities and the notion of Islamic aid can be seen as part of a general Islamic resurgence. Starting in the mid-20th century, the Islamic resurgence denotes a global movement of renewed interest in Islam as a relevant identity and model for community, manifested in greater religious piety and Muslim solidarity; in a growing adoption of Muslim culture, dress codes, terminology, and values by Muslims worldwide; and the introduction of Islamically defined institutions and organizations – such as the Muslim charities (Lapidus 2002: 823).4


In more concrete terms, contemporary Islamic aid came to be shaped by a number of factors. Perhaps the most important was the emergence of the Muslim Brotherhood, established in Egypt in 1928, a few years after Egypt’s independence. Especially in its first years, the Brotherhood focused primarily on social welfare, health services, education, and relief, seeking to present an alternative to the largely unsuccessful state (Yaylaci 2008). The founder, Hassan al-Banna, was a school teacher with a strong social awareness, and he saw the provision of aid to the poor as an important religious responsibility of the Brotherhood and of any Muslim, building the foundation for a strong link between Islam and aid.


From the 1960s and onwards, the Gulf countries also started playing an important role in shaping contemporary Islamic aid. As a counterweight to Nasser’s secular Arab nationalism, the Saudi King Faisal would promote the idea of pan-Islamic, international solidarity, claiming that all Muslims were one people with a responsibility to support one another in times of crisis (Hegghammer 2010: 17). A crucial factor in facilitating this new movement of international aid was the emergence of Islamic economics. The explosion of oil prices in the 1970s meant that huge funds were suddenly available to governments, businesses, and individuals in the Gulf countries, boosting efforts to create distinctively Islamic financial institutions (Tripp 2006: 104). As a way of purifying interest (riba), many would channel large amounts to aid activities, thus contributing to the strengthening of Gulf-based aid organizations (Ghandour 2004: 329; Benthall and Bellion-Jourdan 2003: 72) such as the IIRO, established by a group of wealthy Saudis in 1979, and the IICO, established in Kuwait in 1984.


Finally, a third factor paving the way for international Islamic charities and Islamic aid was the migration of Muslims from Middle Eastern and Asian countries to Europe and the USA, starting in the 1960s. Muslim migrants wanted organizations to which they could pay their zakat, at once fulfilling religious obligations and helping people in their home countries. Initially, people would distribute their zakat through relatives or make their payment to the local mosque, but with the emergence of a well-educated Muslim middle class came demands for more professional aid organizations, ensuring the effective collection and distribution of zakat and other donations. In Britain, for instance, Islamic Relief was established in 1984 by Egyptian immigrants, many of them with connections to the Muslim Brotherhood. The year after, Muslim Aid was founded by Bangladeshi immigrants with close links to Jama’at e-Islami, a comparable Islamist movement that originated in Pakistan.


2.2. An Islamic aid culture and a sacralized aid


The first Muslim charities did not integrate into what we may – for lack of a better term – call the mainstream aid culture, centering around organizations such as the United Nations and the World Bank, Western governmental aid agencies, and international, often secular or Christian, charities such as Oxfam, CARE, World Vision, and Doctors without Borders, most of them staffed with economists, doctors, and development professionals, and partly funded by Western governments. Instead, they became part of what we may call an Islamic aid culture, parallel to and largely detached from the mainstream aid culture.5


The Islamic aid culture was shaped by organizations such as the Muslim World League, the Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) and the International Council for Da’wa and Relief, led by prominent personalities with “Islamic” credentials who enjoyed strong popularity, authority and legitimacy among Muslims (Ghafour and Shamsuddin 2008), many of them indirectly or directly linked to the Muslim Brotherhood and Jama’at e-Islami. Staff members in the Muslim charities were all practicing Muslims, many of them with a religious education. Many had previously worked in the private sector or in government; very few, if any, had work experience from the UN or any Western aid organizations. Similarly, donors were pious Muslim individuals and businesses who wanted to pay their zakat to a truly Islamic organization.


This particular culture fostered a certain conception of aid, in many ways distinct from mainstream aid conceptions. The mainstream aid culture grew out of an experience of power and hegemony, of colonizing, but also out of sentiments of collective guilt and a sense of complicity in the creation of the “distant sufferer,” stemming from the same colonial legacy (Chouraliaki 2010: 111). The Islamic aid culture, on the other hand, had been shaped by experiences of marginalization, of being colonized, and of the poor not as distant sufferers, but as fellow members of the (religious) community. Against this background, the mainstream aid culture emphasizes values of universalism and neutrality, building on a material conception of poverty and assuming a strictly secularized conception of religion. The Islamic aid culture, on the other hand, came to promote a different set of values.


First of all, the Islamic aid culture turned on notions of brotherhood and Islamic solidarity, binding Muslims together in a global community, the umma. In this perspective, all Muslims are part of the same religious brotherhood, and as such, closely connected, mutually interdependent, and obliged to help one another. One of the first disasters to attract the attention of Muslim aid organizations was the famine in the Horn of Africa in the beginning of the 1980s. For many people, Islamic solidarity was a major reason for engaging in this disaster – a wish to translate the theoretical and much talked-about Islamic solidarity into a practical Islamic aid, by demonstrating compassion with the starving Muslims (Ghandour 2004: 328). In concrete terms, this meant that Muslim charities would focus their aid on Muslim countries and populations, rarely aiming to bring help to non-Muslims.


Second, the aid provided was based on a conception of suffering as simultaneously material and spiritual: poverty was not only about hunger, diseases, and lack of education; it was also about religious ignorance and humiliation.6 This meant that aid was not only about building wells, distributing medicine, or teaching children to read and write: it was also about preaching, teaching children to memorize the Qur’an, and building mosques. As such, mission, or da’wa, was also an integrated part of aid provision in Muslim charities. This aspect of aid provision was further strengthened by the perception among many Muslim charities at the time that Western aid organizations worked either covertly or overtly as missionaries, attempting to attract converts to Christianity or secularism through their provision of aid (which some of them undoubtedly did). Refusing to leave the field of aid provision to these charities, specifically in situations where recipients were identified as Muslims (Benthall and Bellion-Jourdan 2003: 70), Muslim charities took up the challenge by introducing their own missionary projects. In this perspective, an important objective of Muslim charities was not only to provide aid, but to counter the influence of Western, Christian charities, protecting Muslim faith and identity. An example of this is the Kuwaiti NGO, IICO, established by Yusuf Al-Qaradawi. Qaradawi was alerted by Christian organizations which, according to him, used poverty and illness to spread the Gospel and attract converts. As a way to counter these Christianization campaigns, he launched the campaign Pay a dollar and save a Muslim, explicitly alluding to a conference of missionary organizations in Colorado in 1978 at which Christian missionaries had allegedly announced their intention of investing a billion dollars in an effort to convert as many Muslims as possible (Benthall and Bellion-Jourdan 2003: 41).


Third, for some Muslim charities, aid became not just a question of providing aid to suffering Muslims, but of supporting them more directly in their fight against the enemy. Speaking about Afghanistan, Qaradawi proclaimed in an interview in the journal Al-Jihad (cf. Benthall and Bellion-Jourdan 2003: 71) that all Muslims were obliged to commit themselves to support the resistance:


Jihad is fard ‘ain [an obligation for individuals, as opposed to fard kefaya, a communal obligation] for military and medical experts or anyone with a special skill that the mujahidin need. They should help the mujahidin in the field of their competence and capacity. In general, it is incumbent on all Muslims to provide material and intellectual help in order to live with them in the heart even if they cannot live with them in the body.


While most Muslim charities, together with Qaradawi himself, took this to mean non-violent and indirect support through da’wa and relief; others interpreted it as a call to directly support the armed struggle of the mujahideen, in particular among Saudi charities. They provided the mujahideen with weapons and equipment, facilitated contacts to volunteers who wanted to join the mujahideen, and supported the mujahideen financially.


Underlying much of this is a conception of aid as fundamentally sacred. In this perspective, aid is both practically and theologically intertwined with Islam. The understanding of aid as inherently religious is based on a particular understanding of Islam. Islam is framed as an all-encompassing religion, or, to use Lincoln’s (2003: 59) terms, a maximalist religion, constituting the central domain of organizational community and influencing all organizational discourses, practices, and structures. This means that Islam is a source of social action as much as individual piety, echoing ideas of Hassan al-Banna and the Muslim Brotherhood. As people repeatedly say, “helping is better than praying.” This does not necessarily mean that religion is part of all aid activities (there are many ways in which the organizations’ activities in fact resemble those of non-religious organizations), but there is no systematic or principled division: Islam is potentially relevant to all aspects of aid, providing an important and explicit motivation for action and in mobilizing supporters, playing a significant role in identifying beneficiaries and partners, and providing the dominant basis for engagement (Clarke 2007: 33).7


Summing up, then, the first generation of international Muslim charities can be said to promote a sacralized conception of aid, strongly embedded in an Islamic aid culture that builds on an understanding of poverty as not only material but also spiritual, and consequently of aid as directed primarily towards fellow Muslims, based on notions of religious solidarity and justice.


3. Muslim aid after 9/11


For many years, relations between Muslim charities and organizations in the mainstream aid culture were marked by defiance and sometimes outright hostility (Benthall and Bellion-Jourdan 2003: 74), blighted by simplistic and stereotypical representations on both sides. Many Western aid organizations suspected Muslim organizations of political involvement or missionary activities, just as many Muslim organizations were convinced that Western organizations would try to convert recipients of aid to Christianity or secularism (Ghandour 2004: 336). In concrete terms, this means that Muslim charities have tended to operate in parallel networks away from mainstream development efforts (Ratcliffe 2007: 57): they would rarely coordinate with the Western charities, and they hardly ever received funding from Western donors (von Hippel 2007: 32). In short, they have lived a largely parallel existence to actors in the mainstream aid culture, remaining firmly embedded in an Islamic aid culture. This would all change with the terrorist attacks on the Twin Towers and Pentagon on September 11, 2001, and the ensuing “war on terror.”8


3.1. The “war on terror”


After it became clear that the attacks, killing almost three thousand people, had been carried out by radical Islamic groups, suspicions quickly rose as to the involvement of certain international Muslim charities in planning and financing the attacks. Within a year of the attacks, a number of international Muslim charities had been designated by the US government, accused of supporting or being otherwise related to Al-Qaeda. Several other governments followed suit, banning a number of international Muslim charities working in their territory. In the following years, governments and intergovernmental organizations introduced a wide range of new policies, instruments, and regulations, attempting to prevent and obstruct NGO involvement in terrorist activities.


Under UN auspices, the Security Council passed a number of anti-terror resolutions, and the UN Security Council Committee 1267 designated 13 Muslim charities, suspected of association with Al-Qaeda, bin Laden, or the Taliban. The European Union has maintained a similar list of persons, groups and entities related to terrorist activity (Regulation no. 2580/2001). As of 2012 however, only one NGO – the Holy Land Foundation for Relief and Development – has been included on this list (Official Journal of the European Union 2012). In the United States, the Treasury Department oversaw and investigated the financial transactions of US-based charities, endowed with the authority to freeze all assets of an NGO, effectively closing it down, if it was found to transfer material support or resources to designated persons or organizations. As of late 2012, 23 Muslim charities were designated by the US State Department on account of their relations to Al-Qaeda, Hamas, Hezbollah or other supposedly radical Islamic groups, including the Philippines and Indonesia chapters of IIROSA (US Department of the Treasury n.d.). Most Gulf countries also introduced strict rules and regulations. In July 2003, for instance, the Saudi Arabian Monetary Agency announced a set of new regulations governing Saudi aid organizations, including requirements to consolidation of funds in a single bank account, licensed by government. Later that year, Saudi charities were banned from transferring funds abroad (Cotterrell and Harmer 2005: 19). This was followed in 2004 by the announcement that a National Commission for Relief and Charity Work Abroad would be established, overseeing all NGO activities and public donations, and facilitating greater governmental control over the use of charitable funds (Cotterrell and Harmer 2005: 19).9 In March 2007, the Kuwaiti government introduced similar initiatives, at the same time forbidding cash collections in the street or in mosques (Benthall 2007: 9).10


This increased suspicion of and control with Muslim charities had important consequences for the organizations. First, and perhaps most tangibly, a number of organizations had to close down following designations from the US or other authorities – even though they had not been convicted in court. Second, relations with institutional and individual donors from abroad were encumbered, leaving many Muslim organizations in financial straits. In concrete terms, it has become very difficult for the Kuwaiti businessman living in Detroit to send his annual zakat contributions to a Muslim NGO in his home country, just as the NGO based in Saudi Arabia might no longer be able to transfer funds to a local partner organization in Palestine.11 As a representative from the World Assembly of Muslim Youth put it in an interview:


During the height of this, there were cuts in jobs, funds, donations, everything declined dramatically. People felt that this was the end, that the organization was going to finish – not just because there was not enough money, but also because of the inspections and the control, all the accounts were checked, everything was investigated, as if it was murderers […] we experienced a severe drop in donations – perhaps as much as 50%.12


3.2. Faith-based organizations


The “war on terror” not only led to a focus on “extremist” Muslim charities, supposedly involved in financing terrorist activities: it also encouraged an increasing interest in cooperation with so-called “moderate” Muslim charities, seen as potential bridge builders between Islam and the West (Howell and Lind 2009). In this, the mainstream aid culture came to be an important site for dialog. Just as charities were enlisted in the fight against Communism in the 1960s and 1970s, they increasingly became implicated in the “war on terror” (Holenstein 2005). Through so-called soft measures, governmental aid agencies, in particular in Europe, started encouraging cooperation with (certain) Muslim NGOs. One example is the so-called Montreux Initiative, initiated by the Swiss Federal Department of Foreign Affairs in 2005 under the title “Towards cooperation with Islamic charities in removing unjustified obstacles” (see Chapter 11). These soft measures coincided with a general interest in religious charities among governmental and intergovernmental aid agencies. Failures in mainstream aid provision, together with a disappointment in “regular” charities, among other things, forced development agencies to look for alternative ways of doing aid – and as a result, many turned to religious charities, or faith-based organizations as they are often called, seeing them as the new panacea. Building on large constituencies and enjoying trust and credibility in local communities, religious charities are expected by development agencies to present what is referred to as an “added value” to development aid. They are seen as having great potential as promoters of development aid, capable of galvanizing moral commitment, translating principles of aid into the idioms of faith, and mobilizing popular support for donor initiatives (Clarke 2007: 80).


As part of this trend towards increased cooperation, a number of aid agencies opened up for funding for Muslim charities. The British Department for International Development (DFID) is one of the donor agencies that has been most active in this regard. Despite initial skepticism, since 9/11 the agency has been involved in several initiatives with the purpose of strengthening cooperation with Muslim charities. Islamic Relief has a framework agreement with DFID, and several other Muslim charities have received grants from the agency. DFID’s Civil Society team has held workshops, one of them in cooperation with the Muslim Council of Britain, targeted specifically at Muslim organizations with the purpose of encouraging them to apply for funding and supporting them in the process. Other initiatives for cooperation with Muslim charities included the DFID-sponsored research program “Religions and Development” at Birmingham University, with Islamic Relief as the only non-academic partner. Likewise, DFID was involved in the Tony Blair Foundation’s seminar series, “Faith and Development,” hosted together with Islamic Relief, World Vision, and Oxfam.


This trend towards increased cooperation with Muslim charities, however, only includes certain organizations. Growing out of strongly secularist aid traditions, in their cooperation with religious organizations, DFID and other aid agencies would prefer charities whose religiosity was by and large relegated to the private sphere, serving as personal motivation and underlying values, but which were able to use their claim to a religious identity as a tool in the implementation of development activities. As noted by James (2009: 5), “[Donors] want to engage with the institutional forms of faith (the religious institution), but remain suspicious about the spiritual dimensions of faith (belief in God).” As such, the secular distinction between “religion” and “aid” as fundamentally separate categories was maintained: religion can be a tool in the provision of aid, but it cannot be part of aid. Paraphrasing Zaman (2004: 151), we may say that religious organizations are acceptable in the aid field only when they unequivocally recognize the functional differentiation of social spheres, i.e. when they agree to operate within the framework of secularization. As an employee in a Christian NGO said in an interview, he felt that he had to leave his faith by the door when meeting with DFID (Clarke 2007: 84).13 Combining these discourses on faith-based organizations as tools in the effective implementation of secular development with “war on terror” discourses on politically moderate and extremist Muslim charities, the mainstream aid culture, led by governmental agencies such as DFID, came to perceive a quasi-secular, invisible religiosity as a sign of “good aid” and “moderation,” while a visible, orthodox religiosity is a sign of “bad aid,” “fundamentalism,” and perhaps even “extremism.”


4. Secularizing Muslim aid: “We care about humanity”


In particular some Western Muslim charities have been able to capitalize on this development. Since 9/11, organizations such as Islamic Relief and Muslim Aid – both British – have grown tremendously. Islamic Relief has more than quadrupled its budget (in 2012 more than $120 million), while Muslim Aid has almost octupled its budget ($50 million). Much of this funding comes from Western donors such as DFID and the European Commission for Humanitarian Operations (ECHO), reflecting trends in the mainstream aid culture of a burgeoning interest in faith-based organizations. As a staff member of Islamic Relief notes: “Because it’s Muslim, Islamic Relief enjoys greater access to funding. It’s included everywhere, people listen, they have access to the government. In these times, people want to be seen to be involving Islam.”
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