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The New Interpretation: Zakat in Gift-Giving

by Hideki SATO

Analysis of the Islamic economy is usually done in a narrow sense
ignoring the relationship between the Islamic economy and the Islamic
society. Because of this narrow focus, formalistic interpretations are often
misleading. For example, formalists often stress such aspects as the prohi-
bition of Riba (usury) as being representative of the Islamic economy. In
addition, they attempt to argue that Zakat in Islam is just one kind of tax
because they tend to stress the obligatory sense of Zakat and to overlook its
real social and spiritual function in the society.

Zakat can be analyzed through the concept of gift-giving. Gift-giving is
an eternal theme. People look forward to receiving gifts, although they
often forget that receiving a gift entails an obligation to repay it. Although
Marcel Mauss touched on alms givings as gift-giving, most scholars have
yet to analyze the phenomenon of Zakat in terms of gift-giving. Formalism
tries to adopt a market economy approach which stresses a means-end rela-
tionship in all economies. Within this approach, Zakat is seen as only a
religious wealth tax and the substance of gift-giving is ignored. However,
from the perspective of substantivism, which tries to empirically analyze
the human economy as an interchange between the social environment and
men, Zakat can be considered as a variation of a gift and analyzed from this
perspective. Thus, this study will attempt to apply the substantivist view
to Zakat.
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English Résumé

This study will attempt to demonstrate that Zakat, when analyzed
from a substantive perspective, should be considered as a gift. This is in
contrast to the formalistic approach in which Zakat is considered merely a
religious and/or income tax serving merely as a mechanism for the redis-
tribution of income. Nevertheless, the real importance of Zakat is as a gift
from the main body of Muslim believers to the poor, which works as a
community fund. Specifically, the purpose of the community fund in Islam
is to promote unity in the Ummah (Muslim world) and enlargement of the
Ummah.

This dissertation is composed of two parts. The first part examines
three substantive approaches of economic analysis by Karl Polanyi Marcel
Mauss and Marshall Sahlins. The second part discusses the main features
of Zakat, and applies the substantive perspective to the analysis of Zakat,
with particular focus on the concept of reciprocity in gift-giving, a key con-
cept for the understanding of Zakat.

Using the concept of reciprocity in gift-giving, Zakat can be character-
ized as a community fund, the function of which is to pool and circulate
money. This notion of Zakat as a gift can only be understood from the
substantivist view. The substantivists have analyzed human economic
activity as being motivated not only by economic considerations, but also
by non-economic considerations. More specifically, Zakat is characterized
as being mainly motivated by interwoven social, spiritual and religious
factors.

This analysis of Zakat demonstrates the value of the substantivist
approach in providing a clear understanding of the working of the Islamic
economy. Furthermore, it strongly suggests that future research into other
aspects of the Islamic economy and culture would greatly benefit from the

use of this approach.
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