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Bayan-USC Zakat Round Table: Moral Obligations in Modern Contexts
Date: January 18, 2025 – 10:00 a.m. – 4:00 p.m.
Theme: Moral Obligations in Modern Contexts
Location: University of Southern California (USC), Taper Hall (THH)
Adam Smith noted that “Economic man” (Homo economicus) enjoys discussing —and making —money, mammon, fulūs. It is known and postulated, however, that if wealth does not circulate equitably via alms or charitable giving, society perils. Upon this cognizance, zakat abides as a pillar in Islam.
The objective of this round table discussion is to inquire whether there are more strategic and impactful ways for American Muslims to approach the collection and distribution of zakat. 
As it pertains to zakat, various competing causes and 501(c)(3) organizations vie for the same pools of zakat funds without established and authoritative protocols predominating over localities. Inevitably, pertinent questions arise which this round table sets out to adjudicate:
Why isn’t zakat more strategic and effective?
What portions of the contemporary portfolio are zakat-taxable?
Who today qualifies as the eight eligible zakat recipient categories?
Where should zakat distributions be prioritized?
Agenda:
10:00 AM – 10:15 AM
Opening Remarks
· Welcoming Address: Director of Muslim Life, Shaykh Muzammil Dadabhoy
· Jibril Latif, Dean, Bayan: Overview of conference objectives and significance of zakat in addressing community challenges in North America.
Presentations
10:15 AM – 10:55 AM
Session 1: Zakat – Principles and Contemporary Considerations
Speaker: Shaykh Yousef Wahb (University of Chicago)
Objective: To provide foundational insights on zakat and its enduring relevance.
Moderator: Shaykh Fouad El-Gohari, Bayan
Focus:
University of Chicago’s Yousef Wahb is invited to explore moral foundations versus modern legal application in examining what portions of wealth are zakat eligible as part of a broader discussion on the higher objectives of zakat. His presentation asks essential questions such as: How do we maintain the moral intention of zakat while applying its principles to modern financial structures? Accordingly, this talk invites examination on how the Quranic categories of zakat recipients may be prioritized or reconceptualized in light of today’s financial system.
· The classical framework of zakat.
· Key considerations for applying zakat in modern financial contexts.
· Overview of classical zakat categories and principles.
· Challenges and opportunities for zakat in the North American context.
Format: 20-minute presentation followed by 10-minute Q&A.
11:00 AM – 11:40 AM
Session 2: Institutionalizing Zakat in Minority Muslim Contexts
Speaker: Dr. Mohammad Fadel (University of Toronto)
Objective: To lay out how classical governance models are viable in minority-Muslim contexts, considering the absence of coercive mechanisms and reliance on voluntary participation.
Moderator: Shaykh Fouad El-Gohari, Bayan
Focus:
How should Muslim minority communities orient themselves within the U.S.’s legally pluralistic environment? Authors have highlighted that a perplexing number of competing opinions and lack of overall strategy minimizes the impact Muslims have in discharging their moral obligation to pay zakat. An academic example is the article Charity Disparity: The Challenge of Applying Religious Law in the United States (2018), in which Pepperdine Law’s Ahmad Taha and University of Pennsylvania’s Sohaib Khan observe that in contrast to classical Islamic civilizations where governing authorities had legal coercion over Muslim polities in zakat collection and distribution, practicing Muslims in the United States “must fulfill numerous personal obligations imposed by Islamic law within the context of the American legal system."
In this context, University of Toronto Law Professor Mohammad Fadel is invited to highlight not only the strategies for ensuring effective zakat practices in non-Muslim majority contexts, but an explanation of how the existing legal infrastructure can serve to empower local Muslim institutions. His presentation invites discussion on pluralistic arbitration and how local Shura councils can be deputized to function as local zakat-collecting and distributing bodies weighing personal responsibility against state enforcement.
· Revisiting the classical model of centralized zakat under the imam.
· Addressing legal challenges in North American contexts and voluntary compliance.
· Legal challenges and practical barriers in implementing this model in secular, pluralistic societies.
· Exploring the feasibility of forming localized representative bodies, such as shura councils, for zakat administration.
Format: 20-minute presentation followed by 10-minute Q&A.
11:45 AM – 12:25 PM
Session 3: Zakat Distribution in Malaysia – Strategic Prioritization for Long-Term Impact
Speaker: Shabnam Mokhtar (Consult Shape)
Objective: To provide a comparative perspective on zakat prioritization and distribution, emphasizing long-term impact and strategic resource allocation using the case study of Malaysia.
Moderator: Deana Helmy
Focus:
Can case studies from Muslim-majority countries like Malaysia inform practices in the U.S., where zakat is voluntary?
Malaysia is one of the few Muslim-majority nations with legislative powers to collect and distribute zakat. Mokhtar’s session intends to analyze whether Malaysia’s model can inform zakat adjudication frameworks and will focus on the following issues:
· Insights from Malaysia’s governmental zakat collection and distribution system.
· Moving toward strategic zakat allocations for sustainable impact.
· Overview of Malaysia's governmental zakat collection system, which incorporates coercion.
· How jurists and ulema categorize and prioritize zakat distribution in a modern state.
· Shifting focus from short-term assistance for fuqara and masakeen (the poor and destitute) to long-term strategic investments in other zakat categories, such as education, economic development, and institution-building.
Format: 20-minute presentation followed by 10-minute Q&A.
12:30 PM – 1:45 PM
Prayer and Lunch Break
Time allocated for Dhuhr prayer and refreshments.
1:45 PM – 2:30 PM
Session 4: Macro Perspectives on Zakat Frameworks

Speaker: Abdulkader Thomas (SOAS)
Objective: To provide actionable guidance for calculating and distributing zakat in complex scenarios, balancing classical jurisprudence and modern realities.
Moderator: USC-MSA Representative
Focus:
Modern economies reward debt-based strategies, leaving those who attempt to avoid such practices at a significant financial disadvantage; as a result, committed Muslims find their wealth tied up in complex financial vehicles. 
Abdulkader Thomas, an expert in insolvency and Islamic finance, will examine zakat issues from a macroeconomic perspective. Drawing from his experience advising Muslim institutions worldwide, he will offer strategic insights on aligning zakat frameworks with global financial systems while maintaining the core objectives of purifying wealth and fostering social equity.
2:30 PM – 2:50 PM
Asr Prayer Break
2:50 PM – 3:40 PM
Panel Discussion: Reimagining Zakat for North America – Challenges and Opportunities
Panelists: Mohammad Fadel, Yousef Wahb, Shabnam Mokhtar, Abdulkader Thomas
Objective: To explore how zakat can be more strategic, and its potential for addressing socio-economic disparities.
Moderator: Shaykh Tarik Ata, OCIF Key Questions for Discussion:
Strategic Collection: 
· How can institutions build trust and use technology to increase zakat contributions?
Efficient Distribution:
· What are the best ways to prioritize zakat distribution to address local socio-economic disparities?
Sustainability:
· How can zakat be leveraged for long-term solutions like education and housing?
Collaboration:
· Should North American Muslim institutions unify policies for more impactful zakat collection and distribution?
Delegation:
· Which institution(s) are ideal to lead such efforts?
3:45 PM – 4:00 PM
Closing Remarks
· Summary of key insights by the conference host.
· Next steps for collaboration and research.
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