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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Abdullah al-Absan and Stephen B. Youny

Good governance is a fundamental prerequisite to human civilization and
society. Yet interestingly the concept of good governance as a subject of
debate in international relations, particularly in the area of public admin-
istration, has emerged only recently. In recent times international donor
organizations and agencies such as the World Bank (WB), International
Monitory Fund (IMF), and numerous other international and national,
governmental and non-governmental, institutions have raised the issue
of good governance in international politics. Why has the question been
raised now? This is perhaps because the sharp rise of communication facili-
ties and technological innovations has turned the world into a global village
where nobody can ignore accomplishments and undertakings of anybody
in any part of the world. With the rise of extremism around the world,
insistence on good governance seems to have gained further momentum.
The present and worrisome deficit in good governance can be seen in
individuals, corporations, political parties, leaders, families and especially
in state structures of repression and exclusion. There can be no time in
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our lives when good governance is not relevant. The best of humanity
cannot flourish unless there is good governance of the person, the fam-
ily and the community. As Qur’an enjoins “let there be among you a
Community which shall call for righteousness, insist upon justice, and
forbid evil,” (3: 104) this book seeks to fulfill this Qur’anic teaching.
This book has been designed keeping the need for addressing the ques-
tion of good governance in the present context. However, one must note
that throughout history philosophers and theologians and in modern
times humanists and social scientists have debated this issue. In this work,
we shall examine some aspects of this historical debate into consideration.

DEFINING GOOD (GOVERNANCE

The concept of good governance may be understood as some funda-
mental administrative principles aimed at gaining trust and cooperation
amongst people. These principles are usually value-based and are neces-
sary for organizing institutions, organizations and societies. However,
conflict arises when these values are narrowly defined on the basis of
securing specific interests and denying universal human dignity. We shall
clarify the concept by addressing some of its fundamental characteristics.

Accountability: Institutions of governance must be accountable for
all decisions they make and their consequences. A government’s primary
obligation is to be accountable to the community it represents, but it
is also answerable to the wider public for the sake of clarity and trans-
parency. This is necessary for the sake of harmony, sociability and good
neighborliness in today’s globalized world.

Transparency: People should be able to follow and understand the
decision-making process of all governments be the government local,
regional or global. In other words, people should know who, why and
how a decision is made and it is implemented. Decision makers must
take responsibility for their actions and their consequences. Also, the
decision-makers must ensure that the decisions have been made on the
basis of proper information and in consultation with all stakeholders.

Rule of Law: Good governance also means that people responsible
for running the administration follow stated laws in a transparent man-
ner. Justice and equality should be fundamental pillars of rule of law. Law
must ensure that no discrimination is made on the basis of caste, color,
gender, race or religion.

Participatory: The decision-making process must be participatory.
Decisions made at the top and then pass it to lower echelon for
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implementation can’t be good for any institution. Good govern-
ance demands participation of all stakeholders which could be ensured
through democratic means. However, good governance also demands
that the democratic process is fair and transparent and is not corrupted
by the rich and powerful.

Responsive, Equitable, Inclusive, Efficient and Effective: Good
governance should always try to serve the needs of the entire commu-
nity by balancing competing interests in an open manner. All members
must feel a sense of belonging where even most vulnerable would have
the opportunity to participate in the decision-making process.

In this book, we shall try to relate these principles of good governance
in our daily lives. We shall examine governance in political institutions,
economic and financial institutions, family governance and other forms
of societal associations in the following chapters.

GooD GOVERNANCE AND RELIGIONS

Many noted historians have held the view that religious ideas have played
a key role in the formation and expansion of human civilizations in the
past. It is commonly believed that civilizations demand good governance
and history bears the witness that civilizations have been born, flourished,
transformed and declined because of good governance or the lack of
it. That is why in our discussions we take religious ideas on the subject
seriously. But unfortunately in contemporary discourses on the subject,
religious ideas rarely find any space in a positive sense. In our view, both
civilization and religion are important components for any discussion on
good governance. One must not underestimate the power of religious
ideas only because in history the poor and weak have often been exploited
in the name of religion. In fact, history has witnessed distortions and
exploitations by guardians of religions. But should one ignore ideas that
have had remarkable influence in history? Shouldn’t one explore possibili-
ties of relevance of those ideas in our so-called modern times?

These are important questions particularly at this juncture of history
when international relations are fraught with tensions associated with
the clash of civilizations thesis. It seems a great deal of confusion arises
in this context not only because of misuse of religious ideas by extrem-
ists and guardians of religions alike, but also because these ideas are not
accurately understood in humanities and social science literature. For
this reason, we feel the need for some clarification of our position on the
question. Interestingly we have found a good partner in our venture: A
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few years back we came in touch with Caux Round Table (CRT) which
stands for “an international network of experienced business leaders, who
work with business and political leaders to design the intellectual strate-
gies, management tools and practices to strengthen private enterprise and
public governance to improve our global community.”! This partnership
between academics of International Islamic University Malaysia (ITUM)
and realistic and successful business leaders of CRT has been very produc-
tive and valuable one. We at IIUM found a group of ethically and morally
committed business leaders, mainly from the Western world, interested in
innovative ideas for good governance and progressive growth. And the
CRT found fascinating ideas for good governance in the Qur’an through
us. We held a number of workshops at ITUM and at Harvard Divinity
School, Cambridge, MA and formulated ideas of common ground.
We developed a research cluster and made presentations at Center for
Strategic and International Studies (CSIS), Washington DC and at the
House of Lords, Westminster, UK and jointly published Guidance For
Good Governance: Explovations in Qur’anic, Scientific and Cross — cultural
Approachesin 2008 which was reprinted in 2013.

Over the past few years, we have held discussions and workshops,
conferences and seminars in various parts of the world about univer-
sal religious teachings, their implications in our daily lives and their rela-
tions with science and the human nature. We have tried to relate those
ideas with contemporary crisis of good governance. This current work is
an outcome of these discussions. In humanities and social science disci-
plines the debate about religious ideas invariably demands considerations
on rationalism and science. Are religions irrational and unscientific? Karl
Marx (1818-1883) and Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), two intellectual
giants of modern Europe who have made considerable impact on con-
temporary perception of religion, have branded religion as illusion. How
could one take illusion seriously for positive societal developments then?
Can one even perceive illusion at all? If one is confused about an idea,
how can one even contemplate on learning from a mystifying phenom-
enon? The question of seeking guidance for solution to any problem
becomes absolutely redundant. This question becomes complex when
one wants to know about early civilizations. Why should one learn from
early civilizations? In our view, one has to learn from early civilizations
because we know that civilizations demand human cooperation, and if
we are interested in saving the humanity of today from clashes and con-
flicts, we need to understand how the earlier human communities ensured
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that cooperation. We also know from our knowledge of history that reli-
gious ideas played pivotal role in organizing early human societies. As
Christopher Dowson puts it, “the great religions are the foundations on
which great civilizations rest.”?

The issue becomes even more complex when the question of human
evolution appears. This brings natural sciences into the picture. Did
human beings on their own naturally learned by confronting challenges
of the nature? Or there has been any extraordinary power from which
they have acquired certain knowledge? How do human beings acquire
knowledge? Are our brains programmed to pick up new knowledge from
the nature? If so who programmed our brains? These questions have
given rise to studies such as cognitive neuroscience and other related
subjects. Some scientists believe that human brains have been hard-wired
with certain capabilities so that they are able to grasp natural phenom-
ena and enrich themselves with new knowledge. On the other hand, the
theory of evolution has given birth to philosophical and scientific stud-
ies such as methodological naturalism and metaphysical naturalism. Some
others have developed the concept of intelligent design. While all these
are important themes for an understanding of the human nature, and
develop a perceptive view about how early human beings came to coop-
erate with one another to organize and govern the first civilization, our
main problem is that we have little credible evidence and information
from early civilizations to formulate a universally acceptable insight about
their form of government. Yet interestingly all historians agree that reli-
gious ideas permeated all early civilizations. But we are also aware of the
fact that although religions have guided mankind with values for good
governance in history, guardians of religions have manipulated ideas to
serve their selfish motives. Are some business and political leaders today
doing the same? In our work, we attempt to undertake the task of differ-
entiating between religiosity and pseudo-religiosity and identify positive
religious/Qur’anic teachings for good governance in today’s context.

Historians have had difficulties in relating scriptural stories with those
of the conventional works of history. The Babylonian king Hammurabi
(1792-1750 BC), who many modern historians consider as the first law-
giver in history, claimed that his laws originated from divine sources.
This claim is based on writings and paintings found in archeological
discoveries. But critics have pointed out weaknesses and authenticity
of those sources: were those materials produced during the lifetime of
Hammurabi? Who produced those tablets? Did Hammurabi personally



6 A AL-AHSAN AND S.B. YOUNG

verify them? But interestingly many of Hammurabi’s codes resembled
Biblical and Qur’anic teachings. Could Hammurabi be considered one
of the early prophets as indicated in the scriptures? It would be hard to
suggest this mainly because archeologists and historians are not able to
verify when the clay tablets were produced and how long after the event
the story was written.

Similarly, both the Bible and the Qur’an mention about a huge flood
during the time of Prophet Noah, a flood that inundated the whole
known world. Interestingly this story is also mentioned in the world’s
first known epic account known as Gilgamesh. Does this mean that the
story of the flood could be authenticated by the story of Gilgamesh?
Amazingly this story of the flood could also be verified by fossil evi-
dences in ancient Mesopotamia and yet it would be difficult to ascertain
the details of the story. When exactly it happened? Who were the main
actors in the event? In other words, it is very difficult to scientifically
relate stories of divine guidance to real history. Yet one may safely sug-
gest that in history historical personalities existed who claimed to have
divine connection and who have contributed to establishing peace in
society and thus in the rise and growth of civilizations.

IszaMIC GOVERNANCE

Islam is first and foremost an ethical, practical and spiritual understand-
ing of the world and the cosmos mediated by the concept of the absolute
unity of God (tawhid). By subscribing to unity of God one undertakes
a covenant with himself, his Creator and his surroundings. His belief in
unity of the Creator calls him to be responsible not only to himself and
fellow human beings, but to everything in the plant and the animal world
and the overall environment, as everything in the universe is created by
the same God, and there is a purpose of the whole thing. In order for
man to understand this purpose, the Qur’an repeatedly asks mankind
to observe, ponder, and use reason. (Consider, for example, 4: 82; 23:
68; 38: 29; 47: 24).3 The emphasis on the role of reason in determin-
ing man’s relationship with everything in the universe is central to man’s
ability to utilize it for the benefit of humanity. By highlighting rights and
obligations of God over man, and man over man, the Qur’an establishes
the point that man serves God mainly by serving humanity.

In this journey of life, one is happy and successful when one enjoys
one’s life in an orderly and civilized manner. It gives spiritual satisfaction



1 INTRODUCTION 7

when one fulfills one’s responsibilities to God and the society. In this
process the individual will not only satisfy his material and spiritual
needs, but also contribute positively to human civilization. Naturally for
the realization of this vision of human life, good governance becomes
a pre-requisite. Therefore an individual may seek happiness and success
in his personal life by obtaining guidance from the Most Merciful—the
Creator of the universe—to fulfill his obligations toward the society. The
Islamic worldview integrates the role of the individual in absolute terms
with the overarching concern for peace and general human well-being.

The human beings are a special creation of God. God has created man
as His representative (kbalifah). God has created everything else in the
universe subservient to man, and if he utilizes them positively, he partici-
pates in God’s continuous process of creation. This participation is nei-
ther by chance nor optional, but a responsibility—the purpose of one’s
very life and existence. God has not left man empty-handed to fulfill his
responsibilities in this life. He has endowed man with reason, physical
and intellectual capabilities, knowledge and resources. These potentiali-
ties and resources—including one’s very own life—are given to man as a
trust (amanah). Hence he is not the absolute owner of any one of them.
Even his own body and life has been given to him on trust; hence, he is
not allowed to abuse them or harm himself. That is why drug abuse and
suicide are forbidden (haram) in Islam. Potentially there is an enormous
prospect for innovative creativity and growth in this process of creation.
But this cannot occur without a direct and active role of man. Since
human beings have been endowed with the ability to think, rationalize
and understand, they must strive to cultivate their potentials in order to
qualify to be contributors to this process of creation and growth initiated
and spearheaded by God. Thus the underlying principle guiding man’s
life and relationships with all the other creations is that everything in the
universe is a trust (amanahb) from God to man, and as representative of
God on earth, mankind has been assigned to establish a peaceful society
and civilization.

God has fashioned the nature—fitrah—of every human being in such
a way that no one can survive alone.* In other words social organiza-
tion is vital for mankind, and no human organization can be established
without some form of universal principles accommodating interests of all
or most members of a given group. Therefore it may be safely suggested
that some form of political organization existed from the very beginning
of human history. But unfortunately very little information is available
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about the early formation of ancient civilizations. The Qur’an tells that,
originally mankind belonged to one community (#mmak), and God has
guided them by sending prophets with glad tidings and warnings, but
they disagreed among themselves for selfish motives and about their way
of life (din or religion); this led to division in the society (2: 213). These
divisions occurred because some “holders of religion” sold the sacred
message “at a cheap price” (2: 102-103) for their personal worldly gains.
Every individual is free to choose between an ethical life and a life moti-
vated by selfishness, greed, and evil desires.

The challenge for mankind is to overcome this negative power and
if he succeeds in this, it contributes to the growth of civilization. Good
governance is indispensable for the peace and prosperity of human civ-
ilization. We believe that with the passage of time human beings have
grown more mature and they have acquired greater enlightenment
to understand proper purpose of life. They are also supposed to have
acquired better judgment and self-control to understand Divine guid-
ance. Primarily the essence of Qur’anic guidance on good governance is
the understanding of the concept of amanah (trust) and ‘adalah (jus-
tice) within the framework of the Islamic worldview. These two concepts
provide a framework for the main practical concepts (i.e., shari‘ah and
shura) of good governance in the Qur’an. The principles of shari‘ah and
shura are open to human understanding based on reason. In fact, the
concepts of amanakb and ‘adalah provide the ontological basis of shari‘ah
and shura, and furnish the practical mechanism for Islamic polity.

This development in history has been referred as Islamic humanism
by some scholars. Islamic humanism manifests itself in a significant way
in the formulation of principles central to the establishment of Islamic
political institutions. An understanding of Islamic humanism necessitates
both a deep look into Islamic history and development of an Islamic
theory of knowledge. The magasid (objectives) of shari‘ah are meant to
preserve religion, life, reason, progeny and wealth, an overarching prin-
ciple of all policy making (political, legal, economic, social, environmen-
tal etc.) that emerges from these objectives is maslaba (public interest).
Public interest is defined (in simple words) as promoting and preserving
the things that are beneficial to society and preventing the things that are
harmful to it. This book has been designed to highlight Qur’anic guid-
ance in various aspects of life.
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THE STRUCTURE OF THE Booxk

This book contains ten chapters. The chap. 1 explains the contents of the
book and explains how Qur’anic guidance helps us understand change in
history. The next chapter compares the Qur’anic approach with “rational
and scientific” approaches to historical changes elucidated in Darwinian
and Freudian methods of studying history and civilizational transforma-
tions. It validates the Kantian believers’ approach as pure rational and sci-
entific and adopts of fourteenth-century historian Ibn Khaldun’s method
in interpreting and understanding historical changes.

In so many ways the anxieties and confrontations in our contem-
porary world order reflect the tensions between a nineteenth-century
social construction of a secular, rational enlightenment sponsoring sci-
entism in all fields of human thought, industrialization and capitalism,
and rational/legal modes of bureaucratic sovereignty and more time-
less intuitions about permanent transcendental truths, which we most
often refer to as religious insights. In particular, a compelling form of
anthropocentric scientism was launched in 1851 by Herbert Spencer
(1820-1903) in his book Social Statics. Spencer’s centralizing moral
and ethical teachings in the human person’s drive for individual mas-
tery in a struggle for survival came to be called Social Darwinism. Social
Darwinism along with Marxism and other social and cultural norms
derived from the Continental Enlightenment tried hard to push religious
conviction off the center stage of human striving for justice and dig-
nity. But by so elevating the personal and the individual, such scientism
through its presumed anthropocentric hegemony in sourcing norms and
beliefs, did not adequately constrain the human tendency towards selfish-
ness and deviation from the common good, from what in the Christian
tradition is called “original sin”.

In Qur’anic terms, such scientism and anthropocentric thinking con-
stitutes shirk, or the hubristic arrogance of placing ourselves as the equal
of God, or even as superior to the Divine itself. Thus Qur’anic guidance
which restrains us from shirk is most contemporary, very relevant to the
crises of our times and helpful to all humanity in its search for more dig-
nity and better justice for us all.

In the subsequent chapter, Doran Hunter identifies scientific founda-
tions of some Islamic teachings. He sketches out some of the conclusions
being reached by social anthropologists and evolutionary psychologists
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with regard universal human culture, values and virtues, and how these
investigations are changing our views about human nature. He then
takes a look at how Qur’anic concepts of fitrah, amanah and ‘adalab
play roles in good governance and how the application of these princi-
ples is compatible with the findings of contemporary science regarding
the essence of human nature. He then elucidates how contemporary
biological and social sciences are auguring for a new frame of mind when
looking at differences between civilizations.

In Chap. 4 Abdul Rashid Moten describes the development of idea
of good governance in history and explains how Islamic teachings and
values ensured human cooperation and helped the growth and expansion
of Islamic civilization from the seventh to the eleventh centuries. It ana-
lyzes the Islamic foundation principles and values underpinning the field
of governance and elucidates a “good governance” framework through a
value-shaped dynamic model as found in Al-sisyasah al-shar’iyyah. This is
followed by an analysis of the attempts made in Malaysia and Turkey to
construct societies ordered by religious based moral precepts.

Stephen B. Young in Chap. 5 examines performance of American
financial enterprises Enron, Bear Stearns, Lehman Brothers and Wells
Fargo and argues how applications of Qur’anic guidance by the boards
and chief executives of the relevant American corporate enterprises could
have minimized the likelihood of what became notorious failures of free
market capitalism. He takes into consideration the Qur’anic principles of
Khalifah, amanab, and shura and argues how these concepts through
the application of Islamic legal source #jtihad prudential management of
capitalist enterprise could be established.

In Chap. 6, Muhammad Arif Zalaullah examines economic govern-
ance and the political economy of the 2008 US financial crisis and high-
lights the severe conflict of interest between the selfishness of private
business and the security and well-being of the society. After analyzing
various actors in corporate and state governance he describes how and
why the regulatory architecture failed to keep greed in check and the
market failed. The author prescribes socially responsible regulations and
supervision of the US financial sector to ensure economic stability and
protection of long-term interests of society. And guidance for such regu-
lations might be found in religious teachings.

Zaleha Kamaruddin in Chap. 7 examines implications of Qur’anic
guidance in family governance. The family as an institution, she argues,
has undergone radical transformations in response to the changing
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socio-ecconomic environment, albeit with little consideration from
the perspective of good governance. She analyzes state intervention in
Malaysia for developing mechanisms for protecting family institution and
highlights the role of Qur’anic guidance in this respect.

In the Chap. 8, Syed Serajul Islam outlines Qur’anic guidance on
environmental issues. He first defines the meaning of sustainable in the
context of current developments in international affairs on the issue and
then highlights Islamic teachings on the subject in the search for ethi-
cal guidance sustainable development. He then conducts a comparative
analysis between Islamic teachings on the subject and principles of inter-
national law demonstrating their compatibility and points out how the
international community could benefit from Qur’anic guidance on sus-
tainable development.

In the last chapter, Abdullah al-Ahsan examines the role of the
Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) in conflict resolution. He
discusses the role of the institution in conflict resolution since its incep-
tion in the beginning of 1970s and analyzes its role in handling various
internal conflicts including Iran-Iraq war of 1980s. He identifies OIC’s
failure in resolving the conflict in its baffled method. Instead of follow-
ing Qur’anic guidance, the institution seemed to have been motivated by
national interests of powerful member states, he demonstrates.

NOTES

1. “Caux round Table”, accessed March 9, 2017, http://www.cauxroundta-
ble.org/.

2. Christopher Dawson, The Dynamics of World History (NY: Sheed
and Ward, 1956), 128. Also see Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash of
Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order (NY: Simon and Schuster,
1996), chapter 2, 40-55.

3. There has been a lively debate on the conflict between reason and rev-
elation in early Islam. The Qur’an places priority to reason in accepting
the divine message. With the passage of time it became clear that Islamic
rationality would never accept a conflict between reason and revelation. If
any such conflict occurred, it must be due to an incorrect interpretation
of revelation or because of a misunderstanding of reason. Therefore, pure
reason would never contradict authentic revelation. The debate reached
its climax with the contributions of Ibn Rushd and al-Ghazzali. Then Ibn
Taymiyyah gave the most moderate and rational explanation of the issue.
For detailed discussion, see Taqi al-Din Ibn Taymiyyah, Dar Ta‘arud
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al-‘Aql wa al-Nagl (Riyadh: Imam Muhammad Ibn Sa’ud University
Press, 1979); and George F. Hourani, Reason and Tradition in Islamic
Ethics (London: Cambridge University Press, 1985).

4. This is a key concept both in Islamic ethics and theology. For a detailed
discussion, see Muhammad Al-Tahir Ibn Ashur, Magasid al-Shari‘ah
al-Islamiyyah (Amman: Dar al-Nufais, 1999), 189-195.



CHAPTER 2

Guidance for Good Governance
and Civilizational Transformation: Lessons
from History, Religion and Science

Abdullah al-Absan

INTRODUCTION

Changes with the passage of time and civilizational transformations are
facts of history. Since man (human being) is the only evident actor in all
these phenomena, any explanation for changes in history must incorpo-
rate a fair understanding about the human nature. The idea of human
nature has been heavily debated by ancient philosophers as well as mod-
ern humanists and social scientists. In our view it is necessary for us to
develop a fair understanding of this phenomenon for a fair perception
of civilizational transformation. Numerous rational philosophers and per-
forming scientists in history have participated in discussions related to
this broad subject. In their discourses some have raised questions about
the role of religious beliefs; others have tried to underscore the human
nature scientifically. Do we really know how the earliest human civiliza-
tion in history was established? Unfortunately we simply do not know

A. al-Ahsan (D<)
Department of History and Civilization, International Islamic University
Malaysia (ITUM), Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

© The Author(s) 2017 13
A. al-Ahsan and S.B. Young (eds.), Qur’anic Guidance for Good
Governance, DOI 10.1007 /978-3-319-57873-6_2



