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Anthropology demands renewed attention to 
the knowledge practices of the accounting profes-
sion and anthropological analysis. Using data and 
theory from Islamic accountancy in Malaysia and 
the global network of Islamic fi nancial engineers, 
this article challenges work on religion thetorical 
functions by attending to the inherent refl exivity of 
religion practice and the practice of accounting for 
accounting. Such a move is necessary because criti-
cal accounting scholarship mirrors, and has been 
taken up by, Islamic accountancy debates around 
the form of accounting knowledge. The article ex-
plores the work that religion literature shoulders in 
carving up putatively stable domains of the tech-
nical and thetorical, and makes a case for a reap-
preciation of the techniques for creating anthropo-
logical knowledge in the light of new cultures of 
accounting.

Moral precepts of Islam formed over hundreds 
of years under the infl uence of socio – political and 
economic changes in the lives of ethnic groups, 
sooner or later become followers of this religion. 
Following these changes, the spiritual image of a 
society is refl ected in the religious morals and eth-
ics laws, including the issues of ownership. Islam 
preaches the perfection of man, causing him to be 
patient, transference tests, confi dence in the soul, 
truth, loyalty, justice, mercy, humility, benefi cence 
to the people and provide them with assistance. En-
courages generosity, frugality, and virtue, warning 
him of injustic, envy, fraud, weakness, laziness, de-
ception, betrayal, curses and insults, hostility to the 
people, the manifestation of neglect and abuse of 
the weak and the poor [1].

The idea that everything is accounting and ac-
counting is everything plays on the ambiguity of the 
term in English (accounting as audit, accounting as 
narration, and accounting as religio-cosmopolitical 
judgment), an ambiguity made material in the trans-
formations of scale that accounting in all of its sens-
es permits. If accounting is everything, can analy-
sis, itself a form of accounts-keeping, achieve a 
critical perspective on it? This article seeks to dem-
onstrate that this problematic takes on a particular 
signifi cance in Islamic accountancy with far-reach-
ing implications for anthropology. While Islamic 
accounting shares with anthropology and critical 
accounting scholarship the particular dynamics of 

the analytical impasse of perspectival knowledge, 
it also, in some quarters at least, may provide tools 
for a reconfi gured anthropological practice. This 
new kind of anthropology would forgo the same-
ness/difference models inherent in the discipline’s 
conventional culturalist explanations, which have 
animated not only anthropology but also critical 
accounting scholarship. I develop the argument in 
light of a recent and ongoing transition in the fi eld of 
Islamic fi nance, with reference to ongoing debates 
among Islamic accounting specialists in published, 
face-to-face, and on-line forums. The transition in-
volves international accounting standards set by the 
Accounting and Auditing Organization for Islamic 
Financial Institutions (AAOIFI), which is based in 
Bahrain and was founded by one of Gambling’s for-
mer students in 1990. Islamic fi nancial institutions 
employ AAOIFI standards in place of, or in addition 
to, «religious audits» by in-house «Shari’a Supervi-
sory Boards» (SSBs). SSBs and the AAOIFI both 
exist to ensure that Islamic fi nancial institutions are 
«Shari’a compliant», operating in accordance with 
Islamic law. To demonstrate the practical ambigui-
ties of Shari’a compliance, this article briefl y con-
siders two Malaysian Islamic economic enterprises: 
a national Islamic bank, and a local co-operative 
credit union. In Islamic fi nance, some very anthro-
pological ideas – including debate over the social 
construction of reality and the role of values and 
beliefs in bureaucratic practice – have become a ter-
rain of struggle over meanings and their pragmatic 
uses. The same has occurred in critical accounting 
scholarship. As anthropologists turn to bureaucratic 
forms like accounting, we have begun to question 
the separation of text from context, form from con-
tent, and theory from data that stabilized the disci-
plines late twentieth-century knowledge practices. 
Those oppositions now seem to characterize the 
knowledge practices of those we study, and turn up 
in precisely those bureaucratic quarters to which we 
now turn our attention [2].

This places anthropology in an uncomfortable 
position, different from the refl exivity of an ear-
lier era because concerned less with the partiality 
of a particular observer’s perspective than with the 
metapragmatics of analytics of parts and wholes 
that make perspectival knowledge possible, yet 
guaranteed to exhaust itself. This article thus ac-
counts for anthropology as much as for Islamic ac-
countancy. «Islamic banking and fi nance» refers to 
a world-wide phenomenon centred in Malaysia, the 
United States, Britain, and the Arabian peninsula, 
and not the fi nancial systems of those nation-states 
that have offi cially «Islamized» their economies. 
It grew out of the anti-colonial project of the Is-
lamic modernists on the Indian subcontinent in the 
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years surrounding Partition [3]. Seeking to create 
a «modern» Islam that would stand in opposition 
to Western dominance without falling into romantic 
attachments that might hinder «progress», thinkers 
such as Maulana Maududi attempted to craft a new 
Islamic economic science. This new science, they 
hoped, would meet the needs of modern society and 
stay true to the Shari’a and Qur’an.The modern-
ists sought to theorize an economy that provided a 
mechanism for the redistribution of wealth and that 
was not based on interest- bearing debt. The obliga-
tion to pay zakat, or alms, and injunctions against 
riba, glossed as interest, were the initial impetus for 
Islamic economics.

Islamic banking and fi nance world-wide derives 
its core assumptions and many of its practices from 
these early twentieth-century modernists. Just as 
importantly, global Islamic banking owes much to 
the immigration of Middle Eastern and South Asian 
students and professionals to the United States and 
Britain during the 1970s and 1980s, and the con-
solidation of large Muslim organizations such as the 
Islamic Society of North America and the Islamic 
Circle of North America. The 1970s Middle East oil 
boom fostered renewed interest in Islamic banking 
in many Muslim-majority countries. This period 
saw the emergence of a loose alliance of Muslim 
businessmen, with experience of Western regulato-
ry and business environments who had come from 
employment with international oil and chemical 
companies as well as Western fi nancial fi rms. The 
main nodes of this network were the fi nancial and 
industrial centers of Europe and the United States, 
and not the Middle East or South Asia. Thus, al-
though Saudi royals and entrepreneurs bankroll 
many Islamic fi nance conferences, journals, and ac-
ademic institutions around the world, the main sites 
for intellectual production in Islamic economics are 
the Islamic Foundation in Leicester, the Institute of 
Islamic Banking and Insurance in London, and the 
Harvard Islamic Finance Information Program in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts [4].

In what follows, we rely on two sources of 
theory and data. The fi rst includes the writings, 
commentary, conferences, and published reports of 
Islamic banking professionals who constitute the 
global network we have just described.

Their lingua franca is English, supplemented 
by Arabic terms that have their origins in classical 
texts but have been given new and often more pre-
cise meanings in Islamic banking and fi nance. Their 
principle media of communication are published 
and unpublished reports, academic and trade publi-
cations, and, importantly, the internet. The Islamic 
Economics and Finance internet listserv began op-
erating in late 1999 as an outgrowth of the Islamic 
Banking Training Programme of the Xavier Insti-
tute of Management and Business in Bubaneshwar, 
India. That programme was the brainchild of a for-
mer student of the London-based Institute for Is-
lamic Banking and Insurance, and quickly became 

the most important face of Islamic banking on the 
internet. It now consists of around twenty separate 
specialist «salons», or chat rooms, and one main, 
all-purpose discussion group. While the participants 
in the Islamic banking and fi nance network we dis-
cuss here are admittedly only one subset of all those 
involved in Islamic economic ventures world-wide, 
they constitute a very important locus of intellectual 
power that translates into institutional authority. 
Some are the authors of signifi cant books on Islam-
ic banking. Others are executives or employees of 
fi nancial services fi rms (both Islamic and conven-
tional). Many are students who will assume such 
positions in the future. Debate does get heated at 
times, especially where there is uncertainty about 
whether certain fi nancial practices are permissible 
in Islam – derivatives trading, for instance (see 
Maurer 2001). What is striking, however, is the 
overwhelmingly pragmatic orientation to Islamic 
knowledge. People are far more likely to mix and 
match concepts or perspectives from different 
branches of Islamic law in order to create or justify 
a particular fi nancial practice in their on-line post-
ings than they would in a formally published bulle-
tin or at a conference. Similarly, they are far more 
likely on-line to entertain comparisons or conver-
gences between Sunni and Shi’a jurisprudence, 
without resorting to insult or evangelical fervor [5]. 
Like the Islamic banking network itself, which we 
see as existing somewhere between the traditional 
centre and periphery of the Muslim world – indeed, 
confounding the scalar logic of centre/periphery – 
these internet postings lie between offi cial publica-
tions and off-the-record conversations, and between 
the various branches of Islamic knowledge. The 
second source, which also constitutes «data» for the 
people who make up my fi rst source, comes from 
two Islamic fi nancial ventures in Malaysia: a large 
Islamic bank and a small credit association. These 
two ventures demonstrate the practice of Islamic 
accountancy in action. In particular, they show how 
the debates raised in the international network 
sometimes fail to capture the imagination of those 
working «on the ground». That very failure, how-
ever, proves extremely productive for anthropologi-
cal and accounting knowledge’s. Since the 1980s, 
and more particularly in the wake of the 1991 Bank 
of Credit and Commerce International scandal, 
linked in the business press to Islamic banking in 
Caribbean tax havens, many Islamic banking pro-
fessionals have called for clearer accounting stand-
ards. They have done so in the hope of removing 
any possible taint of illicitness, as well as to bolster 
confi dence in the emerging Islamic market sector. 
Such standards, they hope, will also make their 
practices both transferable across a variety of regu-
latory contexts and «transparent» to outside observ-
ers. Founded in 1990 as the Financial Accounting 
Organization for Islamic Banks and Financial Insti-
tutions (FAOIBFI) and renamed in 1991, the Ac-
counting and Auditing Organization for Islamic 
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Financial Institutions (AAOIFI) disseminated Is-
lamic accounting procedures in 1996-7 as part of 
this effort. In doing so, the AAOIFI entered a fi eld 
previously dominated by Shari’a Supervisory 
Boards. Even after the advent of the AAOIFI, most 
Islamic businesses of any appreciable size still rely 
on the seal of approval granted by an independent 
Supervisory Board made up of clerics and scholars. 
The AAOIFI has been careful not to tread on the 
toes of independent Boards, and relies on their 
standards-setting to guide its own. The AAOIFI it-
self boasts a Board made up of internationally 
prominent individuals [7]. The AAOIFI has drafted 
standards that are readily grasped by its counterpart 
non-Islamic organizations, most notably the Inter-
national Accounting Standards Committee. Yet 
while its language and principles share common 
ground with those of key international accountancy 
codes, for example the scheme of conventions 
which has come to be known as the Generally Ac-
cepted Accounting Principles, it is not engaged in a 
struggle for authority with local, national, or re-
gional Boards. Indeed, the AAOIFI needs Boards, 
and vice versa. The AAOIFI relies on Boards to 
provide the «data» from which it crafts universally 
applicable Islamic accounting standards. In a pro-
cess analogous to the establishment of the Uniform 
Commercial Code in the United States during the 
early twentieth century (Llewellyn 1951; R.W. Per-
ry pers. comm.), the AAOIFI collects information 
on existing Islamic accounting practices and distils 
from the available data «best practices» that will 
have the most universal transferability and, ulti-
mately, transparency to both Islamic and non-Islam-
ic businesspeople and regulators. Supervisory 
Boards, for their part, can gain legitimacy for their 
decisions by referring to the AAOIFI standards, and 
at the same time provide a clerical seal of approval 
for the standards themselves [8]. Understanding the 
transition from Supervisory Boards to the AAOIFI 
requires that we consider something other than the 
apparent shift in authority from religion to bureau-
cracy. Instead, we should turn to the way in which 
accounting in Islamic banking and fi nance creates 
particular kinds of «facts» and engages a specifi c 
rhetoric of rationality. Islamic society, as well as all 
of its members, is endowed with responsibilities for 
the preservation and practice of Islamic values   and 
laws. In the doctrine of Islam society needs to 
achieve divine purpose, all individuals in the Islam-
ic society are related to the acquisition, education 
and instilling the basic Islamic values, which ipso 
facto constitute a development of the Muslim holy 
way of life that is a model in which Islamic princi-
ples refl ect the dialectical link in the socio-econom-
ic structure of society. This relationship correspond-
ing to the teachings of Islam, is crucial in the 
formation of daily and economic behavior of the 
individual and the collective. The importance at-
tached to the development of Islam moral qualities, 
strict adherence to moral principles and doctrines 

involves a Muslim civic participation in society. It 
is an active moral position of the individual and the 
duty to «preach the good and forbid evil», along 
with the divine teachings, Muslims give the right 
and duty to participate in public affairs. The concept 
of justice shows the main goal of Islam – the crea-
tion of individuals just relations. This objective of 
the Islamic system is the main principle that deter-
mines the legitimacy of human thought and behav-
ior, material, legal and regulatory rules of Sharia. It 
was this concept of justice fi lls all the rules govern-
ing the economic behavior of individuals and eco-
nomic institutions [9]. The realization that justice is 
Allah’s approval, and injustice – his dissatisfaction 
determines the direction, the meaning and effective-
ness of the behavior of a Muslim. While in the 
Western sense of justice is the quality of human be-
havior in relation to the other and his actions could 
be considered unfair only in relation to others, jus-
tice in Islam is a multifaceted concept [10]. In other 
words, even when a person commits an injustice to 
anyone, there is always the principle of reciproci-
ty – in the end, a person commits an injustice to 
yourself and reap the benefi ts.Modern Islamic 
banks can use mudarabah contracts to generate li-
quidity and turn a profi t, acting as intermediaries 
between the depositor-investors and the managers 
of business ventures. In effect, modern Islamic 
banking takes the classic mudarabah contract and 
scales it up: the depositor-investor becomes the 
rabb-al-mal in relation to the bank, as mudarib, 
which manages the depositor- investor’s money. At 
the same time, the bank assumes the position of the 
rabb- al-mal in relation to the business enterprise in 
which the bank invests, which is the mudarib in re-
lation to the bank. Under this scaling principle, the 
bank can accept money from many depositor-inves-
tors via the mudarabah contractual form and, in 
turn, can invest it in several different enterprises 
through the same mudarabah contractual form [11]. 
Should the enterprises turn a profi t, the enterprises, 
the bank, and the depositor-investors are entitled to 
a predetermined percentage of the profi t. Should 
they turn a loss, the depositor-investors (and possi-
bly the bank, depending on its operating principles) 
share in a predetermined percentage of the loss. The 
enterprises themselves (and also the bank) can pass 
off the loss to their depositor-investors, since the 
enterprises are considered to have «lost» the exper-
tise and labour invested in prosecuting the con-
tracts. Mudarabah provides a means for enterprise 
fi nancing and a sort of consumer banking that are 
Islamically acceptable. Instead of fi nancing its ac-
tivities with interest-bearing loans, a business could 
accept funds from an Islamic bank and give up a 
predetermined percentage of its profi ts (and losses, 
effectively spreading some of the risk of doing busi-
ness). Rather than a depositor earning interest on a 
savings account, the depositor-investor would earn 
a predetermined percentage of the profi ts (or losses, 
effectively bearing the risk of market activities) 
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of all the enterprises in which the bank had invested 
the pooled resources of its depositor-investors. Mu-
darabah presents a number of problems for conven-
tional accounting. First, consider conventional ac-
counting’s «entity theory», according to which 
accounting draws meaningful boundaries around 
business entities for the purpose of audit [12]. En-
tity theory poses problems for Islamic banks using 
mudarabah accounts, especially when it becomes 
time to account for mudarabah holdings on a bal-
ance sheet. Mudarabah contracts confound the 
clear boundaries between the entity taken into con-
sideration for the purposes of accounting and its 
owners. In a mudarabah contract, the depositor-in-
vestor who contributes capital in return for a share 
of the profi t or loss «owns» that capital. The bank is 
«managing» it and investing it in productive enter-
prises. The bank sees the depositor-investors on its 
own balance sheets, but the enterprises which re-
ceive the depositor-investors» capital from the bank 
do not. Yet the depositor-investors are the «owners» 
of the ventures in which the bank has invested. And 
they are not merely fi nancially responsible for them, 
but morally as well: should an enterprise engage in 
un-Islamic activities, then ethically the depositor-
investors are just as much at fault as the bank [13].
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