
Islam and renewal 

Islamic Civilisation or Islamic State? 

“It cannot be denied, that Islam has become an increasingly powerful 

imperative for Muslims to act today. In Malaysia, we believe that this 

compulsion to act for the sake of religion may be directed towards good, 

towards progress, and towards development. We call this approach ‘Islam 

Hadhari’ – literally ‘Civilisational Islam’ – or an approach towards a 

progressive Islamic Civilisation.”1 

Islam Hadhari: A Model Approach for Development and Progress by Abdullah 

Ahmad Badawi outlines how a Muslim country (Malaysia) can achieve progress and 

development, guided by the teaching of Islam. Islam Hadhari proposes a balanced 

approach to development. The needs of this life are balanced with the needs of the 

hereafter. The need for an Islamic education is balanced with the need for an education 

that will enable a person to obtain meaningful employment in the 21st century economy. 

Islam Hadhari seeks to find the rightful place for Islam in Malaysia and respected place 

for Malaysia in the world in the era of globalisation. 

Islam Hadhari means “civilisational Islam.” It lays emphasis on the civilising 

role of Islam, in contrast to those who would like to set up a Shari’ah centred state 

(caliphate) in Malaysia and in other parts of the Muslim world. Islam Hadhari does not 

seek to achieve these objectives by establishing an Islamic state. The establishment of 

an Islamic state is an idealistic approach, and is predicated on the assumption that as 

soon as one establishes a Shari’ah based political system, all the problems of the 

Muslims will disappear. The Shari’ah is not a panacea to all the problems the Muslims 

are facing. Islam Hadhari: 

is an approach that values substance over form. It is an approach that seeks 

to make Muslims understand that progress is enjoined by Islam. It is an 
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approach that is compatible with modernisation and yet firmly rooted in 

the noble values and injunctions of Islam2 

Islam Hadhari was first espoused in the 1990s by scholars such as Said 

Ramadhan al-Buti and M. ‘Abid al-Jabiri. They used this term to differentiate Islam 

from extremist interpretations of Islam such as “political Islam” or “militant Islam.”3 A 

struggle in the Muslims world appears to be taking place as to who truly represents 

Islam.4 There is an entire spectrum of varieties of Islam in the world today. They range 

from extremist varieties (who wish to overthrow the existing governments on account of 

their being ‘un-Islamic’) to those that are sometimes referred to as ‘fundamentalists (but 

who work within the legislative frameworks of their respective countries). There is also 

‘political’ Islam, intent on establishing an Islamic state (an Islamic democracy, such as 

we find in contemporary Turkey). Then there are mainstream Sunni interpretations, 

Middle Eastern as well as South-East Asian interpretations, as well as those who 

promote modernization and reform while remaining faithful to the tenets of the religion. 

Islam Hadhari belongs to the latter category.  

Islam Hadhari promotes Islam as a civilisation rather than as an Islamic state 

(caliphate). The conceptions of the Islamic state, such as those expressed by Syed Qutb 

and Maududi are seen by many Muslims as narrow, chauvinistic and, in the final 

analysis, as un-Islamic. Islam as a civilisation is a far broader concept, inclusive and 

better suited to the needs of the contemporary borderless world in the age of 

globalization. 

Among contemporary Muslim nations, Malaysia is generally seen as a model of 

reasonably good Islamic governance in the modern era. Yet almost all Muslims agree 

that the Muslim world is experiencing serious problems and challenges. Badawi is 

aware of the weaknesses that have been plaguing Muslim societies for generations.  

The sheer weight of the problems that confront the Muslim world today is 

tremendous. Many Muslim countries have become synonymous with 
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poverty, illiteracy, and malnutrition. Some stand out as a result of 

oppression, tyranny, and injustice.5  

Some Muslims attribute their problems to a real or alleged straying from the 

straight path. According to them, the believers have strayed far from the ideal and lofty 

standards enjoined on them by the Qur’an. As a result, they are experiencing fitna, or 

trials and tribulations ordained by God. As long as they persist in their sinful ways, they 

will continue to experience such trials and tribulations. The solution to the problems of 

the Muslims, therefore, lies in repenting and returning to the straight path. Indeed, the 

ills of the Muslims can be likened to the various ‘plagues’ that have been sent by God 

on transgressors. There is ample precedent for this view in the Qur’an.  

Malaysia wants to be different. “We would like to show by example, that a 

Muslim country can be modern, democratic, tolerant and economically competitive.”6 

The gulf between the ideal and the actual makes it imperative for Muslims to do what 

they can to narrow, if not close that gap. This is the overriding objective of Islam 

Hadhari. It is an attempt to close the gap between the high civilization ideals of Islam 

and current realities. It is an attempt to show the world that Islam can indeed be, as it 

has been in the past, the foundation and expression of a great civilisation. Abdullah’s 

book is an attempt to initiate such an Islamic revival.  

All legitimate means at the disposal of the Muslims must be used to bring about 

the regeneration of the Islamic civilisation. “We must fully utilise our political power to 

effect change and bring about a transformation.”7 Islam Hadhari thus is a 

comprehensive approach to civilisational renewal and development. It is assessment by 

a Muslim head of state of the current condition of the Muslim world and a prescription 

for its regeneration and renewal. It is a timely reminder that Islam is more than a 

religion of rituals. While the book is written in the Malaysian context, its significance 

extends worldwide. 

Islam Hadhari as a policy manifesto – or even a ‘things to do’ list – is down to 

earth and pragmatic. The practicality and pragmatism of Islam Hadhari are evident in 
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the objective to solve many of the challenges faced by Muslim societies. “There are a 

few key areas which the Muslim world needs to prioritise. First is a commitment to 

good governance, which must be demonstrated through best practices, righteous 

conduct and moral leadership, accountability, justice, and the rule of law … Another 

key area, and a considerable challenge, is the encouragement of reform and renewal in 

Islamic thought.”8  

By calling for a return to the noble and universal values of Islam, Abdullah is 

not looking into the past. The true values of Islam are timeless and universal. It is not a 

nostalgic yearning for the past glories of Islam – in any case the Qur’an states that all 

glory belongs to God; rather it is a pragmatic effort to improve the present conditions of 

Muslims and to shape the future by anchoring the regeneration of the Islamic 

civilisation in the universal values of the Islamic religion.  

Why Islam Hadhari? 

Islam Hadhari is merely an approach to foster a progressive Muslim 

civilisation, built upon the noble values and realities of Islam. It emphasises 

development that is consistent with the tenets of Islam and which focuses on 

enhancing the quality of life of every citizen, regardless of his or her religion.9  

A number of Muslims feel less than comfortable with the word hadhari. This 

word does not occur in the Qur’an. Is it therefore not some kind of innovation? Islam 

does not need to be qualified, they argue, because Islam is already perfect. It is the 

Muslims who are less than perfect, largely due to their own fault. It is the Muslims who 

must change, not Islam. Muslims have to change their behaviour. What needs to be 

done is to implement Islam as a complete way of life. Muslims therefore need to 

implement Islam and not Islam Hadhari. Because Islam has been qualified by the word 

hadhari, it is therefore no longer the same as Islam. Islam Hadhari could therefore be a 

deviation from the true, one and only, original Islam. Worse still, Islam Hadhari could 

be a pernicious innovation. What does Abdullah have to say in reply? 

                                                 
8 Id, p.56 
9 Id, p. 101 



 5 

“Islam Hadhari is not the code word for any secret mission. It is an open 

agenda setting out the approach we wish to take in providing what is best 

for Malaysia as a multireligious (sic) and multiracial society where the 

majority of people is Muslims.”10 

We prefer to view Islam Hadhari as an effort to bring the ummah back to 

basics, to give primacy to good values and an adherence to certain 

fundamental principles.11 

Another concern among some Muslim is that the introduction of Islam Hadhari 

may contribute to the already fragmented Muslim community. There are already four 

major legal schools of thought, the Hanbali, Maliki, Shafi and Hanafi schools. What 

does Abdullah Badawi have to say about this? 

Islam Hadhari is not a new religion. It is not a new teaching nor is it a new 

mazhab or denomination. Islam Hadhari is an effort to bring the ummah 

back to the basics, to return to the primacy of values and principles, as 

prescribed in the Quran and the hadith both of which form the foundations 

of the Islamic civilisation. It is an approach that values substance, and not 

form. It is an approach that seeks to make Muslims understand that 

progress is enjoined by Islam. It is an approach that is compatible with 

modernisation and yet remains firmly rooted in the noble values and 

injunctions of Islam.12  

Islam Hadhari places an emphasis on development. It does not ignore the 

hereafter. Nevertheless, life has changed in fundamental ways since the time of the 

prophet, (p.b.u.h.). There was no artificial insemination during the time of the prophet 

Muhammad, (p.b.u.h.). Neither were there any organ transplants during his time. There 

were no computers, telephones, television or radio sets, no steam, combustion or jet 

engines, no electricity, no Internet, no airplanes, no satellites, no spacecraft and no 

space stations. There have been phenomenal advances in the modern sciences as well as 

in applied technologies, developed with the help of those sciences. Muslims appear to 

have largely missed out on these advances. What went wrong?  
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12 Id, p. 91. 



 6 

At the same time, some contemporary Muslim scholars insist that we need to 

seek solutions to our problems in the thinking of scholars who lived and died long 

before the dawn of modernity. While the teaching of Islam is timeless, the preaching of 

Muslim scholars is invariably time-bound. Even Shafi changed his legal opinion after he 

travelled from Iraq to Egypt. Islam Hadhari seeks to confront the challenges of 

modernity from the standpoint of Islam. 

The relationship between Islam Hadhari and Islam is that Islam Hadhari 

identifies specific areas in contemporary Muslim society that need urgent attention. 

Among those areas are poverty and illiteracy. The “biggest threat to Muslim societies 

today is poverty and illiteracy.”13 Still another is the need to recover dignity and 

confidence. Islam Hadhari identifies and focuses on the most urgent needs of the 

Muslims in the contemporary world. Somehow, they found themselves ill equipped to 

face the challenges of modernity. They keep on running and find that they are just 

standing still.  

Islam Hadhari identifies certain values in Islam for extra emphasis. The reason 

this emphasis is required because in the past Muslim societies tended to neglect these 

values or areas. Islam Hadhari calls for corrective action and the restoration of balance 

in the lives of Muslims. The underlying assumption is that it was the upsetting of this 

balance at some point in time that explains, in part at least, the degrading conditions in 

the contemporary Muslim world. In this sense Islam Hadhari is nothing more and 

nothing less than a blueprint for a revival of the original, vibrant, and dynamic Islamic 

civilisation.  

What is needed is change. By ‘change’ I do not mean a haphazard nor 

capricious change. The change I speak of derives inspiration from the 

Quran … What is meant is a change for the better –or ikhtiar.14 

Islam Hadhari lays special emphasis on poverty eradication through economic 

growth, equitable sharing of wealth, and knowledge acquisition. These values are 

already a part of Islam. So, Islam Hadhari does not bring anything new which is not 
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already contained in Islam. It merely lays extra emphasis on values already espoused by 

Islam. Extra emphasis has to be laid on those values because for some reason these 

particular values tended to be neglected in the past. Thus Islam Hadhari is in effect a 

corrective to a misapplication of Islam by former generations.  

Inclusive Approach 

“In Malaysia, we have introduced ‘Islam Hadhari’ as the approach for 

instituting a national order in a Muslim country such as ours that is fair and 

just to all, irrespective of race or religion.”15 

… The teachings of Islam serve as the foundation and inspiration for 

our actions, but the benefits are intended to be shared equally by all 

Malaysians, Muslims and non-Muslims alike”16  

Islam Hadhari is intended for the benefit of all, not only the Muslims. 

Malaysia is a multi-religious and multiracial country. I would like to re-

emphasize that Islam Hadhari is meant for the benefit of all in Malaysia, 

regardless of their religious or racial identities. It is certainly an exhortation 

to the Muslims to treat their non-Muslim fellow citizens well and fairly in 

all their dealings.17 

Islam is sometimes caricatured as intolerant and the Muslims stereotyped as 

rigid and backward. Abdullah’s book seeks to overcome these mischaracterisations of 

Islam and the Muslims. He re-assures the non-Muslims that they have nothing to fear 

from Islam. On the contrary, an Islamic polity, if properly understood and administered 

is a source of security for Muslims and non-Muslims alike. Successfully implementing 

Islam Hadhari, by generating better understanding between the world’s major 

civilisations, should help to reduce the possibility of a clash between those civilisations, 

as Samuel Huntington would have it. “The increasing gulf and misunderstanding 

between the West and the Muslim world must be bridged.”18 People generally fear that 

which they do not know. Gaining knowledge about other civilisations is a process of 

                                                 
15 Id, p. 106 
16 Id, p. 99. 
17 Abdullah Badawi, Islam Hadhari: A Model Approach for Development and Progress, p. 102. 
18 Id, p. 125 



 8 

overcoming the fear of the unknown. “Our approach does not threaten the rights of the 

non-Muslims. In fact, we celebrate the diversity of our respective cultures and 

heritage.”19 Islam Hadhari is an ambitious project, going beyond development and 

aiming at full-scale revival of the entire Islamic civilisation. But how does one revive a 

civilisation? 

Authentic Islam? 

“If only we rediscover the wisdom that is Islam, we will find that it is 

thoroughly applicable to modern needs.”20 

“Muslim scholars and Muslim leaders must succeed in fully reviving the 

true spirit and the true meaning of Islam.”21 

Islam Hadhari is a call for the revival of the Islamic civilisation in its broad 

range of manifestations. It a call for renewal, reform and a revival of Islamic heritage. 

Such a revival requires a recovery of the true teachings of Islam, some of which have 

been obscured by centuries of indiscriminate imitation.  

Islam Hadhari is an attempt to return to the original Islam, the truest and most 

authentic Islam. Those who fear that Islam Hadhari represents an attempt to dilute or 

otherwise lower the lofty standards of Islam should be reassured that this is not the case. 

Quite the contrary. Islam Hadhari is an attempt to restore to Muslims a sense of dignity 

in their own identity, by bringing them out of the condition of ignorance, poverty, and 

oppression: “…the most important challenge confronting the Muslims countries … (is) 

… how we can recue our people from poverty and help them recover their dignity”22 

Islam Hadhari is an attempt to correct misunderstandings and overcome 

intellectual handicaps inherited from the past. It is well known and documented that a 

number of Muslim leaders introduced ideas that did not always have a basis in the 

Qur’an. For example, the division of the world into the realm of peace and the realm of 

war has no basis in the Qur’an, yet it was a widely adopted dichotomy. 
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Muslims need to move away from narrow and rigid interpretations of Islam. 

Rigidity signifies weakness rather than strength. “Islamic thought must concern itself 

with the broader objectives of our religion and not solely on (sic) its prohibitive aspects 

or exclusively literal interpretations.”23 We should free ourselves from “excessive 

literalism and legalism.”24 A return to the original Islam, however, does not mean going 

back to a medieval historical period.  

Islam Hadhari is based on practicality and pragmatism.25 Malaysia offers a 

modest working model of renewal, reform and, perhaps, a ‘renaissance’ in 

the Muslim world.26  

Regrettably, some Muslims feel certain types of modernisation directly lead 

people away from their faith. They see certain types of inventions in technology as 

providing the means to corruption. A few universities block access to the Internet, to 

safeguard the morals of their students. Yet by blocking access to the Internet, they at the 

same block access to educational opportunities for those who intend to use the Internet 

for the purpose of seeking knowledge. They do not have the confidence that their 

protégés have been educated well enough to make the right choices about how to use 

the Internet without having a censor to make it for them. In this way, they perpetuate the 

medieval attitude that has kept the Muslims back for centuries.  

Obscurantism or preventing access to knowledge must be rejected. In their 

eagerness to block the means for the spread of corruption, a few persons even 

discourage the use of technology such as television, computers, and even the cellular 

phone. A few Muslims appear to mistake innovations in the area of science and 

technology with innovation in religion. Thus, a few religious persons discourage the use 

of television, radios, the Internet, and cell-phones. Censorship of websites also takes 

place. Indeed, a few of these products are used to spread corruption on the earth. But the 

solution is not to ban these products or discourage their use. The solution is to educate 

people to use these products responsibly and ethically. In any case, God cautions the 

believers not to forbid what God permitted. There is a legal maxim in the Shari’ah 
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according to which anything that has not been explicitly forbidden is permitted. This is 

the so-called theory of permissibility.  

By hindering the use of modern technologies, a number of Muslims unwittingly 

jeopardise the development of these technologies, and hinder among their people the 

mastery of these technologies, who consequently remain technologically illiterate or 

semi-literate. Thus, they find it harder to fit into the contemporary world and find much 

needed high paying jobs there. The lack of attention to the development of science and 

technology in some Muslim countries leaves them economically and militarily 

vulnerable to countries that have made greater strides in acquiring modern science and 

developing modern technologies, including technologies with military applications.  

Some Muslims seem unaware of the potential communication technologies have 

for spreading the message of Islam in the world. Modern science and modern 

technologies in themselves are morally neutral. It is how we use (or abuse) these 

technologies that is either Islamic or not. Many of the modern technologies can be used 

not only for evil purposes but also to spread the message of Islam around the world. 

Technology is a two edged sword. It can be used for both good and evil. It is up to the 

people how they will use it. A good education will, God willing, help people to use 

modern technology for good rather than evil purposes. 

The strength of the Islam Hadhari approach is that it promotes those values that 

are not only Islamic but also universal. Indeed, Islam as a universal religion can only 

promote universal values. Any value which is not universal ipso facto cannot be 

Islamic. Certain habits or customs of Muslims should not be confounded with the 

original teaching of Islam. The Qur’an condemns many customs of the Arabs they 

practiced during the time of ignorance, such as killing female infants, and other 

abominable customs. Cultural idiosyncrasies must not be confused with religion. This is 

in keeping with the view that Islam is a universal religion, transcending national, ethnic, 

racial, geographical and cultural divides. 
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Objectives of Islam Hadhari 

“We want a world that provides justice for the weak, opportunities for 

the needy, and hope for the poor that they may improve their socio-economic 

status.”27 

Islam Hadhari calls for the affirmation and promotion of Islamic and universal 

values such as piety, justice, freedom, knowledge, balanced economic development, 

elimination of poverty, a better overall quality of life for all, strengthening integrity to 

defeat corruption, protection of the rights of women and minorities, protection and 

rehabilitation of the environment, as well as strong defence capabilities. The 

development of global halal standards, interfaith dialogue, and family law for Muslims 

based on the Shari’ah have been added to the original ten principles.  

The first of the ten principle of Islam Hadhari is piety. Piety is the single most 

distinguishing characteristic of a Muslim. Piety can be defined as “God-consciousness” 

or the fear of God. The second objective of Islam Hadhari is justice. The Qur’an states 

that justice is next to piety. Justice to piety is like good deeds are to faith. In prayer we 

articulate the values we hold dear, while when we deal justly with our selves as well as 

with others we put those values into practice. The Qur’an is replete with commendations 

of those who establish prayer and do good deeds, such as give in charity. Justice must 

find its manifestation in the rule of law. “The rule of law must prevail, protecting every 

man, woman, and child without distinction as to race, religion, or wealth.”28  

In the third place of Islam Hadhari we find freedom. Some traditionalist 

Muslims may feel less that comfortable with freedom, as they have been taught that 

Muslims, being the slaves or servants of God, have no freedom, just alike an ordinary 

slave has no freedom. What they overlook is that a servant of God is not a slave to God 

in the same sense as a person is a slave to a human master. God has given freedom to 

man to be His representative or vicegerent (khalifa) on earth. With the freedom to act, 

God, in His infinite justice, has also given guidance to man, so that man would have no 

excuse and plead ignorance of the law. As an old adage says, “Ignorance of the law is 
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no excuse for violating the law.” Without freedom to act, man would not be held by 

God responsible for his actions. If man cannot be held morally responsible for his 

actions, he cannot be punished or rewarded for those actions, as it would be unjust to 

punish man for actions that he did not voluntarily choose to carry out. Freedom is the 

sine qua non of moral action and dignity. A person can be said to have acted morally or 

otherwise only if he or she freely or consciously chose a given course of action. 

Similarly, there can be no dignity without freedom. The Qur’an states, “We have 

bestowed dignity on the children of Adam.” All of humanity are the children of Adam. 

Thus, dignity has been bestowed on all people, Muslims and non-Muslims. It is not 

possible to compel people to do anything without violating their dignity. Surprisingly, a 

few Muslims believe they have no freedom. They believe in determinism if not fatalism. 

Yet fatalism is un-Islamic.  

The fourth principle of Islam Hadhari is the mastery of knowledge. “Islam 

makes it compulsory for Muslims to embrace knowledge in all fields.”29 “Islam 

demands the mastery of science and technology and the enhancement of skills and 

expertise.”30 “…the pursuit of knowledge is an important hallmark of Islam Hadhari, 

without which, progress and advancement cannot be meaningfully achieved.”31 “…we 

must recognise the leading role of science and technology for the advancement of the 

ummah, and of the need to bridge the gap between the Islamic and the industrialised 

countries.”32  

Islam Hadhari calls, in the fifth place, for balanced economic development. 

Development in the rural areas should not be neglected by focusing on development n 

the urban areas. The development of soft skills or intellectual “software” is just as 

important as the development of the infrastructure or hardware. Economic development 

should not take place at the expense of the environment. Exploitation of renewable 

natural resources should be done in a responsible, sustainable manner. Above all, there 

should be a fair or equitable distribution of income from development. The needs of the 
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present must be balanced with the needs of the future. Future generations should not be 

saddled with an inordinately high national debt. 

In the sixth place on the list of priorities of Islam Hadhari is a good quality of 

life for all. Good quality of life requires many things. It requires a responsive, 

responsible, accountable and transparent government dedicated to the furthering the 

common good rather than the promotion of private interests. There must also be an 

efficient, corruption-free civil service, including efficient and corruption-free police 

forces. There must be employment opportunities for all capable and desiring to work, 

work safety, protection of the rights of workers including foreign workers, health 

services for all workers, local and foreign, an effective judicial system for settling 

disputes and the administration of justice, effective public transportation system, a safe, 

clean and healthy working and living environment, affordable housing, and educational 

opportunities for all. 

Seventh on the list of priorities of Islam Hadhari is the need to protect women 

and minorities. They are to be treated with justice and dignity. This was the practice of 

the Muslim community at the time of the prophet Muhammad, (p.b.u.h.), and it should 

be the practice of Muslims today.  

Cultural and moral integrity take the eighth position in the principles of Islam  

Hadhari. Few countries in the world have remained unaffected by the scourge of 

corruption. Integrity is the anti-dote to corruption. Integrity is the intangible moral 

quality called uprightness. A person without integrity cares little or not at all about 

justice. He or she is willing to compromise justice to obtain a material benefit. But the 

believers are warned against “selling the signs” of God for “a miserable price.” Corrupt 

practices degrade those who participate in them and contribute to the widening of the 

gap between the rich and the poor. Bribery increases the costs of production. Higher 

cost of doing business is passed on by business people to the consumers in the form of 

higher prices. Corrupt practices profoundly distort the efficient allocation of economic 

resources. Muslims can ill afford to remain complacent about corrupt practices in their 

midst. The fight against poverty goes hand in hand with the fight against corruption.  
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The protection and rehabilitation of the natural environment occupy the ninth 

place in the rank of values, espoused by Islam Hadhari. A clean and healthy 

environment is in everybody’s interest. Finally, in tenth place, Islam Hadhari calls for 

strong defences to deter or defeat external aggression. Defences should include modern 

and state of the art communications, logistics, and defensive fighting technologies.  

Three additional principles have been added to the original ten objectives of 

Islam Hadhari. These include developing Shari’ah based family law, developing 

international halal standards and establishing effective compliance mechanisms, as well 

as promoting interfaith and inter-civilisational dialogue.  

Eradication of Poverty and Extremism 

“I strongly believe that the elimination of poverty and the provision of 

good governance are keys in the fight against extremism and radicalism.”33 

The “eradication of poverty is mandatory.”34 

The major part of the policy manifesto of Islam Hadhari is poverty elimination 

through economic development, equitable distribution of wealth, and the provision of a 

good quality of life for all: “The eradication of poverty is definitely high in the priorities 

of Islam Hadhari.”35 “As part of good governance, we must undoubtedly give the 

highest priority to the eradication of poverty.”36 The eradication of poverty will, in turn, 

assist in eradication extremism. How is the elimination of poverty to take place? The 

key is education: 

The acquisition of knowledge is the key to elevating the poor from 

poverty. Furthermore, science and technology, research and development 

are also keys to uplifting any country and nation-state to become fully 

developed and modern entities. Education and the power of knowledge are 

the greatest equalisers among individuals in a society. It is the greatest 
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leveller which can bridge the prosperity gap among nations-states in this 

globalised world.37  

Providing educational opportunities to all is part and parcel of good governance. 

The way to eradicate poverty is through the development of human resources and 

capacity building. “We need to have an education system that emphasises quality.”38  

The “most important task and function of the Malaysian government today and in the 

decades to come is to develop and secure the human resources of outstanding 

knowledge, skills, creativity, innovation, energy and discipline.”39 “What we need and 

must find are the truly knowledgeable (people), creative, innovative and energetic…” 40 

He calls for a comprehensive development of human resources, including the 

soft skills necessary in the modern world. Comprehensive development requires value 

added, especially in the form of knowledge. Economic growth must increasingly be 

based on value added and corresponding gains in productivity. It is necessary to build 

capacity and the knowledge based society. The world is changing quickly. Those who 

fail to adapt may have to adapt to failure.  

 “As far as Malaysia is concerned, … we have tried to walk the middle path of 

moderation.”41 Muslims are reminded to “practise moderation, and to avoid the 

extremes.”42 “…we can and must succeed in establishing the truth that Islam abhors 

extremism and condemns terrorism.”43 Islam Hadhari is a much-needed anti-dote to the 

extreme, simplistic, and hard-line interpretations of Islam that have received an impetus, 

in particular by the events of September 11, 2001. Abdullah has to walk the fine line 

between those who fault him for not being “Islamic enough,” such as the Islamic Party 

of Malaysia (PAS), and those who see him as making too many concessions to the 

Islamists. By taking the Islam Hadhari option, Abdullah has taken the “middle” way 

and confirmed that in fact he is taking the moderate and balanced approach, which is the 

approach recommended by God the to His devotees. There is nothing wrong and much 
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that is right in tapping the energies of religious commitment and channelling them into 

positive, constructive uses. “It cannot be denied that Islam has become an increasingly 

powerful imperative for Muslims to act today … this compulsion to act because of 

religion can be directed towards good, towards progress, towards development.”44 

Reform and Renewal 

“…Muslims must be prepared to begin a process of reform 

and renewal in their respective countries.”45 

A new approach to the regeneration of the Muslim civilisations is required 

because previous attempts at renewal have brought mixed results. Islam Hadhari calls 

for the regeneration of the Islamic civilisation in all its aspects: “we must …encourage 

reform and renewal in Islamic thought.”46 

Malaysia will invite Muslim scholars from all over the world to initiate the 

process of intellectual reform and renewal. This will not be easy, of course. 

We may initially be opposed by those who believe that they, and only they, 

can participate in religious discourse.47  

Abdullah expresses “the hope that Islam will flourish once again with the rise of 

a great Muslim civilisations that will do justice to the teachings of our faith.” 48 “I am 

confident that true Islam will flourish again – that is, an Islam which is tolerant, 

charitable and which, above all, promotes international peace, security and 

cooperation.”49 

Muslims tend to attribute the decline of their civilisation to the injustices 

perpetrated by the crusaders from the west, the Mongols from the east and, more 

recently, by colonial powers (again from the west) after the collapse of the Ottoman 

caliphate. But this only tells a part of the story of decline. If the Muslims had been 
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practising true Islam, they would not have succumbed to external aggression so readily. 

Other factors played a part. “Muslim governments … lost some of the lofty and pristine 

values that Islam stands for, those the early governments faithfully practiced. Tyranny 

and oppressive rule began to creep into the Muslim political landscape.”50 Poor 

governance and poor quality leadership were among the factors behind the decline of 

the Muslim caliphate. The solution to these woes is to be found in good governance and 

good leadership. The time to blame others for the misfortunes of Muslims is over. 

Change must come from within. 

We need to change ourselves and institute a process of change from within. 

The time for lament, and blaming others for our misfortunes, is over. We 

need to get back to basics and find inspiration in the true teachings of our 

great religion, Islam. We need to act now. 51  

The struggle against corruption is part and parcel of the requirement of a just and 

trustworthy government. Corruption is a “major problem in the Muslim world.” 52 (54) 

“We need people with high moral values coupled with strong moral integrity.” 53 The 

“Muslim world’s first priority is for better governance, for this is the best way to bring 

lasting peace, stability and prosperity to our people.” 54 “We must put our houses in 

better order by combating corruption, promoting good governance, increasing 

transparency and accountability.” 55  

Integrity is a sine qua non of good governance, and is closely linked to it. Those 

who lack integrity are not qualified to occupy leadership positions. Without integrity, 

even the best public policy programmes are likely to be sabotaged by corrupt practices. 

In addition, the practice of justice is essential.  

Justice, in particular, figures prominently in the Islamic notion of good 

governance. It is because justice is so pivotal to good governance that 

concepts such as ‘equality before the law’ were given so much importance 

in early Islamic jurisprudence. It may also be worthy of mentioning, that 
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long before the modern era, Islamic law had already recognised the 

centrality of due process. The rule of law and due process are in turn linked 

to yet another vital principle in Islam, namely the independence of the 

judiciary. 56  

“If the independence of the judiciary was a sacrosanct principle in Islam, so was 

public accountability, which many contemporary thinkers would regard as the 

cornerstone of ethical governance.”57 Transparency and accountability are likewise 

necessary in a good system of governance. 

The challenge faced by Malaysia is to show that an Islamic nation can deliver to 

Muslims and non-Muslims not only what the so called “secular,” liberal democratic 

states can deliver, but that it can do better than that. The traditional Islamic polity, the 

caliphate, has lost its effectiveness in part due to its unwieldy, inefficient and centralised 

nature, as well as its overemphasis on form at the expense of substance. The caliphate 

lost its credibility due to the successive setbacks suffered by Muslims in their 

confrontations with the colonial powers in recent history, and on account of the fact that 

the traditional Islamic system of governance was rife with discrimination and other 

injustices.  

Taqleed or Tajdeed? 

“…we are also rekindling a tradition of reason and intellectual inquiry, 

which will in turn lead to a culture of learning among the Muslims.”58 

The sheer inertia of the past and a less than critical attachment to the 

interpretations of former scholars have also hampered the process of renewal. Distrust of 

modernizing attempts stood in the way of meaningful reform. Because of this, bold steps 

are required. It is necessary to escape from the trap of indiscriminate imitation that has 

been plaguing the Islamic civilisation for centuries, and is still with us to this very day.  
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Islam must not be ossified and fossilized by blind imitation of traditional 

thought and opinion. Rigid obscurantism, exclusively literalist doctrines 

and atavistic doctrines of a past ideal, prevents Islam from being a religion 

for all time as intended by Allah. We must be open to the prospect of 

reform (islah) and renewal (tajdid) … In this regard, I have repeatedly 

called for the relevance of contemporary ijtihad...”59 

Although there are those who insist that the door to ijtihad has never been 

closed, facts speak otherwise. There is a deep and widespread reluctance among some 

Muslims to develop and use their critical faculty to its full potential. Some are 

suspicious of logic and sciences in general. Many are reluctant to express themselves on 

issues of public interest. Some are unable to express themselves due to lack of 

knowledge and poor communications skills. Others have been taught asking questions is 

a sign of disrespect. This way, questioning has been discouraged by the traditionalist 

system of education. Many Muslims learn how to recite the Qur’an while barely 

possessing an understanding of what they recite. Some have been disadvantaged by the 

emphasis on rote learning, and a corresponding lack of emphasis on analytical thinking 

in the traditionalist Islamic methodology of learning. Others have been taught that, “it is 

dangerous to have your own opinion.” Many have been taught that only a mujtahid is 

qualified to discuss religion. Dogmatism has taken the place of a rational inquiry. 

Rationalism itself, and along with it science, have acquired a bad reputation among 

some Muslims. They have been taught to look up to their leaders and obey them without 

question, in some cases even when their leaders ask them to act against the teaching of 

Islam.  

A few have succumbed to a luxurious lifestyle, forgetting their obligations to the 

poor and disadvantaged segments of society, Muslim and non-Muslim. They 

surrounded themselves with pomp and circumstance, forgetting their obligations to the 

less advantaged. Loyalty to leaders is sometimes placed above loyalty to Islam. Such 

unquestioning attitude could hardly have failed to produce unthinking followers, stifle 

healthy dissent, and form a dead culture of conformity rather than foster a vibrant, 
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dynamic, and progressive Islamic civilisation. Neglecting to expand the space for public 

debate has not helped matters.  

This must change. Islam does not prohibit – indeed it encourages – freedom of 

expression.60 “The space for debate and discourse among our own peoples must … be 

expanded.”61 “What is needed in the Muslim world is a meeting of minds in order to 

expand the space for debate and discourse.”62 Enhancing the tradition of intellectual 

discourse does not mean departing from the Sunnah of the prophet, (p.b.u.h.) On the 

contrary, it is to go back to the original Islamic tradition. Abdullah observes: 

at different points in Muslim history, there were healthy discussions and 

debates about religious and political matters among scholars and segments 

of the populace... It is with this in mind, that today we must also encourage 

reform and renewal in Islamic thought… Muslim political leaders, scholars 

and intellectuals, must be courageous enough to encourage – and not stifle 

– the voices of moderation and reason.63  

There can be no progress in Muslim nations without the freedom of speech. The 

exercise of reason is too often taken as a sign of a lack of piety. This intellectually 

stifling attitude has to be left behind. In Abdullah’s words,  

A change in attitude and culture requires ijtihad and jihad (great struggle). 

The concept of jihad must be given a broader interpretation, covering all 

aspects of life, including the pursuit of knowledge, the mastery of science 

and technology and economic activity.”64 The “door of ijtihad 

(independent reasoning based on the reference texts) must remain open.65 

Without ijtihad and jihad correctly understood, there can be no progress. Islam 

Hadhari “is in fact a process of continuous learning and renewal. It is a process of 
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discovering how to constantly improve ourselves as individuals and our society as a 

people.”66 

Islamic Education 

“… absolutely nothing is more important than education.”67  

The Muslim world faces a particular dilemma. On the one hand Muslims need to 

retain their identity and remain loyal to their heritage. On the other hand, they need to 

adapt to the world of modernity, in which they do not feel entirely comfortable. Many 

Muslims are apprehensive, for example, that an education in the modern sciences is 

“secular,” and that if their children study the modern sciences, they could likewise 

become “secular,” in other words, that they could slowly drift away from Islam. 

Accordingly, many traditionalist Muslims tend to shy away from the study of the 

contemporary sciences, and prefer instead to concentrate exclusively on Islamic studies. 

However, the number of jobs available in the modern economy to graduates of Islamic 

studies is limited, as is the number of jobs in any other profession. Some Muslims will 

have to specialise in areas other than Islamic studies. This does not mean, of course, that 

for this reason they will not be able to become good Muslims. How does a 

contemporary Muslim become progressive and remain Islamic at the same time? How 

do Muslims enter the era of the borderless world and find a useful and productive place 

in it? They do it by combining or integrating Islamic studies with modern studies. 

Traditional Islamic curriculum requires a fundamental review and, if necessary, 

revision. All un-Islamic additions have to be rejected and expunged from the curricula 

of Islamic studies. Parochial and narrow thinking has to be abandoned. Narrow, literalist 

reading of the sources needs re-appraised. True reform begins within each and every 

person. It starts with the reform of the individual, not the society. Personal reform is the 

foundation of social reform. Muslims need to overcome the view that implementing the 

Shari’ah will solve all their problems. Indeed, our idea of the Shari’ah itself needs to be 

re-appraised. At the moment, there is no agreement in the Muslim world on the 
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authoritative articulation of the Shari’ah, the legal code of the Muslims. The Ottoman 

Turks had their code. But not all Muslim accept the Ottoman Mejele. The re-assessment 

of the Shari’ah must be undertaken by reference to the objectives of the Shari’ah, in 

order to avoid literalistic, legalistic, and narrow interpretations of the sources of 

legislation. The study of the objectives of the Shari’ah needs to be incorporated more 

comprehensively into Islamic studies. 

Muslims should not reject modern science just because of its allegedly “secular” 

character. Modern natural sciences in themselves are neither Islamic nor secular. It is 

how we use or apply the knowledge we gain from them that is either Islamic or not. For 

example, if we use discoveries in biology to find a cure for a disease, applying such 

knowledge is Islamic because it fights against disease and brings about something good, 

improvement in the health of the people.  If discoveries in chemistry are used to produce 

weapons of mass destruction, then such application of the knowledge of chemistry is 

un-Islamic because weapons of mass destruction destroy life, not help to preserve it as 

medicine does.  

The Europeans adopted and adapted much of the treasure trove of knowledge 

bequeathed to them by Muslims during the golden age of Islam in Spain. It is time for 

Muslims to claim back some of the heritage which they themselves helped to develop. 

After all, the people of the book and the Muslims share common roots in the Abrahamic 

tradition. Abraham, (p.b.u.h.), was the father of both Ishmael, the ancestor of the 

Muslims, and Isaac or Israel, the ancestor of the Jews. The descendants of Ishmael and 

Isaac are related by blood ties. Why should they engage, in certain parts of the world, in 

what amounts to internecine conflict? “Sectarian conflict and division resulting from an 

immature, conflicting grasps (sic) of the meaning of Islam is at the heart of untold 

horror and violence.” 68 If the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is mainly over land, surely 

such a conflict can be resolved by peaceful means. The Qur’an states repeatedly that the 

religion of the people of the book –in its original, uncorrupted and pristine form – had 

been conveyed to them by none other than the messengers of God.  
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The Europeans had their Renaissance 500 years ago. Is it time for the Muslims 

to have their renaissance, drawing on the best values of their tradition, which is in fact 

no more nor less than a restatement of the original Abrahamic tradition. The Muslims 

can offer Islam to the West, while the West can offer modern science to the Muslims. 

Religious guidance can be utilised in seeking and building modernity, including 

economic prosperity, in a win-win scenario. By each adopting the gift of the other, 

balance in both will, God willing, be improved, and the two civilisations will have come 

closer together in the bond of the human fraternity.  

Conclusion 

“Let us join hands and work together to create a more just and  

equitable world, one where the weak are protected and where the  

majority can be guided onto the path of righteousness.”69 

Muslims tend to blame their misfortunes on their real or alleged straying from 

the true path. The debate sees fundamentalists bent on establishing a rigid, Shari’ah-

centred version of the Islamic state (caliphate) pitted against modernizers who see no 

room for religion in the public affairs of the nation. Islam Hadhari takes centre stage in 

this debate and reconciles the two positions. It remains loyal to Islam by affirming the 

primacy of religion in public and private life. At the same time, it offers practical 

solutions to the long-term ailments of Muslims, and opportunities to come out of the 

condition of poverty, illiteracy, and oppression, in a long overdue process of the 

regeneration of the Islamic civilisation. 

We are confident that Islam Hadhari can help bring Muslims into the 

modern world and integrate them in the modern economy. It promotes 

tolerance and understanding, moderation and peace, certainly 

enlightenment. We are also confident that good governance, healthy 

democratic practices, the empowerment of its citizens through education 
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and an equitable sharing of the benefits of economic growth, will also 

eliminate radicalism and eradicate extremism.70 

Islam Hadhari is a policy manifesto, firmly grounded in bona fide Islamic 

sources. At a time when the role of Islam in multicultural nations – both Muslim 

majority and non-Muslim majority – is much debated, Abdullah’s initiative to seek 

guidance in Islamic sources in contemporary policy formulation is a step of courage and 

strength. Despite the establishment of many Islamic institutions during the previous 

administration, Islam has never before in Malaysia’s history been placed so squarely in 

the centre of public life of Malaysia. 

This effort has earned Abdullah expressions of misgivings from both sides of the 

spectrum. Conservative Muslims, who have difficulty in accepting the word “hadhari,” 

suspect Islam Hadhari to be “liberal” or – worse still – “secular” Islam in disguise. 

Some non-Muslims, on the other hand, fear that Islam Hadhari could be used as a 

pretext for the radicalization of the Islamic consciousness in Malaysia and elsewhere. 

The best way to contain Islamic radicalism, however, is not by containing Islam. Rather, 

it is by discrediting fanatical interpretations of Islam and promoting the true Islam that 

is free of extremist tendencies.  History teaches that whenever there is an attempt to 

suppress legitimate movements, they become more radical as a result.  

The brand of Islam proposed by Abdullah is one that some people would call 

“moderate.” Among some Muslims, the word “moderate” may carry a pejorative 

connotation. Moderate does not mean weak. It means adopting a balanced approach. 

This is the case with Abdullah’s vision of Islam Hadhari. Abdullah Badawi’s 

understanding of Islam is progressive, laying emphasis on the all round development of 

Muslims while remaining faithful to the authentic values, tenets, and injunctions of 

Islam.  

There has never been a great and lasting civilisation without a great religion. 

Abdullah has shown rare courage and strength in proceeding with the Islam Hadhari 

initiative despite many naysayers warning that it would contribute to the splintering 

and/or radicalization of the Muslims. Nothing could be further from the truth. While a 
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book like this can hardly fail to have a political impact, the message of the book is 

primarily a call for the attainment of objectives generally supported by all reasonable 

people of good will, Muslims and non-Muslims. 

In the age of globalisation, and with the increasing availability and use of 

alternative media, more and more people have access to information on the Internet. 

Everyone with a computer and access to the Internet can obtain information on the 

Internet. Indeed, he or she can have his or her own information portal, whether in the 

form of a blog or a website. A dramatic democratisation of information dissemination is 

underway. There is no telling what possible long term effects this process may have on 

the way people communicate, vote, do business, or impact the outside world. 

That the future for Islam is bright is clear from the fact that Islamic ideas are 

making inroads in almost every walk of life. Islamic banking is catching on worldwide. 

The halal foods industry is one of the fastest growing in the world. Arabic (not English) 

is the fastest expanding language and Islam is the fastest growing religion. Business 

people all over the world are learning Arabic because they know that many of the 

world’s surplus funds are generated in the oil rich countries, many of them in the 

Muslim world. 

The challenge of all those who support Islam Hadhari is to show that a system 

of governance based on Islamic values is at least as good as, and preferably better than, 

a system based on the alleged universal values of a secular liberal democracy, as 

claimed by its supporters. Non-Muslim citizens especially have to be assured that they 

will not be discriminated in such a system as was the case historically. Muslims in turn 

have to be assured that Islam Hadhari has sound Islamic foundations and conforms to 

the best in the tradition of Islam. Abdullah’s noble initiate deserves support from every 

thoughtful person, whether a Muslim or not. Let us hope – and pray – that he will 

receive it.   
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