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Abstract 

This paper will explore the derivation of social work from the religion of Islam by examin-

ing the social work practice of Muhammad, the prophet of Islam, in the main mosque of 

Medina in the seventh century, specifically from the year 622 AD until the Prophet’s death 

in the year 632 AD. The presentation of the history of the mosque-centered social services 

initiated by the Prophet Muhammad will be accompanied by an objective Islamic-scientific 

examination, as well as by a comparison with the definitions of social work espoused by 

both the International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) and the Bundesarbeitsgericht 

(German Federal Labor Court), all leading to the conclusion that the mosque resp. the 

mosque centered social work of the Prophet Muhammad is to be regarded  as an valid and 

essential institution of social work.  
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Introduction 

Raising awareness of the recognized impact of religious perspectives and practices in 

everyday social work,  as well as in the history of the development of social work itself, is 

definitely an outcome of globalization, multiculturalism and the multi-religiousness of a lot 

of today’s western societies, and one of the most important fields within the trans-

nationality of social work and its science.  In this context, this paper will explore the 

derivation of social work from the religion of Islam by examining the social work practice 

of Muhammad, the prophet of Islam, in the main mosque of Medina in the seventh century, 

specifically from the year 622 AD until the Prophet’s death in the year 632 AD. 

http://www.dict.cc/englisch-deutsch/multiculturalism.html
http://www.dict.cc/englisch-deutsch/multiculturalism.html
http://www.dict.cc/englisch-deutsch/multireligious.html
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Significance 

This article holds significance for the following fields of knowledge: 

 

  Islamic sciences, since Islam claims to aspire to enhance the well-being of all 

mankind, in all times, places and circumstances, by providing standards and principles for 

action. 

  Social work sciences, which had to view Islam as insignificant because Muslim 

arts scholars have not provided sufficiently qualitative, deep or relevant scholarly work 

which relates to today’s social work.  In this context it was noticed during the eighth Future 

Forum of Islam, an event conducted by the German Federal Agency for Civic Education
1
 in 

May, 2013, that one of the speakers of the Deutsche Paritätische Wohlfahrtsverband
2
 

actually asked if social work even has any basis in the religion of Islam!  

  Theology in general, because a concept of social work based on the original 

sources of Islam can initiate valuable debates within the frequently very theoretical and 

purely academic discussions of theology.  

  Sociology, along with history, will benefit from this article as it will provide an 

explanation of one of the central factors for the establishment, as well as the cohesion, of 

Islamic societies.  

  Social work practice will also benefit from the insights provided in this paper in 

various ways, specifically: 

 

1.    Islamic social work organizations will be able to fulfill the needs of their Muslim 

clients better by integrating their services within the religious beliefs and practices of 

their clients. 

 

                                                                        

 
 
1 For more information about the German Federal Agency for Civic Education see: http://www.bpb.de/die-

bpb/138852/the-federal-agency-for-civic-education 
2 The Deutsche Paritätische Wohlfahrtsverband encompasses more than 9,000 organizations and working groups 

representing different aspects of the broad spectrum of social work and is thus considered Germany’s largest 
umbrella organization of self-help initiatives in the area of health and social work (Deutsche Paritätische 
Wohlfahrtsverband, 2013)  

http://www.bpb.de/die-bpb/138852/the-federal-agency-for-civic-education
http://www.bpb.de/die-bpb/138852/the-federal-agency-for-civic-education
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2.    Social work organizations in non-Muslim countries that provide services for 

Muslim clients will be able to work more intimately, credibly and thus effectively when 

acting according to established principles and practices that are integral to the religion 

of their clients.  

 

Furthermore, this paper will address and endeavor to correct certain misconceptions 

commonly found in academic literature, such as:   

 that the social network of Islam does not take non-Muslims into consideration; 

 that social work, according to the definition of the International Federation of 

 Social Workers (IFSW)3, is not reconcilable with Islam since Islam is inimical to 

 human rights; 

 that Islam is not familiar with the institutionalization of social work. 

 

By discussing and correcting these misunderstandings, this paper will attempt to con-

tribute to the dialogue of civilizations by showing on the one hand that Islam cares about the 

well-being of all mankind and, on the other hand, that Islam is able to contribute greatly to 

the achievement of that goal in contemporary society. 

                                                                        

 
 
3 The International Federation of Social Workers supports its 90 member’s organizations by providing a global 

voice for the profession. IFSW has been granted Special Consultative Status by the Economic and Social 
Council (ECOSOC) of the United Nations and the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF). In addition, 
IFSW is working with the World Health Organization (WHO), the Office of the United Nations High Com-
missioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 
(OHCHR), see: International Federation of Social Workers, 2013)  
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Left: Model of the Prophet’s Mosque in the year 6 A.H.4 (628 A.D.) from the Sira Museum in Medina. Right: 

The known place inside the prophetic mosque where needy people used to find shelter.  

 

1.  Applied Methodology  

This paper will employ the following methodology:  

● (1) First, we will describe the role of the mosque within the community as 

well as the general significance of social services within Islam. 

  (2a)  Second, we will examine Islamic sources concerning the historic 

role of the Prophet’s Mosque and the social services it provided.   These sources 

consist of the Quran and the authentic traditions regarding the teachings, actions 

and tacit consents of the Prophet Muhammad. 

  (2b)  Building upon these sources, we will discuss additional literature by 

Muslim scholars.  This literature is sometimes by necessity in English and Arabic. 

These combined sources will enable us to analyze the social services linked to the 

institutional mosque from an Islamic perspective.   

                                                                        

 
4 The Muslim calendar or Hijri calendar begins with the emigration of Muhammad from Mecca to Medina in 622 

A.D. Each numbered year is designated AH for the Latin anno Hegirae (in the year of the Hijra). 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Muhammad
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mecca
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Medina
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Latin
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anno_Hegirae
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hijri_year
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  (3) We will examine the results of the above from an Islamic juridical 

perspective in accordance with the science of uṣūl al-fiqh
5
. 

  (4) Subsequently, we will compare the social work offered by and within 

the mosque to the definitions of social work provided by the German Federal 

Labor Court (Bundesarbeitsgericht) as well as the International Federation of 

Social Workers (IFSW).  This approach will ensure that the focus of examining 

mosque-centered social services from the point of view of contemporary social 

work studies is maintained. 

 

 

2.   The Religious Role of the Mosque and its Significance in Com-

munal Life 

Before discussing the social services of the Mosque of the Prophet, as the mosque in 

Medina is also called (KRM, 2013), we will describe the mosque`s religious role and its 

significance in communal life.   

 

The daily obligatory five prayers have a central status within Islam. The Prophet Muham-

mad defined the act of prayer as one of the so-called “five pillars” of Islam: 

 

“Islam is based on five (principles): 1 to testify that there is no God (to be 

worshipped) but Allah and that Mohammad is Allahs messenger. 2 To 

offer the (compulsory congregational) prayers submissively and perfectly. 

3 To pay the obligatory charity. 4 to perform the pilgrimage (Haj to 

Mecca). 5 to observe fast during the month of Ramadan.” (Al-Bukhari, 

n.d. Ben Abed Al- Latif Al- Zabedi, 2002: 23)  

 

                                                                        

 
5The scientific Islamic definition of uṣūl al-fiqh:  Acquiring knowledge about documented 

sources of norms and commandments regarding practices, about how they are applied and 

about the state of the applicants. (Zaidan, 2011) 
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Ideally, prayers should be completed with others in the mosque.
6
  The Prophet 

Muhammad encouraged Muslims to visit mosques in order to perform their 

obligatory prayers there with the words:   

 

“Everyone who performs Wudu [ritual ablution for prayer] in his or her 

house and who goes to one of Allah‘s houses in order to perform one of 

Allah‘s (mandatory) obligations (will receive reward) for every step of the 

way; one step is redeeming sin, the next step elevates (him or her) by one 

stage (in paradise) (Muslim, n.d.; Pacic 2009: 144).“ 

 

a) Interim Result 

The mosque has been given a high status within the religion of Islam and also plays an 

important role in society, since devoted Muslims visit or should visit the mosque five times 

a day. 

 

3.  Islam and Social Services in the General Sense 

After having shown that the mosque plays a central role within Islam, this paper will now 

turn to the relevance of social services in Islam. First, we will focus on general social 

services.  

 

The Quran contains numerous passages encouraging care for the well-being of 

people with a low socio-economic status and of people in need.  Among others, this 

can be seen in the following verses7:  

 

 “And they give food, out of their love for Him (Allah), to the needy, 

and the orphan, and the captive, (Saying to them,) “We feed you only for 

                                                                        

 
6According to the majority of scholars the communal prayer is considered to be a sunna 

muʾakkada meaning something that is highly recommended (Sabiq, 2003). Only a minority 

of Muslim scholars are of the opinion that the communal prayer is obligatory (Radhan, 

2011). 
7 The translation of Shaykh Mufti Taqi Usmani is used in this article.  
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the sake of Allah; we have no intention of (receiving) either a return from 

you or thanks.” (Quran: 76/ 8-9)8 

 

“Righteousness is not (merely) that you turn your faces to the East 

and the West; but righteousness is that one believes in Allah and the Last 

Day and the angels and the Book and the Prophets, and gives wealth, de-

spite (his) love for it, to relatives, and to orphans, the helpless, the way-

farer, and to those who ask, and (spends) in (freeing) slaves and observes 

the Salah (prayers) and pays Zakah and (the act of) those who fulfill their 

covenant when they enter into a covenant, and, of course, those who are 

patient in hardship and suffering and when in battle! Those are the ones 

who are truthful, and those are the God-fearing.” (Quran, 2/ 177) 

 

The following verse from the Quran was even revealed with respect to the inhabitants 

of the mosque and those who did not give them the best from their possessions (Ibn Kathir, 

n.d): 

 

“Oh you who believe, give of the good things from your earnings and 

from which we have produced out of the earth for you. And do not pick 

out the bad things to give, although you would not accept it (yourself) 

without turning a blind eye on it. And know that Allah is Rich, and Wor-

thy of all praise.” (Quran, 2:267). 

 

The commentator on the Quran and legal scholar al-Qurṭubī collected traditions which 

confirm that the following verse also was revealed with respect to the Ahlu ṣ-Ṣuffa  

(Bewley, 2003): 

 

“…Donate the best] to the poor who are hindered in the way of Allah 

                                                                        

 
8 Quran: number of chapter/number of verse (s) 
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to travel through land. The ignorant man thinks that they are not needy 

because of their modesty. You can recognize them by their sign: they do 

not intrusively beg people. And whatever you spend in good, Allah knows 

about it.” (Quran, 2: 273).” 

 

a)   Interim Result 

The foregoing passages clearly indicate that Islam calls for the implementation and 

realization of social services, especially for the benefit of the poor.  

 

4.   The Development of the Prophet’s Mosque into a Social Institu-

tion 

One of the first actions of the Prophet Muhammad upon his arrival as the new leader of the 

city-state of Medina was to initiate the building of a mosque (Lings, 2004). Even before 

moving into the house of his host, Abū Ayyūb, he bought land that was intended for the 

construction of the mosque (An-Nadwī, 2010). 

 

The mosque developed into a safe haven and six, seven or nine months after the construc-

tion was completed (depending on differing historical accounts), a roofed and shady area 

was built to serve specifically as a refuge for the poor, the displaced and the homeless.  The 

first Muslims who accepted this offer of refuge were victims of persecution who had 

migrated from Mecca to Medina, and thus were called al-muhāǧirūn, “the Emigrants.”  This 

is why this place had linguistically been ascribed to them for some time (al-ʿUmarī, 1994). 

Ultimately, the inhabitants of the mosque came to be called “Ahlu ṣ-Ṣuffa” (“People of the 

Veranda”)
9
 because of the roofing that was constructed to provide them shelter (id.) 

 

The al-muhāǧirūn who migrated from a society of traders into an agricultural society often 

                                                                        

 
9 This term is used in Anglophone literature (Bewley, 2003). 
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had to leave behind their property in Mecca and, lacking the necessary farming skills, they 

found access to profitable employment in Medina difficult. 

 

The People of the Veranda were later joined by delegations of other tribes who pro-

claimed to have accepted Islam but who had no acquaintances in Medina. (id.).  Accounts of 

the number of the People of the Veranda varied: according to a statement by one of the 

contemporaries of the Prophet’s companions, the total number grew to 900 (Al- Kattani, 

n.d.). However, there is also talk of only 400 residents until the death of the Prophet 

(Bewley, 2003).  Even though the number of People of the Veranda had always been 

fluxuating over the years, it is said that around 70 people were generally living there 

together at any given time.  However, this number increased when delegations were present 

(al-ʿUmarī, 1994).  The Ahlu ṣ-Ṣuffa as such continued to remain at the mosque at least 

until the death of the Prophet (Elkabti, 2011). 

 

5. Mosque-Centered Social Services Divided into Categories  

The Prophet Muhammad’s mosque-centered social services were essentially divided 

into the following categories: meeting basic human needs; education; enabling 

participation; communal social work; motivation and comforting; and the financing 

of social services.  

 

a)    Providing for Basic Human Needs  

As stated above, people in need had access to shelter in the mosque.  They were also 

provided with food.   Their diet mostly consisted of dates. The daily ration allocated 

to them amounted to two handfuls for two individuals (al-ʿUmarī, 1994). However, 

additional meals were sometimes brought to them and often wealthy people from the 

tribe Qurayš donated food (Muslim, n.d.; al-ʿUmarī, 1994).  They were often invited 

by the people from Medina or by Prophet Muhammad to share a meal (al-ʿUmarī, 

1994). Regularly, after night prayers, the Prophet Muhammad would divide the 

People of the Veranda among the companions of the Prophet and would feed any 
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remaining individuals himself (id.)   

 

b)   Education 

The People of the Veranda also received both general and religious education within the 

mosque (Abu-Dawud, n.d.). It is reported that some of them were taught writing skills by a 

companion of the Prophet, ʿUbādat b. aṣ-Ṣāmit. They were also specifically encouraged to 

acquire religious knowledge (al-ʿUmarī, 1994). Indeed, some of the companions of the 

Prophet who had found refuge in the Prophet’s Mosque later achieved fame as religious 

scholars. Among them is Abū Hurayra, who reported more teachings of the Prophet 

Muhammad than any other companion of the Prophet (Al-Bukhari,n.d.; Ministeriums für 

islamische Angelegenheiten, Stiftungen, Da'wa und Rechtweisung o.V.: Sahih Bukhari, 

2009). 

 

c)   Participation in Social Life with Family Character 

The People of the Veranda were not only provided with shelter, food and education, but 

they could also participate in social life within the greater community and enjoy some sort 

of family life through organized invitations to have meals with families. It is reported that 

the Prophet Muhammad personally organized this communal social work by arranging 

dinners at which the rich would host the poor as guests in their homes (id.).  Sometimes the 

Prophet would feed the poor at his own house (al-ʿUmarī, 1994) and was even known to 

apologize to his guests if the food was not very good.  He also invited people in need to 

sleep in his house (Abu-Dawud, n.d.).  These types of gestures illustrate the Prophet’s 

dignified treatment of the poor in contrast to casting them aside or ignoring their needs.  

 

The fact that the Inhabitants of the Veranda were also allowed to receive guests is 

equally important to the concept of social participation. For example, it is reported that they 

were allowed to receive sick bed visits (Al-Bukhari, n.d.;Azami, 2005), but visitation was by 

no means restricted to hardship.  They were permitted social visits as well. 

 

Similarly, the central idea of social participation resulted in the wealthy people from 

Medina consorting with the Inhabitants of the Veranda because of their special spiritual 
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lifestyle. Among them were Kaʿb b. Mālik al-Anṣārī Ḥanẓala b. ʿĀmir al-Anṣārī und Ḥāriṯa 

b. Nuʿmān al-Anṣārī (al-ʿUmarī, 1994). 

 

This indicates that the people in need settled amidst the social, religious and 

spiritual life of the mosque, especially since Muslims visited the mosque five times 

a day for prayer.  Also, because of the mosque’s location in the center of Medina, 

the Inhabitants of the Veranda were linked centrally to society.  Hence, the 

centrality of the (main) mosque within a settlement has since that time become a 

primary characteristic of Muslim city development (Adigüzel, personal communi-

cation Fabruary 28. 2013).  People in need of social services were neither literally 

nor figuratively pushed to the edge of society.   

 

d) Communal Social Work 

The mosque-centered social work was not performed single-handedly by the Prophet 

Muhammad; instead he included society as a whole, and the people within the society took 

the initiative.  In addition to the already-mentioned aspects of communal social work, such 

as allowing sick bed visits, the provision of meals to guests, the construction of the 

mosque’s roofing as shelter and the provision of educational services, the following events 

warrant mention:  

 

A group of around 70 people of Medina, who were called “the readers” 10 because of their 

practice of studying and reciting the Quran each night, always made sure that the People of 

the Veranda in the mosque were provided with water. They also used their profits from 

trading firewood to feed the People of the Veranda (al-ʿUmarī, 1994).  Another practice of 

this community was to attach a cord between two pillars on which the people from Medina 

                                                                        

 

10 
 Arab.: القراء Al- Qurraa`.  
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regularly hung up dates for the People of the Veranda.  The Prophet Muhammad promised 

that because of these donations the people’s harvest would be protected against any damage, 

and he condemned those who donated dates of lower quality. This tradition of hanging dates 

on a cord lasted until the second century, according to the Islamic calendar (id.). 

 

e)   Motivation 

The services provided were not only of a material nature, as the Prophet Muhammad 

would also comfort the People of the Veranda during hardship by advising them to stay 

patient in their misery.  He preached asceticism and promised the people transcendent 

rewards from God (al-ʿUmarī, 1994; Imam an-Nawawi, n.d.).  

 

Moreover, the Prophet Muhammad personally visited the sick and asked about the 

general well-being of the People of the Veranda (al-ʿUmarī, 1994).  These activities 

are particularly interesting with regard to a study showing that motivation in 

counseling is one of most distinctive tasks of a social worker or social pedagogue. 

(Klüsche, 1994)   

 

f)   Financing Social Services  

The social services of the Prophet’s Mosque had to be financed, of course. The mosque is 

principally not private property, but instead serves as both a home and an academic 

institution.  In the traditions described above, food was supplied to the People of the 

Veranda by charitable donations and through the hospitality of other inhabitants. With 

respect to educational services, it is not recorded whether teachers received a salary. 

However, it was reported that one teacher was not allowed to receive any material gift from 

students (Abu-Dawud, n.d.). 

 

The Prophet Muhammad would accept personal gifts and share them with the People of the 

Veranda.  Whenever he received monetary donations he passed them on without taking 

anything for himself (al-ʿUmarī, 1994). He also used other opportunities to secure the 

financing of the social work within the Mosque.   He ordered his daughter Fāṭima, after she 

gave birth to a son, to donate to the People of the Veranda, and he generally advised the 
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companions of the Prophet  to send donations to them (al-ʿUmarī, 1994). 

It is important to point out that from the beginning Islam was not only striving to create a 

social society through the private sector, but was also working to establish a welfare state 

model, including the financing of social work institutionalized by the state through Zakat (a 

tax imposed for the relief of the poor) (Al Qaradawi, n.d.). 

 

g)   Interim Result 

Social work, initiated by the Prophet Muhammad and for which he chose the mosque as the 

center, dealt with a wide variety of social problems such as flight from persecution, 

homelessness, hunger, unemployment, illiteracy and ignorance, psychological despair of 

individuals and groups, as well as integration and assimilation difficulties. Consequently, 

this work necessarily addressed other related social problems such as discrimination, 

marginalization, and criminality.  Help was provided by incorporating the community‘s 

combined energy, ideas and diversity to ensure economic security while preserving the 

dignity of the needy and less fortunate – those who would in today’s society be known as 

“clients.”  

 

6.  Muslim Scholarly Consideration 

Scholars of the uṣūl al-fiqh state that Prophet Muhammad declared a deed or an act to 

be at least permissible within the commandments of Islam by performing it.  Furthermore, 

such a deed or act can be classified as recommended or even compulsory based on further 

evidence (or rather signs), mainly including the annotated words of the Prophet himself. 

 

The overall consideration of all important signs and evidence suggests that placing 

social work activities at the center of the mosque is considered to be a recommended 

deed.  After considering all the history and circumstances, it is important to note that 

the Prophet Muhammad did not further clarify mosque-centered social work, and 
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that the social work activities within the prayer rooms of the Prophet’s Mosque 

continued up to nine years
11

 after his death.  

Of course this work was not confined to prayer rooms.  It was certainly possi-

ble to use other rooms for this purpose, or to at least advocate that they be used.  

This indicates that the prayer room was not changed or, more specifically, was not 

solely changed into a center of social work out of necessity.  In Islam, worship 

service (for which the mosque was particularly built), is inextricably associated 

with social work, thus the latter is part of the former (Hanafy, personal communica-

tion April 2013) 

 2013). 

 

7. Comparing Contemporary Definitions of Social Work 

Having discussed with the function of the mosque as a center for social services 

during the life of the Prophet Muhammad, we turn to the two relevant definitions of 

social work in contemporary society. 

 

a)   Introduction – What Is Social Work? 

When searching for a suitable definition of social work, one discovers several 

possibilities.  This is due, among other reasons, to the “fuzzy profile of the 

profession.” (Spiegel, 2008).  There are even conflicting opinions as to whether 

social work is a “practiced profession” (Bozic; Ramseier, 2011). The International 

Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) takes the position that the definition of social 

work is relative, dependent on date and context, and the organization has 

promulgated this notion in its (currently) official definition (IFSW, 2013). 

 

The current IFSW definition is currently being revised, but the IFSW has already stated that 

this definition will remain valid for “the next years.”  Thus, it is apparent that not even the 

                                                                        

 
11 The nine years are counted as following: For the homeless people, the roofing was built 

around 16 or 17 months after the expatriation (al-ʿUmarī, 1994). The so-called Ahlu ṣ-Ṣuffa  stayed at least 
until the death of the Prophet in the mosque (Elkabti, 2011).  

The Prophet died in the third month of the 11th year of expatriation (Al-Mubarakpuri, n.d.) 
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IFSW regards any reasonable definition of social work as something etched in stone, but 

rather a flexible concept that evolves with time and circumstance (IFSW, 2013).  Similarly, 

the German Federal Association for Social Work (Deutscher Berufsverband für Soziale 

Arbeit e.V., 2013)
12 

 also takes a position advocating the relativity of the definition 

(Leinenbach;Nodes; Stark-Angermeier, 2009). 

 

For purposes of this paper, we will rely on the current definition of the IFSW, as it is not 

only relevant on an international level but also nationally.  Indeed, the DBSH also draws 

upon this definition of social work (IFSW, 2013).  Equally important for the German 

context is the definition used by the German Federal Labor Court, which the DBSH is also 

referencing (Stark-Angermeier/Leinenbach/Nodes, 2013). 

 

b) Definitions of the IFSW 
 

Social work was defined by the International Federation of Social Workers (IFWS) at 

the Delegates Meeting in Montreal, 2000, as follows: 

 
“The social work profession promotes social change, problem solving 

in human relationships and the empowerment and liberation of people to 
enhance well-being.  Utilising theories of human behaviour and social 
systems, social work intervenes at the points where people interact with 
their environments.  Principles of human rights and social justice are fun-
damental to social work.”(IFSW, 2012: Definition of Social Work) 

 

This definition is still officially in effect, although a new version of it is currently being 

drafted.13  The new rough version is already being used as the groundwork for eventual 

changes, and thus could actually become the final version. This draft version contains the 

following wording: 

                                                                        

 

 
12  The Deutscher Berufsverband für Soziale Arbeit e.V. (DBSH) is with over 6000 members (as of March, 2006) 

the largest existing professional organization of Social Work in the world and is at the same time the profes-
sional union (Deutscher Berufsverband für Soziale Arbeit e.V., 2013)  

13 The rough draft will be discussed until the end of 2013. After that, there might be changes applied, following 
eventual suggestions for improvement. In July, 2014, the enactment of a final version is planned by members 
of the IFSW and the IASSW (IFSW, 2013)  
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“The social work profession facilitates social change and develop-

ment, social cohesion, and the empowerment and liberation of people. 
Principles of social justice, human rights, collective responsibility and re-
spect for diversities (sic) are central to social work. Underpinned by theo-
ries of social work, social sciences, humanities and indigenous knowledg-
es (sic), social work engages people and structures to address life chal-
lenges and enhance wellbeing.” (IFSW, 2012: The Future of Social Work) 

 

 
c) Definition of the Bundesarbeitsgericht (German Federal Labor 

Court) 
 
The German Federal Labor Court has its own definition of the role of the social worker, 

as stated below: 

 
“…Concisely defined, the task of the social work professional is to 

offer help for people to cope in a better way with their life, which would 
vary according to the respective actual problematic situation, and the un-
derlying living conditions of the person, either as developmental help, 
help to bring somebody up, help to mature, or educational help.  Through 
psycho-social means and methods, life circumstances, which are defined 
as need, dependency and want, are to be changed. The occupation of the 
social worker aims at changing the person, his or her life circumstances 
and quality of life, and the underlying conditioning structures of the socie-
ty. This is the goal of his or her professional work.” (BAG Verdict, 1997) 

 

d) Harmonizing Aspects  
 

The social work that was begun by the Prophet Muhammad in the Mosque of Me-

dina fulfils the following central points of the definition that is still recognized by the 

IFSW: 

 
● Promotion of the public welfare;14 
 
● Promotion (support) of social change and of problems in interpersonal  re-

lationships;15 
 
● Enabling clients (men and women alike) to make free decisions to better organize 

 their lives;16 
 

                                                                        

 
14 See chapter 5 of this article. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
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● Intervention wherever people interact with their environment.17 
 

Moreover, the mosque-centered social work established by the Prophet Muhammad is 

also in harmony with the following additional elements that are contained in the IFSW’s 

proposed new definition of social work, specifically:  

 
      ● Promotion of social development and solidarity;18 

 
      ● Enabling the clients;19 
 
      ● Focusing on the parish as a center of social responsibility.20 
   

Within the IFSW’s proposed new definition, the inclusion of respect for diversity is 

also congruent with the Islamic concept, since the Quran, in respect of freedom of religion 

(“To you your religion and to me my religion”, Quran: 109/ 6), is striving for a multi-

religious community which is interactively benevolent: 

 
“…Worship Allah and associate nothing with Him, and to parents do 

good, and to relatives, orphans, the needy, the near neighbor, the neighbor 
farther away…” (Quran: 4/ 36) 

 

In further explanation of the verse, Quran commentators make the point that the near or 

the far can be related to a family connection, to the geographic near or far, as well as to 

religion. Thus, following this interpretation, the non-Muslim neighbor is included in this 

admonition. Independently of that, from quotations of the Prophet Muhammad it is clear 

that the non-Muslim neighbor must also be subject to good deeds (Ministerium für Islam-

ische Angelegenheiten, n.d.) This is underscored by the following quotation of the Prophet 

Muhammad: 

 
“…Not one of you can be counted as a true believer if he eats in 

abundance while his neighbor is starving.” (Asad, 1960: 14) 
 

The early history of Islam concerning state subsidies for non-Muslim citizens notes, for 

                                                                        

 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
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example, that in the middle of the 7th century Ḫālid b. Walīd, the Muslim military general, 

formed a contract with the Christian inhabitants of Ḫīra that granted the following groups 

the right of governmental support combined with a tax exemption: seniors with a work 

disability, people who had suffered from great misfortune, as well as people in need who 

were in debt. That granting these rights was not a merely a political move, but arose from 

the central teachings of Islam, is demonstrated by the fact that, when the second Caliph of 

the Islam heard that an old Jewish man was going begging due to old age and need, he 

instructed the government treasury to provide adequate subsidy to him and everyone like 

him. The reason he gave for this instruction was the universal value of justice (Abu Yusuf, 

n.d.).           

 
With respect to the definition used by the German Federal Labor Court, it is clear that 

the mosque-centered social work of the Prophet Muhammad is in complete harmony; since 

the mosque-centered social services were altogether contributing to supporting people to 

help them better cope with their lives.  Especially prominent in the mosque-centered model 

was mental support along with education.  Poverty, and its underlying causal social struc-

tures, were dealt with through a variety of psychosocial means and methods in order to 

improve the quality of life for those in need.21                 

 
 

e)   Other Issues to be Discussed  
 

It can be debated whether mosque-centered social work conforms with all the criteria 

contained in the definitions of the IFSW and the German Federal Labor Court insofar as 

they relate to scientific findings about human behavior and social systems and principles of 

human rights and social justice. In the following sections these issues will be addressed. 

 
aa)  The “Scientific Foundation” Argument  
 

The argument, that the original concept of mosque-centered social work somehow defi-

cient, because it was not based on an understanding of recent scientific findings about 

human behavior and social systems, is specious.  From a practical standpoint, because of 

                                                                        

 
21 See chapter 5 of this article. 
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the relatively simple nature of the then-occurring social problems, this was not necessary.  

Furthermore, even though the study of behavioral sciences was unknown in the 7
th

 century, 

evidence of the efficacy of the Prophet Muhammad’s mosque-centered social services is 

historically indisputable.  Islam taught by the Prophet Muhammad as a “lived” religion was 

obviously efficient in providing the socially weak a life perspective and a purpose by means 

of offering them active social services.  Those services not only helped to prevent grave 

personal hardships on a societal level, but were also greatly effective in dissolving, or at 

least mitigating, problem situations for the ones most in need. Thus, the success model 

instituted by the Prophet Muhammad should be used today as an object of social scientific 

research in order to learn more about its compatibility with current academic studies.  If the 

original Islamic model is categorically rejected out of hand based upon the argument that 

the historic social support system was not based on scientific findings about human behav-

ior and social systems, this rejection would itself be counterscientific, as the objective of 

social science is to draw from success models inductively scientific findings for the good of 

the client, for the benefit of society and in service of the profession of social work.  It is 

commonly understood that social work cannot be exclusively based on so-called “scientific” 

sources, but must also take into account “indigenous” or “local” knowledge, as the new 

draft of the definition of the IFSW confirms:  

 
“…Underpinned by theories of social work, social sciences, humani-

ties and indigenous knowledges (sic), social work engages people and 
structures to address life challenges and enhance wellbeing.” (Bold em-
phasis added) (IFSW, 2013: Global Definition of Social Work) 

 
bb)  Social Work and Principles of Human Rights and Social Justice 
 

Among social scientists there is some discourse to the effect that social work, which is 

by definition grounded in human rights, is not compatible with Islam, or with human rights 

declarations that are drawn from Islam.  These critics argue that the Islamic law is not 

compatible with the UDHR (Universal Declaration of Human Rights), especially laws 

concerning women’s rights, the rights of non-Muslims and freedom of religion. (Bozic; 

Ramseier, 2011) 
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In response, it must first be pointed out that the principles of human rights and social 

justice are not sufficiently defined by the IFSW (IFSW, 2013: The Future of Social Work), 

even though the IFSW refers to the UDHR on its homepage (IFSW, 2013: Human rights).  

 

Moreover, social work in the general sense is something that has always accompanied 

mankind in one form or another, thus it is at its core a universal phenomenon and cannot be 

politicized in such a way as to allow only one specific understanding of social justice and 

human rights to be the defining basis of all social work. Simone Ramseier and Jerko Bozic 

(2011: 89) write: 

 

“Social work is fundamentally a modern term; therefore it is in all the 
world religions nonexistent.  On the other hand, the idea of charity is as 
old as mankind itself and is of course existent in the Islam, too.” 

 

Additionally, the practice of the IFSW reveals that the organization acknowledges sev-

eral different cultural views of social justice, as it officially recognizes the social work of 

over 90 members from different countries by virtue of giving them membership. These 

countries may have differing legal systems and laws, as well as differing understandings of 

the meaning of “social justice.” The USA and Germany can serve here as an example. Both 

countries differ in their understanding of the details of social justice and human rights which 

did (and do) influence the way in which those countries have written their respective laws 

and their constitutions. For instance, in Germany the principle of the  social state is written 

into the Grundgesetz (Constitution), while in the USA there is no such thing. On the other 

hand, in the USA the right of every citizen to carry arms is part of the constitution (The U.S. 

National Archives and Records Administration, n.d.) and the death penalty, which has been 

abolished under German law (Deutscher Bundestag, 2010), is in effect in 32 of 50 American 

states (Death Penalty Information Center). 

 
The IFSW has taken no official position as to whether or not it adopts the def-

inition of human rights promulgated by the UDHR with respect to social work.   At 

the same time, the question as to whether states which are  choosing the Cairo 
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Declaration of Human Rights in Islam (CDHRI), in cases where the UDHR differs 

from the CDHRI,22 could be regarded as still doing any kind of Social Work at all 

has not being negated by the IFSW (Lawrence, personal communication January 

04. 2013).  

 

In fact, the chairman of the Committee for the International Definition of Social Work 

of the IASSW, Vishanthie Sewpaul, has unequivocally stated that the new definition by the 

IFSW does not refer to any declaration of human rights: 

 

“The new proposed definition certainly does not make reference to 

any specific declaration.” (Sewpaul, personal communication March 18. 

2013) 

 

It is also important to note that the CDHRI has not been excluded 

from consideration because of any conflicts due to its content, but because 

there had been no interaction with the CDHRI at all. This happened be-

cause the integration of a religious human rights declaration was deemed 

inappropriate by the members of the International Association of Schools 

of Social Work (IASSW),23 which will draft the future definition of social 

work in conjunction with the IFSW (IFSW, 2012: Definition of Social 

Work).  The reason for this collaborative effort is that both want to be in-

clusive as international organizations and therefore to appeal to all reli-

gions alike (Sewpaul, personal communication March 18. 2013). 

 
Furthermore, solidifying the argument that the ISFW has not made the UDHR their on-

ly measure, is the fact that the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (the “Banjul 

Charter”) is a document, which is listing the IFSW as a document that is “strengthening the 

                                                                        

 
22 Following, the Cairo Declaration on Human Rights in Islam will be referred to only with the abbreviation: 

“CDHRI”.  
23 Following, the International Association of Schools of Social Work will be abbreviated as “IASSW”.  
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fundamental tools of Human Rights” (IFSW, 2012: Human rights).  But the Banjul Charter, 

on crucial points, differs from other documents which themselves are being described by the 

ISFW as “fundamental instruments of human rights.” The following points are examples of 

differences between the UDHR and the Banjul Charter: 

 

● The right to freely choose a spouse as stated in Article 16 of the UDHR 

(United Nations, 1948) is not mentioned in the Banjul Charter; 

● The right to an appropriate standard of living, stated in Article 11 of the 

 International Pact for Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (United Na-

tions, 1966) is omitted; 

● The right to free time and paid holidays, enshrined in Article 24 of the 

 UDHR (United Nations, 1948) is not included; 

● The right to privacy protection, guaranteed by Article 17 of the Interna-

tional Pact for Citizens’ Rights and Political Rights (United Nations, 1966) is not 

mentioned; 

● Neither the abolition of the death penalty nor any limitation on it, as found 

 in Article 6 of the U.N. Pact on Civil and Political Rights (id.) is included. 

 
  

The acceptance of the Banjul Charter by the IFSW into the group of documents that 

“are strengthening fundamental instruments of Human Rights,” is further evidence that 

differences between the UDHR and the CDHRI do not have to be relevant either for social 

work itself or its definition. 

 

cc)  Temporary Result 

The mentioning of the principles of human rights as well as social justice in the frame-

work of the definition of social work by the IFSW cannot be understood as a strict conces-

sion to the UDHR or to one single understanding of social justice. Thus, Islam is not in 

conflict with today’s understanding of social work, as has been demonstrated above.   

 
8.  Conclusion 

 

The presentation of the history of the mosque-centered social services initiated by the 

Prophet Muhammad and objective Islamic-scientific examination, as well as the results of 
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the comparison of the mosque-centered social services with the definitions of social work 

espoused by both the IFSW and the Bundesarbeitsgericht, clearly confirm that the mosque 

resp. the mosque centered social work of the Prophet Muhammad is indeed a valid and 

essential institution of social work.    
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