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The following is an encyclopaedia entry in the style of the Oxford Islamic Studies online.
Zakat is a payment of a defined portion, paid by Muslims, on certain categories of their lawful property for the benefit of the poor[footnoteRef:1]. Zakat is the third pillar of Islam and is an alms tax payable by all adult Muslims who have the sufficient means and has been cited as providing a portion of wealth to Allah in order for him to purify others in society in good conscience[footnoteRef:2].  Zakat, as a form of giving does not sit alone. Zakat is a religious duty prescribed by law, however another form of giving is called sadakat, which is a discretionary donation made by the giver[footnoteRef:3]. Zakat is payable at 2.5% on wealth that exceeds assets above a minimum amount (nisab)[footnoteRef:4] and forms part of a Muslim’s identity, with their conformity to Islamic precepts. As a tax on formulated wealth, zakat should not be confused with voluntary alms, charity or income tax[footnoteRef:5]. [1:  Zysow, A. “Zakat”, in: Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, (Ed: P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs), online]  [2:  Bowker, J. ‘The Concise Oxford Dictionary of World Religions’, Oxford University Press, published online]  [3:  Datta, J.M. “Zakat-The Economic Basis of Islamic Tithe.” The Economic Journal, vol. 49, no. 194, 1939,, p.365-6]  [4:  Dhar, P. ‘Zakat as a Measure of Social Justice in Islamic Finance: An Accountant’s Overview’, Journal of Emerging Economies and Islamic Research, online, p.3]  [5:  Al-Shiekh, A, and Stewart, D.J. ‘The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Islamic World’ (Date Unknown)] 

Zakat is also referred to as Zakah and is a variation of ‘poor due’ that can be found in monotheistic faiths before Islam[footnoteRef:6]. Zakat has been interpreted to have several, but similar meanings; providing zakat allows for the purification and cleanness of the wealth of the giver’s heart. Zakat can be also be defined as growth or fertility being representative of an enabler, providing the recipient to grow in spirit and health[footnoteRef:7]. The payment of zakat to Muslims is therefore more than a mere financial obligation. It forms part of an enhanced spirituality on the path towards purity[footnoteRef:8] and a believer is ‘conscious that a pillar of Islam is being satisfied’[footnoteRef:9]. [6:  Samad, A. and Glenn, L.M., Development of Zakah and Zakah coverage in monotheistic faiths. International Journal of Social Economics, 37(4), pp. 302-315, online, p.303]  [7:  ibid p.304]  [8:  Al-Shiekh and Stewart]  [9:  ibid] 

Zakat can be divided in two main components. Zakat fitrah, as an Islamic obligation to be paid at the end of Ramadan before observing the Eid prayer and Zakat al-Mal levied on possessions or wealth that include salary or income, savings, stocks and from the proceeds of business[footnoteRef:10]. [10:  Dhar, p.4] 

In addition to the religious role played by zakat, it also serves as a functional socioreligious role. The Qur’an lists eight categories of recipients of zakat; the needy (al-masakin), the destitute (al-fuqara), those in bondage (al-riqab), debtors (al-gharimun), the wayfarer (ibn al-sabil), people receptive to Islam (al-mu’allafa),  those in the way of God (sabil Allah) and the zakat administrator. Sunni law interpreted the first five categories as those in need and the three remaining as being the government or military class[footnoteRef:11]. In the time of the Prophet Muhammad, effort was made to keep the collection of zakat transparent. Official zakat collectors were appointed and were informed to be lenient in terms of their assessment and interpretation of nisab. Zakat funds collected were kept separate from other funds of taxation kept by the treasury[footnoteRef:12]. During the thirty years’ rule under the four Caliphs, Abu Bakr, Omar, Othman, and Ali, no change occurred in respect to zakat and its application to nisab, those entitled to receive or its distribution[footnoteRef:13]. [11:  Al-Shiekh and Stewart]  [12:  Samad and Glenn, p.309-10]  [13:  ibid, p.310
] 
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