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Abstract

This article presents Islamic perspectives on the concept of Basic
Income, and examines its emergence with the first Islamic society
established at the time of the Prophet Muhammad. The scope of
this research is to provide a historical account of Islamic society’s
and Qur’anic foundations of social justice; to provide Islamic defi-
nitions of the concepts involved in the Basic Income debate (such
as wealth, poverty, and work); and to discuss the Islamic approach
to Basic Income. Finally, the research will consider Islamic perspec-
tives on the role of charity and the use of natural resources as sourc-
es of revenue to fund Basic Income.

Introduction: Provision of Basic Income and Islamic Approaches

As governments strive to address growing inequality, the shortcomings of
the welfare state, technological challenges to the labor-force, the rise of the
precariat, and the changing nature of work in the twenty-first century, the
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concept of Basic Income is gaining traction. In an interview with Wired,
US President Barack Obama agreed that in the coming years, conversations
over Basic Income are a “debate we'll be having” In 2016 the government
of Ontario, Canada, as well as Finland and Kenya, announced pilot projects
to study its implementation.’

Basic Income (BI), an idea with different names (Guaranteed Annual
Income, Unconditional Basic Income, Universal Basic Income, Citizen’s In-
come, Social Dividend, Universal Grant, Demogrant...), has a fundamen-
tal aim of ensuring everyone an income that is sufficient to meet their basic
needs and the right to live a life of dignity, regardless of their work status.

Bl is a concept attractive to many across the political and philosophical
spectrum. Over the past fifty years it has been explored largely through
the secular lenses of dignity, autonomy, justice, feminism, and economics.’
Faith-based communities have an important role to play in government
initiatives potentially supportive of social justice. Thus while it may be that
Basic Income is not in the lexicon of most religions, the concepts that sup-
port it certainly are. In Ontario a multifaith network arose to explore and
support the previous Ontario government’s pilot project on Basic Income.

Muslims have been largely absent from these debates over BI. Indeed,
an extensive literature review has not turned up any discussions of Muslim
perspectives on Basic Income. This is likely because the debate over BI often
centers on how best to alleviate poverty, and Muslims have their own sys-
tem of zakat and charity to address that issue. Public policy and normative
discussions on this topic by Muslims are couched in the language of “dis-
tributive justice,” and focused on Muslim countries or political theory, yet it
quickly becomes clear that what is being discussed is practically identical to
the concept of Basic Income.* As citizens of secular liberal-democracies in
which debates over BI are taking place, it is important for Muslims to play
arole in these public-policy related debates. For, as Siddiqui points out, the
Islamic view of life is “essentially spiritual and ethical,® let alone given the
practical exigencies of material existence. In western societies, moreover,
Muslims are often recipients of welfare, so it behooves Muslim thinkers
to contemplate best practices in poverty alleviation. Although BI is bigger
than poverty alleviation, that aspect is a large part of its rationale.

Hence, this paper explores Islamic approaches to Basic Income. After
setting out a brief explanation of two different kinds of delivery systems for
BL, the paper will consider from an Islamic point of view some of the im-
portant themes that arise in BI discussions. Part One explores the concept
of social justice to demonstrate that Islamic views on the state’s responsi-
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bility for guarding the welfare of its citizens are closely aligned, albeit not
identical, with many ideas that inform the concept of basic income. It is
important to understand that the main objective of this paper is to demon-
strate this symmetry for western public policy debates. The aim is not to de-
fine nor examine how Basic Income could be integrated into a shari‘a-based
system; the shari‘a already has mechanisms for addressing the main issues
Basic Income addresses. We aim to introduce certain Islamic concepts to
a western debate, in order to demonstrate that Muslim citizens in western
countries could support Basic Income proposals from the point of view of
certain Islamic precepts. So, to this end, section one develops several core
ideas: aims and purposes of Islamic law; wealth; poverty; and work. Part
Two looks at the sources of revenue that fund state expenditures. Part Three
briefly considers some historical examples of Islamic versions of the Basic
Income provision. All this represents only a modest beginning in Muslim
perspectives on the Basic Income concept for a western context.

Part One: Negative Income Tax and the Demogrant

The pilot project in Ontario was based on the Negative Income Tax (NIT)
model of BL.¢ In this model, when a person’s income fell below a set amount
(in Ontario’s case, under $34,000/year for a single adult or under $48,000/
year for a couple), they began receiving money from the government. Al-
though there are certain similarities with welfare models, the most signifi-
cant difference is that eligibility and work requirements were not attached
to the money. BI advocates argue that a NIT is better than welfare precisely
for these two reasons; the welfare system is patronizing, policing, dehu-
manizing, embarrassing and degrading to recipients, representing a loss in
their autonomy as human beings.”

The demogrant model is based on a similar critique of the welfare sys-
tem; however, its delivery is markedly different from that of NIT, in that
under a demogrant, all citizens of the country receive an amount of mon-
ey, irrespective of their current income status. The demogrant raises the
ire of many people precisely because of this, but its defenders are able to
offer convincing philosophical rationales. Van Parijs,® for example, argues
for a demogrant based on 3 reasons: 1) individualism: in the twenty-first
century we are not aware of what kinds of living arrangements people
have, whether or not they are married, co-habiting, just friends, and so
on; there is no need for the state to police this in order to determine vary-
ing rates; 2) universal: while this would give money to the rich as well as
the poor, it is counter-intuitively a measure that protects the poor, because
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it allows people to avoid the poverty trap; in the current welfare systems,
once people earn over a certain amount, their welfare is reduced, providing
a disincentive to work; and 3) unconditional (not tied to work schemes):
in our current societies, many people are over-worked, leaving them little
time for family, civic engagement, friends, or hobbies. The demogrant thus
solves the problem of both under- and over-employment, by giving peo-
ple a stable amount of money on which to live, while they attend to other
equally important aspects of living a flourishing human life. Taxation can
ensure the wealthy are not unfairly given precedence, as the whole concept
of the BI itself is based on the aim of a fairer distribution of natural and

value-added resources amongst all citizens of a society.’

The Concept of Basic Income in the Sharia

Given that, as we mention below in the section on work, Islam strongly en-
courages Muslims to secure their needs through work, Muslim jurists have
not discussed a concept similar to BI if it is defined as an “unconditional
universal basic income (UUBI) [in which] every citizen will be entitled to
a basic income that frees them from the necessity of having a paid job.”*°
However, the jurists did develop concerns about the need to address pover-
ty in society. Zakat in fact comes to seem very close to the Negative Income
Tax model proposed in the Ontario government pilot. This and other insti-
tutions are addressed further below. The shari‘a proposed broad principles
of poverty alleviation, thus allowing variety in remedy according to time
and place. In this regard, juristic literatures have thoroughly and compre-
hensively discussed the objectives of the shari‘a, specifically under the two
principles of dariiriyat (necessities) and hdjiyat (needs). These principles
thus furnish Muslim citizens with the tools to support Bl initiatives in west-
ern countries based on Islamic precepts.

Western debates on Basic Income center around the role of the state
in economic life, uniquely attracting support from the right (which seeks
to reduce the role of the state) and the left (which seeks to expand it)."
For Muslim scholars, as Azmi put it, “the state is regarded as an agency
acting for the provision of the collective wants of the citizens”'? While often
locating social services in civil society and not necessarily the State, never-
theless from the first Islamic century onwards, Muslim scholars discussed
the moral obligation of authorities to help realize the wellbeing of all, pre-
serve the interest of the people, and maintain the stability and growth of the
economy. The jurists concluded that the market mechanism alone cannot
perform all economic functions and that public policy is needed to guide,
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correct, and supplement the private sector. Al-Mawardi (d. 972/1058) stat-
ed: “the ruler is responsible for the welfare of the people and must do every-
thing that he considers good for them.”?

Fulfilment of the population’s needs falls under the legal category of a
socially obligatory duty (fard kifaya), which generally encompasses mat-
ters related to public interest.'"* The eminent ShafiT jurist al-Nawawi (d.
676/1277) stated that socially obligatory duties include the elimination of
suffering through provision of clothes to the unclad and food to the hun-
gry."” Furthermore, Islamic jurists consider the state’s resources as a trust
that must be utilized for the welfare of the people. Therefore, ensuring the
fulfilment of the population’s basic needs is the ultimate responsibility of the
State, and belongs to its core functions. As the renowned jurist al-Ghazali
(d. 505 /1111) stated:

It is incumbent on the ruler to help the people when they are facing scar-
city, starvation and suffering, especially during a famine or when prices
are high, and people fail to earn a living in these circumstances and it
becomes difficult for them to make both ends meet. The ruler should, in
these circumstances feed the people and give them financial assistance
from their treasury in order to improve their lot.'¢

The religion of Islam is not limited to spirituality alone; it is intended as a
universal religion that concerns itself with community affairs, and whose
purpose includes guaranteeing the general welfare of society. Prophet Mu-
hammad (upon him blessings and peace) advised his companions to think
of others in their society with compassion and fellow feeling, saying: “The
believers in their mutual kindness, compassion, and sympathy are just like
one body. When one of the limbs suffers, the whole body responds to it
with wakefulness and fever”'” Human beings require each other’s commu-
nity and assistance in order to live and thrive.

We can distinguish two kinds of social solidarity between Muslims:
moral and material. Moral solidarity arises from distinguishing what is
good from what is bad, and from hearing the word of God and accept-
ing it with gratitude. Material solidarity involves accepting the needs of
the society and helping others to achieve what is good. Islam envisions the
ideal society as one that has solid relationships between its people; in other
words, the path that leads to the betterment of society is the same path that
ensures that society’s strength.'®

The first Islamic society was established on the core values of virtue,
justice, cooperation, and equality of citizens in their rights and duties (with
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every right having a corresponding duty), without discrimination based
on race, religion, or language.” The Quran itself repeatedly emphasizes
foundational elements of justice: equality (musawat), moderation (i‘tidal,
tawasut), trust (amana), and solidarity (taawun). In Islam, humanity is dif-
ferentiated in God’s eyes only on the basis of tagwa (being Godfearing or
God-conscious).

Hassan writes that “the term of social justice is generally applied to
economic justice or just distribution of economic duties and rewards.”* So-
cial justice aims “to assemble and establish the external conditions required
by every citizen, for the development of his [sic] capacities.”*' Social justice
according to Muslim scholarship is about more than just economics: it en-
compasses ethics and moral values, education as well as legislation. In other
words, Islam combines social and legal justice through its moral teachings
and legislation.

The Quran repeatedly calls for feeding the poor, praising individuals
who do so: “[The truly virtuous are those who] feed a wretch, an orphan
and a captive” (Q 76:8; 107:2-30). Additionally, the Qur’an repeatedly con-
demns the mistreatment of the poor and the love of wealth, such as this
passage from Surat al-Fajr:

As for [the] human being, whenever his [sic] Lord tests him by hon-
ouring him and favouring him, he says, “My Lord’s honoured me” And
whenever He tests him by limiting his provision, he says, “My Lord’s
humbled me” No way! You do not honour the orphan. And do not urge
the feeding of the wretch. And you eat up an inheritance ravenously. And
you love wealth with lavish love. (Q 89:15-20)

Similarly, the Prophet Muhammad on several occasions urged Muslims to
give their surpluses to more unfortunate people, as evident in the following
hadith:

Once we were on a journey with the Messenger of God when a rider came
and began looking right and left. The Messenger of God said: “Whoever
has an extra mount should offer it to him who is without it, and whoever
has surplus food should give it to him who has nothing”; and he contin-
ued mentioning other properties until we thought that none of us had
any right to surplus of his own property.”

What this tells us is that while the Islamic social justice system set up its
own mechanisms of income redistribution and charity, the spirit behind
the Basic Income is well supported by similar Islamic concepts.
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Aims and Purposes of Islamic Law (Magqdasid al-Sharia)

The objectives of Islamic Law are generally predicated on benefits to the
individual and the community, and its laws are designed to protect these
benefits and to facilitate the improvement of the conditions of human life
on earth. The Quran echoes this priority when it singles out the most im-
portant purpose of the Prophethood of Muhammad: “We have not sent
you but as a mercy to the worlds” (Q 21:107); the same can be seen in the
Qur’an’s characterization of itself as “a healing to the (spiritual) ailments of
the hearts” and “a guidance and mercy” for the believers and humankind
(Q 10:57). This very important objective of rahma (mercy or compassion)
mentioned in these two verses is further substantiated by other provisions
in the Quran and Sunnah that seek to eliminate prejudice, alleviate hard-
ship, and establish justice. The laws of the Qur'an and Sunnah also seek
to promote co-operation and support within the family and the society at
large. The objective of rahma, therefore, is most clearly manifested in the
realization of maslaha (public benefit)” in everyday communal life. The
Muslim scholars have generally considered rahma to be the all-pervasive
objective of the shari‘a, and, to all intents and purposes, used it synony-
mously with maslaha.**

Adl or gist (justice) is a manifestation of God’s mercy, but may also be
seen as a principal objective of the sharia in its own right. Certainly the
Qur’an sees it as such when it states: “We sent our Messengers and revealed
through them the Book and the Balance so that Justice may be established
amongst [hu]mankind” (Q 57:25). Justice as a value or primary objective of
the shari‘a is mentioned in the Quran fifty-three times in all. ‘Adl (literally
meaning “to place things in their right and proper place”), as a fundamental
objective of the shari‘a, refers to seeking to establish an equilibrium be-
tween rights and obligations so as to eliminate all excesses and disparities
in all spheres of life.”

We have argued above that, in an Islamic system, social justice is the
duty of both society and the state. This vision is achieved in Islamic Law
through a body of legal injunctions which carry specific objectives to be
realized in narrower domains of human activity, such as economics, family
life, or the political order. Muslim scholars have conceived this through
concepts such as maslaha and the objectives (magqasid) of the shari‘a.

The eminent jurist al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111) stated that maslaha
“consists of considerations which secure a benefit or prevent a harm but
which are, simultaneously, harmonious with the objectives (magqasid) of
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the sharia” For al-Ghazali, these objectives “consist of protecting the five
‘essential values, namely religion, life, intellect, lineage and property. Any
measure which secures these values falls within the scope of maslaha, and
any which violates them is mafsada (‘evil’), and preventing the latter is also
maslaha”*

Al-Shatibi (d. 790/1388) built upon the work of earlier jurists by argu-
ing that the objectives of shari‘a can be divided into three levels:*

Necessities (al-daruriyat): These are things humankind cannot dispense
with, no matter the circumstances. The most important of these are the
‘five universal necessities”: religion, life, intellect, progeny, and property;

Needs (al-hdjiyat): These are things people use to fulfil major require-
ments of their lives; their absence leads to hardship and disorder, but
does not bring about an end of life itself. Needs (mentioned three times
in the Quran®) manifest themselves in the specific Islamic injunctions
pertaining to commerce, marriage, and other forms of human transac-
tions,” but differ according to the time, place, and people;* and

Niceties (al-takmiliyat): These are things that beautify life, making it full-
er and richer; Niceties include concerns such as dressing neatly, prepar-
ing food properly, and other good habits that shape human behaviour.

We can see that BI can be addressed under the first of these categories,
where the relevant traditional categories seem to be those of “the destitute”
(al-miskin) and “the poor” (al-fagir). Abu Hamid al-Ghazali said: “it is ex-
tremely difficult to define the exact amount for being ‘self-sufficient’ (ghani)
whereupon it becomes forbidden to ask for help.”** The Prophet Muham-
mad said: “Whoever asks [for charity] when he [already] has enough to
make him independent of means will have lacerations on his face on the
Day of Resurrection.” It was said: “O Messenger of Allah, what would make
him independent of means?” He said: “Fifty dirhams or its equivalent of
gold”** The Prophet also said, “There is no right for the son of Adam except
in these [four] things: a house to live in, a cloth to cover therewith his pri-
vate parts, bread, and water”* Based on this, al-Ghazali clarified the peo-
ple’s needs according to these three categories: shelter, food, and clothing.**
He extended this framework, commenting that the ‘needy’ who are eligible
for charity include those who do not have sufficient for their needs, for the
next day, for forty days, and a year. Substantively al-Ghazali suggested that
five dinars might be sufficient for a single person in a year but not sufficient
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for a family.” Five dinars each equaled 4.25 grams of 24-carat gold, total-
ling 21.25 for a single person for a year. This is Basic Income in medieval
Islamic history. The requirements of the times and circumstances change,
of course.

Thus, while Shatibi’s contention that magasid could stand as an inde-
pendent criterion for deriving law was not universally accepted,® the divi-
sion of public policy into categories addressing these three levels was. It is
readily apparent that an Islamic state’s requirement to provide for citizens’
‘necessities’ (daririyat), if not some aspects of ‘needs’ (hajiyat), is wholly in
accord with the advocacy for Basic Income doing the same thing.

Islamic Concept of Wealth

BI often falters over the question of cost, how a society could afford it. Ad-
vocates carefully think through what kind of taxation system could be fairly
devised to support it.”” We do not propose here to investigate this question,
leaving that to experts in taxation and accounting. However, it is useful
to explain the Islamic concept of wealth, in order to demonstrate how a
system that could sustainably pay for BI can be supported.

Wealth in Islam is not positioned at the center of the social order; rath-
er, it is a tool of worship, used towards leading one’s life in accord with Is-
lamic principles. The Quran stresses that the ultimate aim of humankind’s
existence in this world is to obey God’s commandments, thus enabling
it to fulfill its role as vicegerent of the Almighty on earth. Therefore, all
worldly resources constitute facilities and instruments for carrying out this
mission; in other words, they are not desirable in and of themselves but
as a means (essential or otherwise) to a noble end. However, it “does not
mean that Islam dislikes or discourages economic pursuits... Islam places
an equal emphasis on struggle and enterprise in worldly life and disdains
asceticism...On the continuum of ‘wealth as centre of all activities’ and ‘fa-
talistic abhorrence of this world,, Islam stands somewhere in the middle”3

The Quran, in fact, recognizes people’s natural inclination to possess;
consequently, Islam permits individual ownership and considers wealth to
be one of the indispensable necessities of human life. At the same time,
Islam provides the necessary legislation to prevent the potential harmful
effects of this inclination towards wealth, such as the loss of social equi-
librium and the concentration of resources within a small sector of soci-
ety. Some of the systems that Islam put in place to check human desire for
wealth include the institutions of zakat, the laws of inheritance, and social
security.
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In Islamic law, the concept of wealth (al-mal) encompasses visible
property, accumulated money, movable property, and an orphan’s wealth.
All these types of wealth can be either lawful or unlawful. While one’s law-
ful possessions can include things with or without commercial value, the
jurists considered wealth (al-mal) specifically as having “value with which
it is exchangeable; and the destructor of it would be made liable to pay com-
pensation; and what the people would not usually throw away or disown,
such as money and the like* The Hanafi school defines wealth (al-mal)
as “a thing which is naturally desired by man [people], and can be stored
for the time of necessity. It includes moveables (mangil) and immoveables
(ghayr manqul)”*° The following qualifications of wealth emerge from these
juridical definitions: it must (1) have commercial value; (2) be owned and
possessed; (3) be stored; (4) be beneficial in the eyes of the sharia; and (5)
have assignable and transferable ownership.*

Spending Wealth

One of the most important principles of the Islamic economic system is
that wealth belongs to God alone, and human beings are merely entrusted
with its use. The Quran speaks thus of giving to the poor: “give them some
of Allah’s wealth, which He has given you” (Q 24:33). As temporary trust-
ees of God’s wealth, it is incumbent upon any person to use any wealth in
his/her possession within the confines set by Islamic law. Islam forbids the
spending of wealth in unlawful ways, such as gambling, and encourages its
spending in the way of charity. People are cautioned against letting their
wealth tempt them into transgression, as it would lead to degradation and
destruction (Q 17:16).

Furthermore, it is considered impermissible for people to squander
their wealth on useless things. The Qur’an says: “Give the relative his due, as
well as the needy and the traveler, and do not squander (your wealth) away.
The squanderers have been brothers of the devils, and Satan has been un-
grateful to his Lord” (Q 17:26-27). The Qur’an also warns those who hoard
up wealth without spending it in worthy ways “of a painful punishment”
(Q 9:34). So while Islam prohibits the hoarding of wealth that keeps it out
of circulation, it encourages its investment and development, in order for
wealth to fulfil its proper function in society.

Finally, Islamic financial interactions are structured around the prin-
ciples of consent and justice.” For example, contracts are not considered
binding unless the contracting parties exercised their mutual consent and
the contract’s provisions are just (Q 4:29).
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With all these injunctions, Islam safeguards wealth from corruption
and ensures it can fulfil its necessary and indispensable role in the order
of human life. Together with other necessities of life, wealth facilitates the
growth of civilization; however, as with other necessities, if wealth is not
properly managed and preserved, it can lead to human civilization falling
into ruin, and all its positive contributions coming to a halt.

The Islamic Concept of Poverty (Faqr)

Debates over BI are most especially focused on alleviating poverty, for
advocates see in BI a better way to address poverty than current welfare
systems. Likewise, Islam does not view poverty as a virtue, but as a social
anomaly that must be alleviated, and a condition from which a Muslim
should seek protection with God. In addition, like other world religions,
Islam provides guidelines to eliminate the negative effects of poverty on
society.

The various Islamic terms for poverty come from the root of the Ara-
bic word faqr. There are two categories of poverty addressed in the litera-
ture: spiritual and material. An example of the former can be found in the
following passage of the Quran:

Indeed you are those who are called to spend in the way of God, yet
among you there are some who hoard. And whoever hoards, hoards only
from his soul. And God is the Rich, and you are the poor. And if you turn
away, He will exchange you for some other people. Then they will not be
like you. (Q 47:38)

The majority of Quranic verses, however, address material poverty and call
for helping, protecting, and sheltering poor people. The Qurian recognizes
the fact that those who are not wealthy have material needs and thus re-
quire other people’s help to meet them.

Both the Quran and Muslim jurists have made a distinction between
two categories of poor: al-faqir and al-miskin. The Hanafi school defined al-
faqir as “the one who has less than the minimum amount of property liable
to payment of the zakat,** that is, someone is considered al-faqir when he/
she does not have enough to suffice him or herself, meaning not having any
wealth at all, and he/she is unable to earn their living by work suitable to
them. Meanwhile, al-miskin is someone who has some wealth to spend on
their needs, but that wealth is insufficient; for example, someone needs $5
per day, but only has $3 or $4. This means that the considerations applica-
ble to poor people also apply to people who may be short of money.*
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Al-Shirazi, a Shafi‘i scholar, says, “al-faqgir is the one who cannot get
what he needs to survive; in this case he is entitled to tolls to use it in work,
if he is able to work, or commodity to trade; but al-miskin is the one who
can get something for his needs but is not enough”*

Islam calls for one to lead a balanced life, encouraging the pursuit of
wealth while cautioning against it becoming the main aim of a persons life,
or else a source of pride, arrogance, and oppression of others (all these be-
ing strongly condemned in the Qurian and hadith). In the spirit of that bal-
ance in society, Islam argues for the elimination of poverty and introduces
several ways to achieve this purpose. This means that Muslims living in a
society not implementing the special systems of zakat and charity meant to
lessen poverty can, and should, support public policy, such as BI, aimed at
the same goal.

Work

One of the biggest stumbling blocks for BI, both the Negative Income Tax
and Demogrant model (indeed, more so the latter), is the idea of de-linking
income from work. For reasons special to Western capitalist history, work
has become linked to income and a person’s identity, ignoring the impor-
tance of beneficial unpaid work. Some argue this is related to a secularized
Protestant Work Ethic.* Thus BI is opposed for its giving people “some-
thing for nothing,” that people will be taking advantage of others’ labor.

Islam also points out the beneficial aspects of work (‘amal), mean-
ing that beneficial and permissible effort which culminates in appropriate
earnings meant to cover a persons life expenses. The importance of work
is mentioned several times in the Quran, as in Q 62:10: “And when the
prayer has finished, then spread out in the land and seek God’s bounty”
Likewise, several hadiths emphasize the virtue of work, pointing out that
the best earnings are those that come from one’s own hand. Some examples
include, “No man earns anything better than that which he earns with his
own hands; and what a man spends on himself, his wife, his child, and his
servant, then it is charity;”*” and, “It is better for anyone of you to carry a
bundle of wood on his back and sell it than to beg of someone whether he
gives him or refuses”* These hadiths articulate the Islamic position that
struggling for a living by producing goods and services, or by commerce, is
a meritorious job. In fact, working to obtain property and maintain a good
life is considered part of worship (‘ibada).

Two important principles guide and regulate this encouragement to
work: (a) gaining income and ownership should be done by legal means;
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and (b) income and wealth should be spent on legal aims and the attain-
ment of common good. Islam condemns those who accumulate property
for the purpose of greed and oppression, as well as those who gain wealth
through unlawful business practices.

The importance of hard work and entrepreneurship in earning one’s
living is amply illustrated in the following hadith:

A man of the Ansar came to the Prophet (peace and blessings upon him)
and begged from him. He (the Prophet) asked: Have you nothing in your
house? He replied: Yes, a piece of cloth, a part of which we wear and a
part of which we spread (on the ground), and a wooden bowl from which
we drink water. He said: Bring them to me. He then brought these articles
to him and he (the Prophet) took them in his hands and asked: Who will
buy these? A man said: I shall buy them for one dirham. He said twice
or thrice: Who will offer more than one dirham? A man said: I shall buy
them for two dirhams. He gave these to him and took the two dirhams
and, giving them to the Ansari, he said: Buy food with one of them and
hand it to your family, and buy an axe and bring it to me. He then brought
it to him. The Apostle of Allah (peace be upon him) fixed a handle on it
with his own hands and said: Go, gather firewood and sell it, and do not
let me see you for a fortnight. The man went away and gathered firewood
and sold it. When he had earned ten dirhams, he came to him and bought
a garment with some of them and food with the others. The Apostle of
Allah (peace be upon him) then said: This is better for you than that beg-
ging should come as a spot on your face on the Day of Judgment. Begging
is right only for three people: one who is in grinding poverty, one who is
seriously in debt, or one who is responsible for compensation and finds
it difficult to pay.”

Earning one’s living being a noble pursuit, and leaving aside the gendered
aspects of the dual-sex society envisaged by classical shari‘a, in which the
husband is the main breadwinner and the wife focused on unpaid work in
the home, Islam establishes every individual’s right to work and holds the
state responsible of providing work for those who are otherwise unable to
find it. Furthermore, Islam asserts the honour and nobility of the worker
and makes fulfilling his/her material and intangible rights an obligation.
Among the rights of workers are wages that are fair and adequate in terms
of fulfilling basic needs. The Prophet said: “Whoever is appointed to work
for us and does not have a home should be given a home. If he does not
have a wife, he should be given the means to marry; and if he does not
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have a mount, he should be provided with one.”*” Not only is this statement
indicative of B, it also supports the arguments for the principle of the min-
imum wage.

This emphasis on work is why many Muslims will object strongly to
the concept of the Demogrant, as it clearly gives money to those who are
not in material need. There is not space here to develop a Muslim argument
for the Demogrant at depth, but suffice it to say that if it can be properly
demonstrated that the poor benefit best, paradoxically, from a system that
also gives money to those not in material need, then it should be given
serious consideration. Moreover, as the ‘employment’ trap articulated by
Van Parijs works out, there may be other important human needs (such as
time for family) that add favor to this point of view. Importantly, we should
note that unlike the BI debates, Muslims do not connect giving charity with
any kind of workfare or EI requirement that links searching for work and
receiving basic needs income. At the very least the Negative Income Tax
model, which closely mirrors that of zakdt, can earn the support of Muslim
citizens in Western democracies.

Economic Justice

The teachings of the Qurian establish clearly the superiority of spiritual
wealth over any material wealth, and remind humanity of its status of cus-
todians of the things of this world, all of which are bestowed on it by God.
The Quran warns: “But whoever has hoarded and thought himself rich,
And rejects goodness, We will ease him into grief. His riches will not enrich
him when he falls (to the Fire)” (Q 92:5-11).%!

In every community, some people are better at economic and finan-
cial affairs, while others excel in different spheres; some seem to possess
an abundance of talents and abilities, while others struggle even with the
basics of self-care. The analogy of a community being as a single body is
prominent in Islamic teachings, and one of its wisdoms is the recognition
that people contribute to society differently. Not everyone can be the eyes
or the hands; rather, individuals should apply themselves towards reach-
ing the highest degree of self-development, for their own sake and in the
service of their community. Work performed in the spirit of service is a
form of worship, just as prayer is, because it is a realization of faith through
action. Indeed, the pursuit of one’s talents and abilities in work and service
should go hand-in-hand with the awareness of God as the ultimate Sustain-
er of all affairs.
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The understanding of work as worship is quite different from the neo-
classical economic concept of the “invisible hand” which (falsely) assumes
that if all parties work for their own self-interest, all will be satisfied. Today
such thinking is widely fostered in an attempt to lend moral justification to
selfish behavior. However, reliance on selfish notions of “the invisible hand”
and free markets is actually destroying economies and lives. Were employ-
ers to consider the lives of their employees’ families as important and dear
to them as their own, would they continue laying people off indifferently?
How can physicians demand outrageous fees from the poor to administer
life-saving treatments? How can the rich live in self-satisfied comfort and
luxury while knowing that others are in dire want, sometimes on their very
doorstep? Building society on the power of self-interest is not the solution;
true generosity is necessary to balance affairs.

The wealthy and the poor alike must be provided for, in dignity, lest
either wealth or poverty impinge upon the self-respect of the human sta-
tion.”> The Quran has instituted charity (zakat) as a means of making the
process easier for both the giver and the receiver of charity. As the Qur’an
says, “Take alms from their wealth to purify them and make them grow
by them. And pray for them. Your prayers are calmness for them. Allah is
All-Hearing, All-Knowing” (9:103). The wisdom of the institution of zakat
recognizes that forcing a person to ask for aid from another can be degrad-
ing and humiliating, while God wishes for His servants to live in dignity
and repose and does not wish humiliation upon any soul. In the same spirit
of dignity, economic justice requires adjusting of individual incomes so that
no one has too much or too little, lest that extreme wealth lead its possessor
into ways of perdition, while the one in dire want endures a humiliating
life. Thus a BI system can contribute towards that dignity and balance.

Part Two:
Basic Income: Islamic Perspective on Sources of Revenue

The Welfare-Tax (al-Zakat)

There is nothing more horrifying than the realization that as we live our
lives happily, millions of our fellow human beings continue to live in need
and hunger—and yet, the majority of the world’s population today lives in
poverty. It is evident that the economic system dominating our world is
unjust and inhumane. How can we allow less than 10 percent of the world’s
population to continue controlling over 90 percent of the earth’s wealth and
resources? It is partly due to this that BI, for which some have advocated for
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over thirty years, is being seriously considered again, as the welfare state is
clearly not effectively alleviating poverty.

As mentioned above, BI often stumbles over the difficulties of how it
will be paid for. Muslims are quite familiar with the notion and practice
of paying an annual amount to address poverty through the institution
of zakat.”® The Quran (9:60) makes it obligatory on every Muslim to pay
annually a certain “alms tax,” at the rate of 2.5 percent on all un-invested
wealth like silver, gold, jewellery (according to Hanafi Law), cash, commer-
cial goods, and debts receivable. There are rules on how to pay zakat on
each type of possessions (gold, animals, crops, shares, and so on). Zakat is
not imposed on the value of built-up houses, tools of the trade (including
industrial machinery), and agricultural implements. The money collected
from zakat is intended to be distributed among the poor and needy. The Ar-
abic word itself means both ‘purification’ and ‘growth. As noted above, one
of the most important principles of Islam is that all things belong to God,
and wealth is therefore held by human beings in trust only. This wealth is
‘purified’ by setting aside a proportion for those in need; like the pruning
of plants, this cutting back of one’s wealth balances it and encourages new
growth.

Zakat is due on accumulated wealth that has been in the possession
of a person for at least one year. It is not paid on income required for dai-
ly needs; therefore, people who save nothing after covering their expenses
with their income do not pay zakat, and in fact may be eligible to receive
zakat payments from others if their income does not cover all their basic
needs.

Zakat is to be distributed among people of the following categories,
depending on need:

1. The Destitute: those who do not have material possessions nor means
of livelihood;

2. The Poor: those with insufficient means of livelihood to meet basic
needs;

3. The Indebted: those who are in debt and have difficulty repaying it;

4. Stranded Traveller: the traveller who does not have enough money to
complete their journey;

5. To Free Slaves: zakat money is to be used to manumit slaves them;
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6. New Muslims: those who are new to Islam and require help to integrate
themselves into the Muslim community;

7. In the Path of God: a broad category that can include any project that
helps the Muslim community or champions Islamic causes;

8. Zakat Workers: those whose job it is to collect and re-distribute zakat
funds also draw their salary from zakat.

In addition to the obligatory zakdt described above, Islam greatly encour-
ages Muslims to give extra charity. The Prophet Muhammad once said that
the person who sleeps with a full stomach while his neighbour sleeps hun-
gry is not a true believer.** There is a requirement for people who are not
able to fast in Ramadan to feed the poor for each day they do not fast; one
of many other examples of Islamic charity is sadaqat al-fitr, which is given
to poor and needy people to ensure they fulfill their basic need in the day
of Muslim celebration of Eid.

Being thus familiar with the idea of the wealthy supporting poor peo-
ple for some of their needs, Muslims should find it natural to support the
implementation of a BI.

Natural Resources and Ownership

Birnbaum® and others argue that a BI should be funded in part from taxes
on natural resources. The idea is that some people benefit unfairly from
profits gleaned from access to natural resources, whereas the fruits of such
resources belong to humanity as a whole. The BI component is a rent owed
to the non-owners of the enterprise that is making profit from extraction.
Islamic law has made a similar distinction, at least between the concept of
visible and invisible resources that can be privately owned versus publicly
owned.’® The view on natural resources in Islam is that everything created
by the Creator in this earth is permissible for use and has its benefit. Visible
resources include minerals, forests, water, and fertile land that occur in na-
ture and can be used for economic gain. Invisible resources include gas, oil,
gold, silver, etc., or else other kinds of buried treasure.

The Prophet said, “Muslims share three things: water, pasture and
firewood.””” This suggests that in Islam, such public natural resources are
to be shared by all humanity, and it is unlawful for anyone to take them
away or deprive others from using them. In addition, contemporary jurists
have ruled that a public interest exists in certain invisible resources such
as oil and gas, meaning that these cannot be privately owned even if found
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on private land (in such cases, reimbursements are given to the land own-
er). So, Muslims ought not be averse to the notion of partly funding a BI
through taxation on natural resources.

Endowment (Waqf)

Proponents of BI often come up against the problem of how costly it might
be and how to fund it. One solution which is not often discussed in west-
ern debates could be drawn from the Islamic practice of charitable endow-
ments. Waqf (pl. awqaf), which lexically means ‘to be retained; is a legal
term for the appropriation or dedication of property to charitable uses and
the service of God, entailing an endowment or appropriation of a perpetual
nature (such that the property or land cannot be sold or transferred). It
refers to the retention of any property that can be benefited from while the
property itself still remains, its financial proceeds going to some permissi-
ble expenditure.®® Its scriptural basis lies in the hadith related by Muslim
that the Prophet said: “When a human being dies, his work comes to an
end, except for three things: ongoing charity, knowledge benefited from, or
a pious son who prays for him”* Scholars understand endowments (awgaf)
as the ‘ongoing charity’ referred to here.

When Q 57:11 (“Who is he that will lend God a goodly loan? He will
multiply it for him, and he will have a generous reward”) was revealed, Abu
al-Dahdah (Allah be pleased with him) said, “Does Allah really ask His
slave for a loan, O Messenger of Allah?” He said, “Yes” He said, “Stretch
forth your hand, O Messenger of Allah,” and he asked him to bear witness
that he was giving in charity his garden, besides which he owned nothing
else, and in which there were seven hundred fruit-bearing palm trees. Then
he went back to his wife, who lived with their children in that garden, and
told them what he had done, and she and the children left that garden; she
said to him: “What a profitable sale you have made, O Abu al-Dahdah!”®

Also, when Allah revealed the words “You will not attain piety until
you give some of what you love away” (Q 3:92), Abu Talha al-Ansari said:
“O Messenger of Allah, the most beloved of my wealth to me is the well of
ha’ bir ha’, a well which gave good water—and (I give it) in charity for the
sake of Allah, hoping that it will be stored with Allah. So, O Messenger of
Allah, do with it as Allah shows you.” The Prophet said: “Well done! That
is a profitable deal, that is a profitable deal. Freeze the principle (land) and
give the fruits in charity®!

This act of charity was the first waqf in Islam. From here the phenom-
enon of waqf developed, which is what supplied all the social institutions
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with the financial resources that helped them to fulfil their noble humane
missions. The wagqf was the foundation on which all the charitable institu-
tions in our civilization’s history were built. The Messenger of Allah was the
first to set the sublime example to his umma. He gave as a waqf seven gar-
dens which one of the warriors had bequeathed when he died, saying that
the Messenger should dispose of them in whatever manner he chose. So the
Messenger of Allah set them up as a waqf for the poor and needy. His exam-
ple was followed by ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab, who gave his land at Khaybar as a
waqf; and by the Companions Abu Bakr, ‘Uthman, ‘Ali, al-Zubayr, Mu‘adh,
and others, until there was no Companion who had not given some of his
wealth as a wagf. This humane action was revived during the Caliphate of
‘Umar, when he gave some land as a wagqf for the sake of Allah when he was
the Caliph, and he called together a group of the Muhajirin and Ansar and
asked them to bear witness to that. Jabir ibn ‘Abdullah al-Ansari said: “I do
not know of anyone among the Companions of the Messenger of Allah who
had the means to do so, whether from among the Muhajirin or the Ansar,
who did not give some of his wealth as a wagf that was not to be bought,
inherited, or given away”.

Then the Muslims continued to do that, generation after generation,
giving land, gardens, houses and crops as wagfs for good works, which
filled Islamic society with innumerable charitable foundations.®

Part Three: Historical Examples of Basic Income

The public treasury, or the House of Wealth (bayt al-mal), was established
as a financial institution in the first Islamic state. It was a place that stored
whatever revenues and any other amounts received by the state, which were
then immediately distributed to its citizens. This was the practise of the
Prophet and of the four leaders (caliphs) that came after him.*® ‘Umar, the
second caliph, would distribute all remaining wealth in the public treasury
yearly after a final calculation.® He established an office known as the Ac-
count Books of the Treasury (diwan al-ata’). The fourth caliph, ‘Ali, used a
different approach: he would distribute all wealth remaining in the treasury
department every Friday.*” These practices sound very much like early ex-
amples of a Basic Income.

Some anecdotes from the lives of the early caliphs are instructive. Ca-
liph “‘Umar once saw an elderly man in the marketplace asking for charity.
This mendicant was one of the Jews who lived in Medina, and he spoke
thus to the caliph: “I am an old man who is asking for help in paying the

» ¢

jizya (tribute) and in spending on my own livelihood” ‘Umar said to him:
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“We have not been fair to you, old man. We took the jizya from you when
you were young, then we neglected you when you grew old” ‘Umar then
took the Jewish man by the hand and led him to his house, where he fed
him from his own food. ‘Umar sent word to the keeper of the bayt al-mal
(treasury of the Islamic state), saying to him: “Give an allowance to this
man and others like him, so that he and his children will be independent.”®
This is a great example of a state leader ensuring personally that the state

tulfils its responsibilities.

Conclusion

This research is a tentative beginning in providing some Islamic perspec-
tives on the current debates over Basic Income. We have demonstrated
that social and economic justice is part and parcel of the Islamic religion.
Section one discussed concepts of wealth, poverty, and work to show that
the Qur'an emphasizes the desirability of work and the necessity of helping
the poor. The importance of the latter is captured in the core principles of
maqasid al-shart’a (also discussed in section one), which call on the Islamic
state to provide a basic level of sustenance for its citizens. In considering the
above concepts together, one recognizes that wealth is given to humanity as
a trust from God; in order to manage that trust in a way that avoids the two
extremes of excessive wealth and crushing poverty, a tax and welfare system
has been developed by Islamic law. We suggested that it is because of this
comprehensive nature of Islamic law that Muslims have not participated in
the Basic Income debates; but a review of some of the main themes demon-
strates that while the rationale and revenue streams of the Western concept
of Basic Income might not be the same as those offered in Islam, there is
much symmetry between the two concepts, and further research is needed
to explore their similarities. Section two and three examined Islamic per-
spectives on how such funds would be raised, along with some very brief
historical examples of state wealth management in early Islamic history.
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