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Abstract  
 

The sad reality in many developing countries is that the gap between the rich and the 

poor is ever increasing. Recent research in South Africa has shown this to be true 

despite the increase in spending on social welfare grants by government, the increased 

commitment by corporate social enterprise, and the growing philanthropy by civil 

society and religious communities. 

 

This necessitates that Awqaf organisations worldwide should re-examine their 

strategies for poverty reduction. The traditional social grants and the religious giving 

provides only relief by ameliorating the immediate needs of the poor, without 

changing the structural foundations of societies. Long term strategies to eradicate 

intergenerational poverty requires a combined strategy of traditional giving as well as 

social justice philanthropy.  

 

The paper proposes that the institution of Awqaf, combined with the use of modern 

societal structures, modern financial instruments, and new communication and social 

trends, makes Awqaf an ideal vehicle for mobilization of community resources to 

provide sustainable incomes to grassroots civil society institutions for the 

empowerment of the poor. This paper proposes that Awqaf organisations the world 

over should promote Social Justice Philanthropy through positive strategies of wealth 

creation to eradicate intergenerational poverty.  

 

 



 

“Overcoming poverty is not a gesture of charity. It is an act of justice. 

It is the protection of fundamental human rights.” 

-Nelson Mandela, 2006 

 

Introduction  
 

Poverty has always been considered as a state of deprivation and an erosion of human 

dignity. Poor people are afflicted with hunger, malnutrition, ill-health, unsanitary housing 

and living conditions, and often without much education. They do not have the resources 

to overcome these afflictions. Nor has society been successful in being able to create the 

conditions to overcome these afflictions. They lose their self-respect and ability to 

participate in any kind of fulfilling social life. In short, poor people lack the freedom to 

lead a life with dignity. 

 

Recent research has shown that poverty, inequality and underdevelopment are 

problems that have worsened at a time when civil society and philanthropy have 

greatly expanded in the world. Nowhere is this more evident than in South Africa 

where we have had poverty and inequality have increased simultaneously with an 

expansion in philanthropy and in state expenditure on social and economic services. 

The implicit message of various researches in the field, is that philanthropy on its own 

cannot address the problem of poverty alleviation and development. They call for a 

socially responsible state and an enabling political regime to address poverty and 

underdevelopment.1 

 

This paper, however, suggests that the growth in philanthropy and social welfare 

spending is unable to comprehensively address the problems related to poverty and 

inequality because traditional philanthropy does not challenge the prevailing 

inequalities that exists within societies. Rather, it works within and even entrenches  

current social disparities.  

 

                                                
1 Habib Adam and Maharaj Brij, eds (2008) Giving and Solidarity:  Resource Flows for Poverty 
Alleviation in South Africa. Human Sciences Research Council. 



This paper discusses the concept that poverty is a violation of the human rights of 

people, and that society has an obligation to give to the poor, who in turn have a right 

to receive. A rights-based approach to poverty eradication will lead to the 

empowerment of people and to the promotion of social justice. The paper also defines 

and discusses the concept of social justice philanthropy, and proposes that it is 

compatible with Qur’anic teachings. Finally, this paper proposes that the institution of 

awqaf can be used as a vehicle to provide sustainable funding and human and 

intellectual resources for wealth creation and empowerment of communities at a local 

level. 

 

Human rights in Islam 

The concept of human rights, according to some scholars, has a universal history that 

can be traced in the various religions and philosophies of the world.2 It has been 

argued that the concept of rights was implicit in ancient cultures, even though it was 

not worded, or defined, as a “right”. Long before human rights were recognised in 

international documents and national constitutions, societies revealed their 

commitment to principles of propriety, justice, and caring through cultural practices 

and oral traditions. Basic rights and responsibilities, such as the right to food and the 

golden rule of “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you,” revolved 

around family, tribe, religion, class, community, or state. In addition, all the major 

religions of the world espoused and practiced what is known today as rights-based 

values in some way or other. 

The principles and the implementation of these rights have existed for a long time. 

What is new, however, is the UN Declaration of human rights in 1948. the declaration 

was signed after two World Wars brazenly infringed upon rights. Its endorsement by 

most nations of the world affirms the recognition of its importance as a mechanism to 

prevent future rights infringements. Non compliance could and should mean censure.  

Yet, in many modern Muslim societies, there is a reluctance to embrace the theory 

and practice of Human Rights and Social Justice. The reasons for this are: 

                                                
2 Freeman Micheal (2002) Human Rights: An interdisciplinary approach. Polity Press, Cambridge, p14 



− Human rights is perceived to be a product of western ideology, and is 

therefore regarded as  foreign to Islamic culture. 

 

− Many Muslims have become weary of human rights because western nations 

tend to manipulate its principles in an opportunistic way to serve their national 

and corporate interests. They are stringent in observing democratic values of 

social justice and human rights in their own countries, but as imperialists, they 

are the biggest violators of human rights abroad. This is particularly vigorous 

against Muslim societies. 

 

− Many Muslim countries themselves are very silent on the values of human 

rights and social justice because of their own internal transgressions. 

  

Notwithstanding these reservations, it is important for Islamic communities in both 

Muslim majority and minority countries, to re-examine their approach to the HR 

Declaration, in general, and to understand poverty and poverty alleviation strategies 

from an HR perspective. 

So what then is the Islamic perspective on human rights? 

Human rights in Islam [are] not about how man asserts his rights against 

man but how man discharges his duties towards God. It is not preoccupied 

with the horizontal relationship of man with his fellow man but with the 

vertical relationship that subsists between each man and his maker. If the 

vertical relationship is properly tended, all human rights problems fall 

automatically into place.3     

           

 

Human rights in Islam are firmly rooted in the belief that God, and God alone, is the 

Law Giver and the Source of all human rights. Due to their Divine origin, no ruler, 

government, assembly or authority can curtail or violate in any way the human rights 

conferred by God, nor can they be surrendered. Human rights in Islam are an integral 

part of the overall Islamic order and it is obligatory on all Muslim governments and 

                                                
3 Weeramantry, C. G. (1988), Islamic Jurisprudence: An International Perspective, St. Martin's Press, 
New York. 



organs of society to implement them in letter and in spirit within the framework of 

that order. 

 

To many Muslims the Qur’an is the Magna Carta of human rights.  All the rights 

affirmed in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948, which all countries 

of the UN were signatories, including the Muslim countries, have been entrenched in 

the Qur’an 1400 years ago. Hassen emphasises that the Qur’an frees human beings 

from the bondage of traditionalism, authoritarianism (religious, political, economic, or 

any other), tribalism, racism, sexism, slavery or any other impediments that prohibit 

or inhibit human beings from actualizing the Qur’anic vision of human destiny 

embodied in the classic proclamation: "Towards Allah is thy limit" (Qur’an 53:42).4  

 

In a world that is dominated by corporate globalisation and is still in the throws of 

imperial wars, a faith-based approach to human society is very compatible to the 

human rights perspective. On the one hand, religious concepts that regard human 

beings as being created in the image of God according to Christianity, or as the 

vicegerent of God on earth according to the Qur’an, provide the proper foundation for 

human rights. This is an affirmation of the belief that human beings have an intrinsic 

value in themselves, that they are masters of their own fate, that they are the creation 

of God and that they are related to us as members of a universal human family. On the 

other hand, if we regard human beings as mere flesh and blood, as economic 

consumers and labour resources, we would have fewer qualms about suppressing their 

rights. 

 

Were human rights to be embraced by Muslim societies, the effects would be far-

reaching, extending beyond the scope of this paper. Not only will a right’s based 

approach improve their handling of internal differences and divisions, but it will also 

provide a legitimate platform for dealing with external influences like corporate 

globalisation and the imposition of a global monoculture.  

 

 

 
                                                
4 Hassan Rifaat (1996) In Religious Human Rights in Global Perspective: Religious Perspectives p. 
361-86 (John Witte, Jr. and Johan D. van der Vyver eds., Martinus Nijhoff Publishers. 



Poverty as a violation of Human Rights 

 

Fighting Poverty:  a matter of obligation, not charity 

 

Poverty is still rarely seen through the lens of human rights.  Rather it is perceived as 

the tragic but inevitable result of choices made by people or the generations before 

them. At best those living in poverty - countries and individuals - are portrayed as 

unfortunate, at worst as lazy and undeserving.   

 

Some scholars are of the view that poverty is not, in itself, a violation of human rights. 

However, government action or inaction leading to poverty, or government failure to 

respond adequately to the conditions that create, exacerbate, and perpetuate poverty 

and marginalisation, often reflect - or are closely connected with - violations or 

denials of human rights.5 For example, Buckland et al (1999) argue that the lack of 

access to education, especially primary education, is increasingly recognised both as 

the denial of a right and as inextricably connected with poverty and ill-health. 

Education fosters empowerment and participation in informed decisions about health-

related behaviour and is therefore key to breaking the poverty–ill-health cycle.6 

Others, however, argue that poverty is both, a cause and a product of human rights 

violations.  It is this double edge that makes poverty probably the gravest human 

rights challenge in the world.  The links between human rights and poverty should be 

obvious:  The poor in many societies cannot enjoy their rights to education, health and 

housing simply because they cannot afford them.  And poverty affects all human 

rights:  for example, low income can prevent people from accessing education, an 

“economic and social” right, which in turn inhibits their participation in public life, a 

“civil and political” right, and their ability to influence policies affecting them. People 

whose rights are denied and are victims of discrimination or persecution, for example, 

are more likely to be poor.  Generally they find it harder or impossible to participate 

in the labour market and have little or no access to basic services and resources.   
                                                
5 Primary Health Care (1978). Report of the International Conference on Primary Health Care, Alma-
Ata, USSR, 6–12 September 1978. Geneva: World Health Organization. 
6 Backlund E, Sorlie PD, Johnson NJ. (1999) A comparison of the relationships of education and 
income with mortality: the national longitudinal mortality study. Social Science and Medicine; 
49:1373-84. 



 

 

The importance of integrating human rights into development cooperation and 

poverty eradication is now recognized by UN agencies and various donor 

governments. The UN Development Program (UNDP) (2000), in its Human 

Development Report, for example, has stated:  

"A decent standard of living, adequate nutrition, health care and other social 

and economic achievements are not just development goals. They are human 

rights inherent in human freedom and dignity. But these rights do not mean an 

entitlement to a handout. They are claims to a set of social arrangements – 

norms, institutions, laws and enabling economic environment – that can best 

secure the enjoyment of these rights. It is thus the obligation of governments 

and others to implement policies to put these arrangements in place."7 

 

However, implementation of the rights-based approach to development has been 

uneven at best.8 Also, some international bodies, including the World Bank Group and 

the International Monetary Fund, have not integrated this rights-based approach, even 

in areas where their work clearly has direct human rights implications.  

 

Slim (2001) asserts that at a personal level, rights dignify rather than victimise or 

patronize people. They make people more powerful as claimants rather than beggars. 

They reveal them as moral, political and legal equals.9 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
7 UNDP, Human Development Report, (2000), p. 73. See also, "UN Common Understanding of a 
Human Rights-based Approach to Development Cooperation" cited in UNDP, Human Rights in the 
UNDP, Practice Note, April 2005, p. 16. 
8 Alston, P. (2004), "A Human Rights Perspective on the Millennium Development Goals." Paper 
prepared as a contribution to the work of the UN Millennium Project Task Force on Poverty and 
Economic Development. 
9 Slim, Hugo. (2001). Not philanthropy but right: rights-based humanitarianism and the proper 
politicisation of humanitarian philosophy. Paper read at a Seminar on Politics and Humanitarian Aid: 
Debates, Dilemmas and Dissension, Commonwealth Institute, 1st February, at London. Available at: 
fletcher.tufts.edu/humansecurity/ con2/ws1/slim-rights.pdf. Viewed August 5, 2004. 



Rights based approach to poverty eradication 

 

Human rights empower individuals and communities by granting  

them entitlements that give rise to legal obligations on others.” 

 

The UN Declaration and other international documents and treaties have given 

individuals some indispensable human rights and fundamental freedoms, the 

protection and promotion of which has received growing importance to states and 

institutions. Fulfilling human rights is slowly becoming an obligation to states as well 

as to the international community. Violations of rights have attracted international 

reprimand as well as the call for appropriate remedial action, in accordance with 

international law. Were poverty to be recognised as a violation of human rights, its 

removal would become an obligation for states who consider themselves members of 

the international community, bound by international law and by the obligation to 

provide assistance and cooperation, as recognized by the UN Charter itself. 

  

In a UN paper, Groonesekdere (1998) states that: 

“First, human rights bring to the development discussion a unifying set of 

standards, or a common reference, for setting objectives and assessing the 

value of action. Second, if sustainable economic development and the 

eradication of poverty are to be achieved, economic growth has to be 

combined with the concept of human development and respect for human 

rights. As such, the rights-based approach is an inherent dimension of the 

concept of people-centred sustainable development, with development 

constituting a comprehensive process directed towards the full realization of 

all human rights and fundamental freedoms…’  

 

Groonesekdere (1998) further notes that the application of a human rights-based 

approach to human development provides a holistic framework for planning, 

programming and decision-making which considers the dimensions of civil and 

political, economic, social and cultural rights”10 

 
                                                
10 Goonesekere, Savitri (1998) “A Rights-based Approach to Realizing Gender Equity”; UN Division 
for the Advancement of Women. 



 

An-Naim and Abdel Halim (2006) have made a seminal contribution to the concept 

that a rights-based approach is essential for poverty eradication and that this approach 

has its foundations in the teachings of the Qur’an and Sunnah.11 They stressed that by 

a rights-based approach, it is meant that there is a strong moral and social entitlement 

of poor and disadvantaged segments of society to material assistance and support as a 

right, rather than out of condescending pity. Although charitable giving should not be 

imposed as a legal obligation, conceiving it in terms of a right in a moral and social 

sense would promote a higher level of obligation to give, they say. 

 

They further state that the term ‘rights-based’ approach refers to a change in popular 

attitudes regarding charitable giving, whereby the giver feels a sense of moral and 

social obligation to give, and the beneficiary has a sense of entitlement to receive ‘as 

of right’. The notion of a right to receive is of course the other side of the coin of the 

duty or obligation to give, which is a deeply embedded religious belief among all 

Muslims. But they believe that there is a ‘value added’ to emphasising the rights-

dimension over a vague and highly subjective sense of obligation or duty that is not 

owed to any person or cause in particular.  

 

They also stress that a rights-based approach to charitable giving is not alien to the 

Islamic tradition.12 For example, verses 70:24 and 25 clearly state that the poor have a 

right in the wealth of the rich: “And those in whose wealth is a recognized right, for 

the beggar and the destitute”. Verse 2:29 applies the obligation to give to the 

maximum one can afford: “They ask thee how much they are to give; Say: All that 

you do not need [to spend on yourself at the time]. Thus doth Allah make clear to you 

His Signs: In order that ye may consider.” This strict obligation to give can also be 

implemented through a variety of institutional arrangements to achieve dynamic goals 

of social justice. Verse 2:177, which speaks of the futility of performing worship 

rituals when that is not accompanied by a range of activities in the service of 

community and society, can be cited in support of this proposition.  
                                                
11 An-Na‘im, Abdullahi Ahmed and Abdel Halim, Asma Mohamed (2006) Rights-Based Approach To 
Philanthropy For Social Justice In Islamic Societies  The John D. Gerhart Center for Philanthropy and 
Civic Engagement American University in Cairo, Egypt. 
12 An-Na‘im, Abdullahi Ahmed and Abdel Halim, Asma Mohamed (2006) Rights-Based Approach To 
Philanthropy For Social Justice In Islamic Societies  The John D. Gerhart Center for Philanthropy and 
Civic Engagement American University in Cairo, Egypt. 



 

In their view, the strongest argument for a rights-based approach implemented 

through philanthropic organisations is its ability to achieve greater respect for and 

protection of the human dignity of the beneficiaries. 

 

 

Social Justice Philanthropy 

"Verily, Allah enjoins justice, the doing of good, generosity 

towards fellow-men; and He forbids all that is shameful 

and all that runs counter to reason, as well as insolence... 

... ..." (16:90)  

This verse links the act of giving with the establishment of justice, and creates the 

foundation for social justice philanthropy. When we accept the notion that poverty is a 

violation of human rights, then our approach to its eradication has to necessarily 

change towards that vision, that philanthropy is now geared towards social change, or 

the establishment of social justice. 

 

Social justice philanthropy is a recent concept that is compatible to the Islamic 

philosophy. It is the practice of making contributions to social organizations that work 

for structural change and increase the opportunity of those who are less well off 

politically, economically and socially.13 Therefore, social justice philanthropy 

becomes a process through which we as a society increase the ability of the least well 

off to attain greater political, economic and social power and a more equal society. 

 

Social justice might be thought of as the process through which society attains a more 

equitable distribution of power in the political, economic and social realms. Although 

social justice is an ideal toward which we can strive, a completely just society (a 

utopian state) is unachievable. It is important to note that what makes social justice 

philanthropy is not merely what a foundation does, but how it does it.14  

 
                                                
13 National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy (2003),  Understanding Social Justice  
Philanthropy April 2,  Website:	  www.ncrp.org 
14 Ibid  



However, when society is made fairer in economic, social and political realms, when 

the opportunity for a more equitable distribution of power is achieved, we can say that 

a society is in the process of becoming more socially just. 

 

In response to promoting social justice philanthropy in the Muslim world, Mr 

Amanullah De Sondy stated: 

“Religious scripture, particularly the Qur’an, are at times manipulated for the 

personal or political ambitions of individuals in turn creating social injustice. 

Progressive Muslims are now promoting social justice philanthropy through 

fairly solid grounding in Islam’s sacred scriptures in hope of mobilizing, 

organizing and facilitating philanthropic activities in the Muslim world in 

support of local social justice initiatives and further building bridges between 

different faith communities who may differ on theological understandings but 

stand united in their mission to eradicate social injustices.”15 

 

 

Principles of social justice philanthropy:  

 

There are certain principles that guide us towards understanding social justice 

philanthropy: 

 

1. A	  	  change	  in	  the	  power	  relations	  between	  marginalized	  groups	  and	  privileged	  

individuals	  and	  institutions.	  

Social	  justice	  philanthropy	  aims	  to	  redress	  traditional	  power	  relationships,	  

especially	  in	  circumstances	  that	  come	  with	  a	  long	  history	  of	  oppression,	  bringing	  

its	  own	  set	  of	  issues	  and	  dynamics.	  The	  goal	  of	  making	  organisations	  more	  

inclusive	  is	  a	  fundamental	  principle	  of	  social	  justice	  philanthropy.	  It	  gives	  

expression	  to	  the	  aspiration	  that	  solutions	  must	  come	  from	  the	  people	  

themselves	  fully	  participating	  in	  decisions	  that	  affect	  their	  lives.	  Inclusivity	  is	  key	  

to	  the	  practice	  of	  participatory	  philanthropy.	  Yet	  differences	  in	  class,	  race,	  

ethnicity,	  and	  national	  borders	  are	  an	  everyday	  reality.	  The	  challenge	  is	  creating	  

                                                
15 De Sondy, Amanullah Centre for the Study of Islam, Newsletter – University of Glasgow   
http://www.gla.ac.uk:443/newsdesk/newsletter/details.cfm?id=3524&issue=267&category=catresearch 



genuine	  opportunities	  for	  dialogue	  that	  build	  collaboration	  across	  gaps	  of	  wealth,	  

power,	  culture,	  nationality,	  gender	  and	  race.16	  	  

	  

2. A  focus on the root causes of social, economic and environmental injustices.   

Community leaders should develop programmes that create systemic or policy change 

to address the root causes of problems, rather than merely addressing the symptoms of 

underdevelopment. Rather than applying band-aid solutions to problems, it aims to 

prevent the problems from arising in the first place. Such work requires a shift in the 

power dynamics in communities through grassroots organising, advocacy, policy-

related work, research and activism.  

 

3. Encouraging  the targeted community as active decision-makers in anti-poverty 

programmes..  

In social justice philanthropy, the process of giving is as important as to where the 

money goes.  Integrating communities who are directly affected by a programme is a 

key part of this process.  

 

4. A  focus on marginalised and disenfranchised communities.  

Social justice philanthropy focuses on social and economic justice issues that affect 

marginalised and disenfranchised communities. This includes protecting the rights of 

communities of colour, low-income populations, women, immigrants, international 

communities, disabled people, and other groups. It also aims to make the field of 

philanthropy more accessible and diverse.   

 

The issues and campaigns that social change philanthropy supports include civil and 

human rights, political access, peace and non-violence, worker's rights, anti-poverty 

strategies, environmental justice, corporate reform, prison reform, education and 

healthcare access, as well as challenges to international trade and privatization.17 

 

 

 
                                                
16 Shaw, Aileen, (2002) Social Justice Philanthropy - An Overview for The Synergos Institute 
www.synergos.org. 
17 National Committee for Responsive Philanthropy (2003),  Understanding Social Justice  
Philanthropy April 2,  Website:	  www.ncrp.org 



5. Giving donors a bigger role 

Donors and charitable foundations are allies of social justice movements. They can 

contribute monetary resources as well as their time, knowledge, skills and access.   

 

6. Shifting	  the	  goal	  from	  charity	  to	  empowerment 

Emphasis	  is	  placed	  on	  conducting	  the	  funding	  process	  in	  the	  spirit	  of	  mutual	  

respect,	  not	  charity.	  Funding for social changes goes beyond the award of money to 

provide information, training, networking and direct assistance to recipient 

organizations.18 

 

Social justice philanthropy doesn't just mobilise financial, material and voluntary 

resources more strategically; it also fosters empowerment of communities through 

access to knowledge, ideas and decision-making.  

 

The general goals of this style of funding is to effect long-term, permanent, and 

progressive social, political, and economic changes. It reflects the ideal spirit of 

philanthropy and is in need of support. This approach has the best chance of 

effectively and efficiently using donor funding to facilitate a broad range of benefits 

to the most disadvantaged and previously disenfranchised members of society.  

 

To understand the principles outlined above, the following hypothetical scenario 

explains the differences between Social Justice Philanthropy and traditional charity.  

 

Community leaders within a certain geographical location begin to notice that the 

incidence of respiratory diseases among their children has increased dramatically. 

The traditional charitable approach results in fundraising initiatives and the  

establishment of a clinic to treat the affected children. 

 

Social justice philanthropy, however, takes a completely different approach. It goes 

to the source of the problem. In this case, community leaders found that the cause 

of the respiratory problems was due to an increase in toxic gas emissions from a 

nearby chemical factory. The next step would be to approach the factory owners 
                                                
18 Goldberg Alison D (2002), HANDS ON: There are many paths to social change. Here's how funders 
dedicated to that concept go about supporting it. Foundation News and Commentary, Vol 43, No3. 



and begin a negotiation process to make them aware of the problem, as well as to 

work out a mutually beneficial course of action to resolve the gas emission 

problem. This has an added benefit of education and community empowerment 

 

The scenario can become quite complicated if a large number of residents in the 

community are employed at the factory, in which case creative negotiation skills 

will be required to protect the health of the community. 

 

But despite the constraints, the outcome is vastly different to the basic charitable 

approach. Among other benefits, scarce resources can be directed to more urgent 

priorities, and community concern for a cleaner environment is enhanced 

 

 

Traditional charity verses a right’s-based approach to Social Justice 

philanthropy 

 

To understand the concept of social justice philanthropy, we also need to comprehend 

its philosophical differences to traditional charity. The primary difference between the 

two is how they relate to social structures. Whereas traditional charity does not 

challenge existing power and wealth relationships, and in fact, entrenches some of the 

inequalities in society, social justice philanthropy advocates a funding philosophy that 

is based on the principles of social, economic and political justice. It attempts to 

bridge the gaps between the different social classes. 

 

 

In	  fact,	  social	  justice	  philanthropy	  is	  not	  charity.	  The	  difference	  between	  the	  two	  

forms	  of	  giving	  is	  often	  articulated	  in	  terms	  of	  the	  “advocacy	  versus	  services”	  

debate.	  Charity	  takes	  the	  form	  of	  giving	  to	  direct	  service	  programs	  or	  service	  

providing	  activities	  such	  as	  museums,	  hospitals,	  schools,	  social	  service	  agencies	  

and	  non-‐political	  organisations	  engaged	  in	  providing	  public	  goods.	  	  

	  

According	  to	  Shaw	  (2002)	  advocacy	  on	  the	  other	  hand,	  focuses	  on	  individuals	  or	  

groups	  working	  toward	  democracy,	  citizens’	  rights,	  justice	  and	  quality	  of	  life	  



issues.	  The	  focus	  is	  on	  organizations	  seeking	  to	  influence	  the	  public	  policy	  

process	  or	  effecting	  policy	  changes	  to	  solve	  social	  programs.	  	  

	  

Simply	  put,	  the	  emphasis	  is	  on	  helping	  people	  to	  help	  themselves.	  Social	  justice	  

funding	  is	  concerned	  with	  addressing	  the	  causes	  rather	  than	  alleviating	  

symptoms	  of	  inequities.	  It	  contains	  an	  implicit	  understanding	  that	  social	  services	  

are	  the	  job	  of	  the	  government	  and	  should	  not	  be	  subject	  to	  mercy	  of	  private	  

individuals	  or	  institutions.19	  	  

 

In contrast, traditional philanthropy tends to stress the mere act of giving without 

changing deeply rooted social and economic patterns that perpetuate poverty and 

inequality.  

 

Social justice philanthropy is clearly a fresh approach to giving. However, it must be 

emphasised that it is not a new form of charity that is being introduced into social and 

religious practice. It does not imply that traditional charity is wrong or that society 

must put an end to it. On the contrary, there will always be the need for relief work in 

the form of food security, shelter, clothing etc. Natural disasters, like earthquakes, 

tsunami, floods, drought, famine makes this form of giving essential 

 

What is proposed here is that Islamic organisations re-evaluate their relationship with 

their beneficiary communities, and that they transform their practices towards 

programmes that are in the spirit of the Qur’anic vision of justice and generosity. 

 

Mahomed (2008) asks the following questions: What makes social justice 

philanthropy important?  Why is traditional philanthropy alone not enough on its 

own?20 According to her, traditional philanthropic giving has played (and continues to 

play) a significant role in addressing immediate needs and basic service provision. 

This must be underscored, particularly in a country with such high levels of poverty 

                                                
19 Shaw, Aileen, (2002) Social Justice Philanthropy - An Overview for The Synergos Institute 
www.synergos.org. 
20 Mahomed, Halima (2008) Philanthropy And Social Justice In South Africa: Addressing Underlying 
Causes Or Mitigating Impact? Thesis – MA Developmental Studies, University of the Witwatersrand, 
Johannesburg. 



and deprivation and where the state has not been able to effectively address this 

circumstance.  

 

However, without addressing the issues that give rise to the existence of these needs, 

and the crises that they generate, these same needs will continue to arise perpetually. 

This is not to say that traditional charity does not have a valuable role to play, nor that 

it does not have significant impacts, but rather that it needs to be complemented with 

giving that asks questions about the underlying issues.  

 

 

The Role of Awqaf 
 

There is a long tradition of institutionalised charity in Islamic societies and cultures. 

This is based on the moral teachings of the Qur’an and Sunnah - that the best form of 

serving Allah is to serve His creation. Throughout history, the different forms of 

Islamic philanthropy in the form of Zakaat, Sadaqah and Awqaf were institutionalised 

to serve the broader purpose of sustainable social development. The institution of 

Awqaf served as a powerful vehicle for redistribution of income, and the provision of 

social, educational, religious and other services.  

 

Initially, Aqwaf was limited to real estate only, but over the centuries, the fiqh of 

Awqaf was modified to accommodate waqf of movable properties, cash waqfs, and 

more recently, discussions around intangibles, patent and copyrights. This means that 

the rules governing Awqaf were adapted and modernised to suit the prevailing 

circumstances in the respective societies at various times. 

 

Just as there is a tradition to adapt the rules of Awqaf to function in the new social and 

economic framework as societies evolved over time, there is now a new call to for a 

re-examination and re-implementation of awqaf in a modern context based on Human 

Rights understanding of society and towards establishment of social justice. This 

approach is grounded in Qur’anic principles and at the same time uses modern 

financial and redistributive instruments. 

 



What is called upon here is not a new form of giving. The time has come for Muslims 

to use a rights-based approach to revive the institution of Awqaf by establishing a 

groundswell of waqf institutions aimed at establishing of the Qur’anic goal of social 

justice.  

 

New Awqaf interventions should have a component of empowerment. The areas of 

engagement should focus on education, orphan care, health care and wealth creation 

through models like microfinance. 

 

Kahf provides an economic definition of Awqaf, and argues that the establishment of 

an Islamic Waqf is very close to the establishment of a business corporation whose 

life span is unlimited.21 It is an action that involves investment for the future and 

accumulation of productive wealth that benefits future generations.  

 

The investment Waqf has the potential to develop into a key instrument in providing 

sustainable incomes to grassroots organisations that are involved in community 

empowerment at the local level. The establishment of investment waqfs entails 

mobilisation of financial resources from within the donor community to create 

designated investment waqfs that could provide sustainable incomes to grassroots or 

civil society organisations.  

 

Wealth creation is a concept that deserves careful scrutiny by philanthropic 

organisations. In fact, it is more positive and buoyant concept than poverty reduction 

because it provides a historically productive solution to poverty that is universal 

application.22 It includes the poor in a process that empowers them based on the things 

they can do. This is important because microfinance has shown that the working poor 

can create significant benefits for themselves with quite small loans.23 Wealth creation 

may also be a bit more focused than poverty reduction. 

                                                
21 Kahf, Monzer, (1998) Financing The Development Of Awqaf Property, Paper presented at the 
Seminar on Development of Awqaf organized by IRTI Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, March 2- 4, 1998. 
22 Norbert Kloppenburg  (2006) In: Microfinance Investment Funds: 
Leveraging Private Capital for Economic Growth and Poverty Reduction. Ingrid Matthäus-Maier and 
J. D. von Pischke (eds). Springer 
23 Hassan, Abul and Baha, Roslee (2006) The Challenge in Poverty Alleviation: Role of Islamic 
Microfinance and Social Capital. Paper Presented in the International Seminar on Islamic Alternative 
to Poverty Alleviation: Zakah, Awkaf and Microfinance 24-26 November 2006 



 

It is just as important when looking at new forms of investment waqfs, to explore new 

forms of distribution of waqf revenues. Awqaf is not only about pooling of financial 

resources, but also the mobilisation of skills, talents, and capacity building, where the 

total community resources could be used to empower marginalised and previously 

disenfranchised communities according to the principles of Social Justice 

Philanthropy. The exchanges between these sectors of society can only be for the 

benefit of all mankind. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

There is a need for a deep reflection by Islamic societies to re-evaluate their charitable 

practices as well as their institutions for giving. The traditional model of charitable 

giving where there is a vertical exchange of resources from the rich to the poor should 

be reformed towards a rights-based approach to poverty alleviation. As suggested in 

the paper, this paradigm shift in philanthropic practice involves mobilizing total 

community resources, financial and human capital, to support social justice initiatives 

at the local level. 

 

Mindful of its historical success, a reformed institution of Awqaf that uses modern 

financial and administrative instruments, can play a pivotal role in this process. 

Designated investment waqfs should be established to provide sustainable funding to 

grassroots institutions that promote community empowerment. A civil society driven 

Awqaf sector could be the key player in the establishment of strategic partnerships 

with government agencies and the business sector to facilitate the process of helping 

people to help themselves. 
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