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Charity in Saudi Arabia

In this innovative study of everyday charity practices in Jeddah, Nora
Derbal employs a “bottom-up” approach to challenge dominant narra-
tives about state—society relations in Saudi Arabia. Exploring charity
organizations in Jeddah, this book both offers a rich ethnography of
associational life and counters Riyadh-centric studies that focus on oil,
the royal family, and the religious establishment. It closely follows those
who work on the ground to provide charity to the local poor and needy,
documenting their achievements, struggles, and daily negotiations. The
lens of charity allows rare insights into the religiosity of ordinary Saudis,
showing that Islam offers Saudi activists a language, a moral frame, and a
worldly guide to confronting inequality. With a view to the many forms of
local community activism in Saudi Arabia, this book examines perspectives
that are too often ignored or neglected, opening new theoretical debates
about civil society and civic activism in the Gulf.

Nora Derbal is a Postdoctoral Fellow at the Hebrew University of
Jerusalem. She holds a DPhil in Islamic Studies from Freie Universitit
Berlin and has studied Islamic Studies and Modern History in Oxford,
Berlin, and Jeddah. This is her first book.
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To all social workers, philanthropists, volunteers,
and civil society activists,

in admiration.
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Like the wind, civil society may lack tangible form;
but when it blows, its effects may be readily observed.
Sheila Carapico, “Yemen between Civility and Civil War”
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A Note on Conventions

The transliteration of Arabic follows that of the International Fournal of
Middle East Studies (IJMES). Therefore, terms found in Merriam-
Webster’s are exempted from transliteration: sadaga but zakat, wagf but
awqaf, and hadiths. I use full diacritical marks in the notes and in the
bibliography for the sake of accuracy. The transliteration of names poses
a challenge. I have chosen to write Arabic names of individuals in the
distinctive spelling that they use in English (such as on their business
cards or online profiles). Common place names like Jeddah and Riyadh
are not transliterated; lesser-known names like al-Nuzla al-Yamaniyya are
transcribed according to IJMES guidelines. I refer to names of welfare
associations according to their own representations, in the shortest form
possible. For instance, I speak of the Albir Society (instead of al-Birr Welfare
Association, Jam ‘iyyat al-Birr al-Khayriyya) and the Majid Society, which is
the shortest form of “The Society [literally Welfare Association] of Majid
bin ‘Abd al-‘Aziz for Development and Social Services” (Jam ‘iyyat Majid
bin ‘Abd al-‘Aziz li-l-Tanmiya wa-Khidamat Ijtima ‘iyya).

If not otherwise stated, citations from the Qur’an are taken from the
translation by Tarif Khalidi (The Qur’an [Penguin Classics, 2009]).
Because of the great variety of printed and electronic editions of hadith
collections, I refer to hadiths by chapters (bab) rather than page numbers.
Canonical hadith collections are referenced by editor, short title, volume
(kitab), and chapter. I traced popular hadiths — those mentioned to me
without explicit source reference or that were reproduced without reference
in annual reports and other documentations of charity organizations — with
the help of the online database http://sunnah.com.

Dates from the Islamic calendar, which is the official calendar in Saudi
Arabia, have been converted to the Gregorian calendar using the webtool
www.aoi.uzh.ch/de/islamwissenschaft/hilfsmittel/tools/kalenderumrech
nung/hegira.html (last modified September 3, 2018), provided through the
Asian and Oriental Institute of Zurich University. If the month and day of
a date from the Islamic calendar were not known, it was not always possible
to translate the date into the exact year of the Gregorian calendar. In such
cases, I have indicated both possible years.
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