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ABSTRACT
The study aims to explore the limitations of financial indicators of wealth and poverty in
the light of a systemic approach, which considers zakat assets as a network for processing
resources and circulating energy in all parts of the whole. This allows human
communities, each in its way, to find the right balance between performance and
resilience in the long term in all circumstances, particularly in times of crisis and
pandemic. Among the most important results reached by the study: the need to design
indicators that are not only based on the quantity of money held by people, to highlight
the quantities, volumes, sizes and areas related to resources to preserve the diversity of
living things and ecosystems. The study recommends rehabilitation of the role of local
actors in the design of indicators so that they are not the exclusive prerogative of
international experts who are far removed from the daily concerns. This promotes
freedom of initiative in the governance of local affairs in favor of the ‘de-financialization’
of human life and the introduction of currencies that respect local values.
Keywords: Assets of zakat, indicators, wealth, poverty, systemic approach

INTRODUCTION
The simple things in life, which are part
of the common good of humanity, are
still there. However, they sometimes
tend to be forgotten, distorted, emptied
of substance, and not appreciated at their
true value. What matters is not so much
to lead a simple life - everyone is free to
conceive the life that suits them - as to
develop methods of analysis that are
equal to simple but essential facts, to
what they encompass as meaning, values
and scope, to be able to determine what
really matters to preserve it, to prevent it
from being lost under the influence of
quantitative logic and even worse to
conformism in any form whatsoever.
Knowing that the sacred texts,
which express many things in a few
words (jawāmi' al-kalim), contain a
multitude of meanings and ranges of

which a significant part remains
unexplored, the present study is based on
texts, dedicated to assets subject to zakāt
(amwāl zakawiyah), to explore the limits
of wealth and poverty indicators widely
used in both international studies and
those aimed at analyzing the potential
effects of zakāt, both at the
macroeconomic, mesoeconomic, and
microeconomic
levels.
While
observations expressed most often in
figures are far from everyday usage,
indicators prevent us from seeing the
essential things and calculations do not
capture simple facts.
After highlighting the need for a
renewed reading of assets subject to
zakāt and the performative character of
economic indicators, the study analyzes
indicators of wealth and poverty under
the prism of assets subject to zakāt. The
conclusion presents the main results and
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emphasizes the need for local actors to
reclaim indicator questions as part of a
process of local initiatives that promote
commitment to the life of the City.
FOR A RENEWED READING OF
THE ASSETS SUBJECT TO ZAKAT
According to the sacred texts, here
Qurān and Sunnah, the assets subject to
zakāt at the time of the Prophet ()ﷺ
encompass four main categories: herds
(camels, cows, sheep), agricultural
products for human consumption and
likely to be conserved, gold and silver,
and goods for trade (al-Qaradhawi, 2000,
1: 53-182). This non-exhaustive list, of
which some components may be
associated with a bygone era, proves to
be crucial to better rethink the problems
associated with the link between zakāt
and indicators of wealth including
poverty under the reign of quantity
(Guénon, 1945).
The history of humanity is linked
to that of agriculture, i.e. to the
domestication of plants, animals and the
development of the techniques necessary
to cultivate or raise them. Human
survival always depends on the amount
of food available. Civilization, in the first
sense of the word, corresponds to the
way of life of the peoples who adopted
agriculture. Money then appeared, in
many forms, to make exchanges more
fluid when necessary. It is only one of
many assets; it is not a medium that
regulates social relations and infiltrates
the entire sphere of life in the City, as
illustrated in Figure 1. In this way, goods
carry not only an original meaning, but a
morality of attitudes and norms. The
unbridled commodification of goods
dilutes these dimensions as well as the
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sense of related values. For example, the
camel carries values such as endurance,
temperance, and sobriety which is
characterized by an absence of
superfluous
ornaments.
Most
descendants of the nomads, now settled
in cities, have lost the sense of these
values and consider the camel as the
object of a fruitful business. To show
their opulence, they turned to the
standardized products, primarily fourwheel drive cars, under the effect of
mimetic desire (Girard, 1961).

Figure 1. Assets subject to zakat
Source: Developed by the author

This renewed approach, which has its
roots in the heart of human civilization,
leads us to go beyond the literal reading
and to appropriate classical texts in the
light of the progress of scientific
research, across all disciplines and
beyond social sciences, to the dangers
that threaten the planet and the
challenges facing the human species.
This emphasizes, in a fundamental way,
the units of measurement which are
involved in the calculation of the assets
subject to zakāt, namely the quantities,
the masses, the volumes, the lengths, and
the duration with regard to the condition
of the lunar year (hawl), as summarized
in Table 1.
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Table 1. Units of measurement involved in the calculation of assets subject to zakat
Type of Assets
Herds
Agricultural products
Gold, silver, money
Goods for trade

Percentage
Variable by type
5%, 10%
2,5%
2,5%

Referent of measurement
Quantity, duration
Mass, volum, duration
Mass, duration
Mass, quantity,
area, length, duration

Source: Compiled by the author

As regards the exact physical
quantities, these units of measurement
are related to the real economy and the
daily life of the populations beyond the
monetary appreciation and the price
signal that turns out to be a delusion.
What guides the decisions of the players
in the global financial markets is not so
much the price signal as the volatility
driven by unbridled speculation to take
advantage of price differentials, even if
only for a concise period (Bouleau,
2018).
Such an analysis overlaps with
the studies that led to the need to
construct indicators in quantity, mass,
volume and surface (Bouleau, 2012:
101; 2017: 34), like those presented by
the famous Report of the Club of Rome
‘Limits to Growth’ (Meadows et al.,
1972: 160) and its update (Meadows et
al., 2004: 241). Some of these indicators
would highlight, for example, changes in
social health (Jany-Catrice, Zotti, 2009)
and natural heritage (greenhouse gas
emissions and carbon footprint) (Paillet,
Bouleau, 2016). Other initiatives focus
on the ecological footprint or thresholds
of irreversibility (Rockström et al.,
2009). What is important is to highlight
general trends in social health and
pollution emissions in order to have an
in-depth discussion on how to improve
these trends (Méda, 2015).
Thus, humanity has an invaluable
heritage of knowledge that is rooted in
the expert work of normal people

acquired over the centuries. However,
she does not always know how to
approach it with discernment in order to
grasp its secret melodies, under the
intoxication of civilization in love with
gadgets of all kinds (Massignon, 1950),
which have made people lose their sense
of reality and plunged them into endless
mimetic rivalry (Girard, 1961). Most
economic indicators, far from being
neutral techniques, support
this
permanent leap of desire and frustration
by ignoring the societal right recognizing
each human group (‘umrān basharī), in
the sense of Ibn Khaldun (2001: 42), the
freedom to follow one's economic life
trajectory embedded in the local social
fabric (Polanyi, [1944] 1985: 104), free
from any pre-established economic
classification
like
'developed/underdeveloped'
(Rist,
2009),
'competitive/non-competitive'
(Group of Lisbon, 1996).
THE PERFORMATIVITY OF THE
ECONOMIC INDICATORS
Academic research has shown that
economic indicators carry a vision, i.e.
divisions of the world (Belabes, 2001).
This denotes their performative
character (Ottaviani, 2015, Demailly et
al., 2015), in the sense of Austin ([1961]
1970), where speech, or any other form
of human expression, can be direct
action and not a representation or
description of a thought.
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This radically changes the status
of statistical tools: once indicative, they
become performative, by a loop effect,
since agents are encouraged to adapt
their behavior to the characteristics of the
indicator (Brossard, Colletis, 2011).
Indicators, far from being potential
catalysts for paradigmatic change, are
the tools for legitimizing a status quo in
the conduct of societies. Hence, the need
for a scientific debate to distinguish the
indicators likely to bring a change of
direction in the orientation of societies,
of those which in their modes of
construction, include the ferments of a
system which they claim to go beyond.
As Alain Desrosières (2014: 275) points
out, "for a statistic to play its social role
as an alleged neutral referent, above
parts of a conflict or social groups, it
must be instituted, guaranteed by
democratic procedures themselves
legitimate. It helps make reality and not
just reflect it."
The performative nature of
economic indicators is reflected in
statistics. One of the difficulties in
studying statistics comes from their use
as an argument to suggest certain
progress and therefore justify the
introduction of certain measures that
seem, at first sight, to concern
themselves with the fate of the most
deprived, through a carefully designed
vocabulary, taking into account repeated
criticism). According to a recent World
Bank report (2018: 1),
"in 2015, an estimated 736
million people were living
below the international poverty
line, or $1.90 in purchasing
power parity in 2011. In 1990,
there were 1.9 billion of them.
In a quarter of a century, 1.1
billion people (on a net
balance) have escaped poverty

and improved their standard of
living ".
In other words, it is necessary to
produce before distributing through the
strict application of the recommended
policies that alone will allow emerging
countries to benefit from economic
growth that matches their ambitions and
ensure sustainable development and the
well-being of their populations.
A change in the threshold,
however small, will have a real impact
on the number of poor people in the
world. The statistics are not neutral a
priori. Only the reconstitution of their
production and use chains makes it
possible to grasp their real scope and
unstated objectives. The World Bank has
set itself the goal of eradicating extreme
poverty around the world in 2030. But
the slowdown in growth, its experts note,
makes this goal more difficult to achieve.
In other words, it is necessary to produce
before distributing through the strict
application of the recommended policies
that alone will allow poor countries to
benefit from economic growth that
matches their ambitions and ensure
sustainable development and the wellbeing of their populations (World Bank,
1994).
Beyond the human suffering
associated with the implementation of
the recommended policy, the societies
concerned
are
confronted
with
fundamental changes in their cultural
specificities in favor of a single model,
where the only recognized values are
competition, enrichment and individual
promotion. If this trend continues, it
would inevitably lead to an irreparable
impoverishment of the cultural heritage
of all humanity (Dujardin et al., 2003).
This problem is lacking in
contemporary literature that combines
zakāt and GDP, traditionally used to
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assess the wealth of nations without
looking at the performative character of
the indicator and its impact on cultural
diversity and the way of perceiving the
world; because any indicator gives an
inevitably restrictive interpretation of the
reality it claims to apprehend and makes
it intelligible.
ASSETS SUBJECT TO ZAKAT
AT WEALTH INDICATORS
The percentage of zakāt to gross
domestic product is often used as an
indicator by researchers (Hashem, ElSha'er, 2015: 420; Shaikh, 2016: 29;
Nisthar, Nufil, 2017: 59; Ismail, 2018:
4), international organizations such as
the OECD (OECD, 2017: 60), the
International Monetary Fund (Alam et
al., 2017: 14-15), the World Bank (Iqbal,
2013: 5), often in reference to Kahf's
work (1989: 18), without taking into
account the effective epistemological
posture.
This amounts to measuring the
contribution of zakāt to the creation of
national wealth without questioning the
epistemological presuppositions and
limits of this indicator, which is based on
a particular vision of the wealth of
society: that of economists who consider
that wealth comes from the production of
goods and services to be sold on the
market.
This conception leads to ignoring
the social bond, the cultural heritage, and
a whole series of essential activities, not
only because they constitute a source of
well-being, but more generally the fabric
of daily life, i.e. to say the most
important things in life by essence
unquantifiable. As Bob Kennedy notes at
the University of Kansas, on 18 March
1968, about the GDP: "It measures
everything except that which is
worthwhile" (Rogers, 2012). These
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activities range from what national
accounts call 'non-market household
production' to activities that are qualified
as 'non-productive'. The wealth of a
society is reduced to the production of
goods and services traded on the market
in the monetary sphere (Méda, 2012: 20).
Faced with this challenge, the
alternative cannot be enough to develop
new indicators alongside the GDP. It is
necessary to take a global perspective:
that of the transition towards societies of
good living (Jany-Catrice, Viveret,
2018), by returning to the essential.
Hence, the importance of local initiatives
aimed at developing indicators that
would better reflect progress or
regressions of good living, in terms of
human, social and ecological purposes
(Jany-Catrice, 2010).
The addition of monetary added
values for GDP calculation ignores what
is free but valuable. This paradox leads
us to rethink the very idea of wealth by
seeking to extract it from its materialistic
straitjacket (Rahnema, 2004). Wealth is
not reduced to monetary wealth, and its
multiple and qualitative rather than
quantitative dimensions must be
considered through its measurement
(Caillé, 2012).
Furthermore, the calculation of
GDP does not consider what is lost on
the way in more and more cases, where
growth destroys more than it creates.
Multiple damages, whether human,
social, or ecological, escape the growth
accounts, and can rarely be evaluated in
monetary terms. These damages are
closely related and cannot be treated
independently of each other. Thus, major
public health problems are associated
with pollution, the ozone hole, the
greenhouse effect, and climate change.
With such limits, now shared by
groups of leading researchers (Stiglitz et
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al.,
2009)
within
international
organizations (OECD, 2011), excessive
reliance on GDP generates nonsense and
paradoxes (Méda, Gadrey, 2013). In this
sense, it is not just an inappropriate
indicator — it becomes dangerous
(Gadrey, 2018). For example, the
destruction of tropical forests in
Indonesia for the pulp, paper and palm
oil industries is good for GDP. It does not
matter if it is a disaster for the
environment, endangered species, and
aboriginal people. GDP is indifferent to
the nature of the activity that ultimately
generates income, just as it is indifferent
to its human, social and ecological cost
(Illich, [1969]1971).
The assets subject to zakāt refer
to the idea that the wealth of a society is
not reduced to GDP, i.e. to the sum of the
monetary added values, as the currency
is not the exclusive support of wealth,
but only a case. The assets subject to
zakāt are, first and foremost, goods of
social utility that have their own value.
It should be noted, as classical
legal literature states, that the Arabic
word 'māl' refers to all that is beneficial
ibn al-'Arabī, 2003, 2: 107; al-Zarkashī,
2000, 3: 31; al-Bahūtī, 1982, 3: 152). In
this, people adopt this or that good for
the potential benefit it provides (Ibn 'Abd
al-Salām, 1990, 1: 132), given the
lifestyle of society regarding available
resources. This is the reason why
"among the ancient Arabs, the qualifier
of māl (good) is attributed more to
camels because they constituted the
largest part of their amwāl (goods)"
(Ibn Mandhūr, 2003, 14: 152).
The objective of economic
activity is not so much to produce more
to earn more as to produce what is
beneficial to enable society to be
sustainable, by making available to the
population the goods it needs while
minimizing acts likely to harm general
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health as described in the treaties of
ḥisbah or are specified the rules of
conduct that govern life in the city,
including markets, in order to identify
and minimize risks to maximize benefits.
This frame of mind belongs to
the very essence of the human condition.
As rightly noted by Ibn Khaldūn (2001:
346),
"the human being can only be
qualified as such if he is able to
attract what is beneficial to him
and repel what is harmful to
him and sustainably comply
with this good conduct".
It extends to the entire social body. A
society can only be qualified as such if it
can do what is beneficial to it and push
back what is harmful to it and
conforming to it in a sustainable way. It
is found more than four centuries later in
the writings of Baron Massias (1822, 3:
201). With reference to the literature on
complex systems, the sentence ‘attract
what is beneficial’ can be synonymous
with ‘performance’ and that ‘repel what
is harmful’ with ‘resilience’. If resilience
and efficiency are both necessary, nature
tends to favor systems which an optimal
mixture of the two. Resilience requires
greater diversity at the expense of
efficiency, in order to increase the ability
to adapt to problems that may arise. In
this, GDP is a poor measure of the
sustainability of systems because it
measures volume, while ignoring the
network structure needed to process
resources and move energy to all parts of
the whole. Hence the need to distinguish
between bubble economy that ends up
bursting sooner or later and resilient
economy able to quickly overcome
shocks and disturbances (Goerner et al.,
2009: 77). The world today needs, more
than ever, such a frame of mind which, if
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it disappears, causes society to disappear
with it1.
ASSETS SUBJECT TO ZAKAT AND
INDICATORS OF POVERTY
The non-exhaustive list of goods
subjects to zakāt, listed above, shows
that poverty is not reducible to a
monetary issue. In a monetary approach
to poverty, households are considered
poor if their income is below a threshold
that changes according to the distribution
of living standards, as shown in Table 2
on the World Bank's poverty line.
Table 2. Poverty threshold established by
the World Bank
1990

2008

2015

1 USD

1,25 USD

1,90 USD

Source: Compiled by author from World
Bank data

In 1990, researchers proposed
measuring poverty in the world against
the poorest countries. They started from
national poverty lines of a number of the
poorest countries and converted them
into a common currency using exchange
rates in purchasing power parity. But as
points out the Bip 40 (a barometer of
inequality and poverty), an indicator
developed at the local level by an
association
network
of
militant
researchers
and
trade
unionists
(Concialdi, 2009), inequalities and
poverty are not limited to monetary
inequalities.
The monetary approach to
poverty largely depends on the
conventions adopted, both for the
definition of income and for the setting
of the threshold (Hourriez, Legris, 1998:
1

It should be noted that this idea was developed
before the appearance of the corona virus.
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35). However, poverty is multifaceted; it
is both a fact and a feeling, and the
synthesis is difficult, to measure it,
without losing the substance, nor to
denature the meaning, is a dangerous
exercise (Destremau, Salama, 2002).
The monetary conception of
poverty leads to an arbitrary
categorization which qualifies as poor
people who do not necessarily consider
themselves as such. The association of
poverty with lack of money is recent. If
it goes back to the end of the eighteenth
century, under the effect of the industrial
revolution, it is not neutral, because it
directs thought to purely economic
considerations (Polanyi, 1985: 192).
Hence, the interest about poverty from
the researchers in political economy
(Lallement, 2012) and, more recently,
from
researchers
in
finance
(Gloukoviezoff, 2008).
Most studies associating zakāt
and poverty allievation (Abdullah et al.,
2015; Olanipekun et al., 2015; Kasri,
2016; Arif, 2017; Mkuu, Bin Yusoff,
2017; Dutsinma, Dansabo, 2017) remain
trapped of this purely monetary
conception of poverty without grasping
the
underlying
epistemological
presuppositions. Hence, the tendency to
consider zakāt as the following:
• A financial system (Sarea, 2012:
242).
• A microfinance tool (Ibrahim,
Ghazali, 2014: 117; Hussaini,
2017: 59; Hassanain, 2015: 193;
Debnath, 2015: 1; Aldosari, 2016:
33).
• A non-bank financial institution
(Hassan et al., 2013: 27).
• A non-profit financial institution
(Saad et al., 2014: 509).
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• A digital plateform for revenue
mobilization (Yaakub et al., 2016;
Mulyadi et al., 2018). Hence, the
name of 'E-Zakat' or electronic
zakāt.
• A bank to effectively manage the
funds of the zakāt (Dakhoir et al.,
2014: 62; Sudirman, 2016: 57).
Hence, the name of 'zakat bank' as
an extension of that of 'waqf bank'
(Mohammad, 2011).
• A tool of financial inclusion
(Salleh, 2015: 150; Hashem et al.,
2015: 413; Yahaya, 2018: 15) that
aims to mobilize more savings to
promote
investment
and
consumption, which are the
drivers of growth.
• A mechanism of social finance
(Alim, 2017: 233; Stirk, 2015: 3;
Bayniyah, 2017; Soyan Financial
Consultancy,
2017:
16;
International Federation of Red
Cross and Red Crescent Societies,
2018: 3-4; Muhammad et al.,
2018: 141; Rasool et al., 2018:
4116).
In addition, these studies recommend
investing the revenues of zakāt to better
meet the needs of beneficiaries (Wan
Ahmad, 2012; Alkhulaqi, 2014: 222;
Gafoordeen et al., 2016).
This financialist reading amounts
to closely associating zakāt with private
capital for the benefit of managerial
ideology that is not identified as one.
Social finance, it must be remembered,
consists of mobilizing private capital to
generate not only economic value, but
also social and environmental one
(Moore et al., 2012: 116).
However, managerial ideology,
beyond its mythical character as a
solution to all social problems (Le Goff,
1992), has proved to be a social
perversion that ultimately leads to
instrumental management of the psyche

and a free subjection to the cult of
economic performance (Gaulejac, 2006),
which is one of the characteristics of
contemporary societies (Habermas,
1979; Ehrenberg, 1991).
This orientation is not surprising
in the light of the statistics circulating on
the Islamic financial industry in
international organizations. As noted by
the World Humanitarian Summit (2016:
1) in a special session dedicated to
Islamic social finance: “The Islamic
Finance industry’s assets are presently
estimated to be worth USD 2 trillion and
are forecast to rise to USD 5 trillion by
2020. This is unsurprising, given that the
total economy of Muslim countries is
valued at USD 16.2 trillion, just behind
the United States and the European
Union.”
Does not assimilating zakāt to a
financing tool constitute a new market
fundamentally for financial, fiscal, legal
and shariatic engineering whose mission,
proclaimed loud and clear, is to protect
the quality and safety of zakāt for the
benefit of the beneficiaries? Does the
financialization of zakāt not offer
tempting business? This may explain its
recent attractiveness to private and
public non-governmental organizations
and United Nations agencies, especially
those dedicated to humanitarian actions!
CONCLUSION
According to this study, it appears that
assets subject to zakāt are not a mere list
of goods, some of whose constituents
seem, at first sight, to date from another
time, or even from an archaic period.
This list, not exhaustive, carries a vision
where money is not the exclusive support
of wealth, but is only a case. It refers to
assets of social utility that have their own
value: if money is not everything, there
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are things that cannot be bought as long
as they are intended for right holders.
Hence, the limits of literature that
associates
zakāt
with
monetary
indicators, be it wealth or poverty. The
scope of this list has not been grasped in
its full meaning, because the analysis
remains confined to the normative
domain in the strict sense of the word,
regardless of the content developed and
the intentions displayed. The assets
subject to zakāt carry not only an original
meaning, but a moral in attitudebehaviour social relationships. The
unbridled commodification of goods
dilutes these dimensions and the sense of
related values.

imagine that a single player, however
competent, can take care of this mission
without any potential conflict of interest.
Hence
the
shift
from
expert
measurement to a local consultation in
the development of indicators to protect
against any risk of excess that has taken
hold of our contemporary societies. This
necessitates
the
introduction
of
currencies that respect local values. With
such specific and complementary
currencies, shocks would be better
absorbed.

Moreover, this list basically
conveys the units of measurement
involved in the calculation of what is
subject to the zakāt, in this case:
quantities, masses, volumes, lengths, and
durations. This
analysis,
which
highlights the link with the real economy
and the daily life of populations beyond
monetary appreciation, overlaps with the
studies that led to the need to build
indicators in quantity, mass, volume, and
area to highlight, by way of illustration,
changes in the natural heritage
(greenhouse gas emissions and carbon
footprints) and social health, so that the
actors can have a sort of dashboard that
reports cumulative results related to the
actions of agents involved in the local
fabric. This gives the opportunity to
improve trends in a concerted way over
a long period by identifying and
minimizing risks for the maximization of
benefits.

This study is funded by the Chair of Dr.
Abdulhadi H. Taher for Studies of Fiqh
and Accounting of Zakāt, Faculty of
Economics, Jeddah, King Abdulaziz
University, Saudi Arabia.

In this, the study calls for a
reappropriation of indicators that would
do justice to the creativity and
competence of local actors, so that the
construction of indicators is not the
exclusive domain of experts and public
decision-makers. It seems difficult to
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