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Many research papers and articles are available that highlight
different aspects of ethical leadership, its core principles, and its
relevance to the Islamic model. | have also attempted to connect
the dots between modern ethical leadership and the Islamic
perspective. The basic principles of ethical leadership—i.e.,
justice, wisdom, tolerance, and knowledge—were formed and
established in the early Islamic era by our Prophet Muhammad
(PBUH), his companions, and later by Muslim scholars and
leaders. | aim to share that the paradigm shifts in work ethics in
the modern world are largely inspired by early Islamic leaders in
creating sustainable organizations and modern societies.

The ethical paradigm of leadership modeled by the Prophet
Muhammad (PBUH) emerges not only as a historical precedent
but also as a template for resolving 21st-century leadership
challenges in a society increasingly defined by corporate
scandals, economic inequalities, and a crisis of leadership. The
Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) transformed leadership, corporate
ethics, and governance more than 1,400 years ago in the heart of
Makkah and later in Madinah by placing a strong emphasis on
justice, compassion, and integrity. His teachings offer an
enduring and practical foundation for developing just, equitable,
and sustainable systems in the face of the extraordinary ethical
challenges that corporations and organizations encounter today.

A Visionary Model for Modern Businesses

Contemporary businesses are under tremendous pressure to make
profits, grow, and stay competitive internationally. A common
mistake leader often make is failing to cultivate moral leadership
within themselves. A noticeable decline in trust in leadership has
been observed in corporate giants like Facebook, where data
privacy issues have escalated into major problems. However, if we
look to the Islamic era, we can see that the leadership of Prophet
Muhammad (PBUH) was based on long-term vision, trust, and
moral obligations to the community; it was never about short-term
gains or personal benefits. We surely need these values in today's
corporate boardrooms.

Decisiveness with Purpose: Due to the instability of the global
economy, businesses today must act quickly. Modern leaders can
learn from the decisiveness of Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) during
pivotal moments, such as the Treaty of Hudaybiyyah, where he
made decisions based on moral judgments, even if they were
unpopular. CEOs like Paul Polman (former CEO of Unilever) and
Satya Nadella (CEO of Microsoft) have embraced this long-term
vision by prioritizing moral decisions, placing sustainability and
community welfare above short-term profitability.

Trustworthiness: The core of any prosperous organization is
trust. Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) demonstrated this long
before he became the messenger of Allah. He was respected for
his integrity and fairness in business dealings. Similarly,
companies such as Patagonia and The Body Shop have built their
empires through transparent, ethical, and environmentally
conscious business practices. This demonstrates that reliability
fosters customer loyalty and long-term success. Patagonia
follows the Prophet's lead by emphasizing stewardship and
ethical responsibility, refusing to overuse resources and
prioritizing environmental conservation over profits.

Empowerment through Merit: Although diversity and
inclusion have become trendy terms in today's cutthroat
workplace, Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) put these principles
into practice centuries ago. By appointing the young Usama ibn
Zayd (R.A.) as the commander of the Muslim army, the Prophet
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The Ethical Paradigm of
Leadership — Modeled by Islam

Muhammad (PBUH)
showed that leadership is
determined by ability
rather than age, privilege,
or prestige. Progressive
companies like Google and
Netflix exemplify this by
valuing  diversity and
offering leadership
positions to individuals
with proven skills.
Adaptability During
Misfortunes: Resilience is a crucial quality that all leaders
need in the fast-paced and unpredictable environments of
modern business. The life of Prophet Muhammad (PBUH)
serves as a testament to tenacity. His unwavering dedication
to his purpose and capacity for perseverance inspired those
around him, whether he was facing persecution in Makkah or
guiding others through trying times. Ethical leadership not
only requires clear goals but also the endurance to overcome
setbacks and lead people through difficulties. Leaders today,
such as Elon Musk, exemplify this tenacity; despite the
obstacles and criticism he faced while founding companies
like Tesla and SpaceX, his unwavering commitment to realizing
his vision has revolutionized entire industries.

The Universality of Ethical Leadership and
Enduring Wisdom of Al-Ghazali

It is evident how the four Caliphs absorbed the lessons of the
Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) on leadership and upheld the
same ethical standards. Each caliph, in their unique way,
embodied the ideals of ethical leadership by ensuring that their
governmental and social structures were founded on fairness,
responsibility, charity, and integrity. These standards are
timeless and relevant in all contexts, demonstrating the
universality of moral leadership across time, place, and culture.

Thanks to these teachings, the Islamic world was able to
produce intellectuals who further enhanced the ethical
leadership paradigm after the Rightly Guided Caliphs. Imam
Al-Ghazali stands out as a shining example of both intellectual
and spiritual leadership among them. His writings, particularly
Ilhya' Ulum al-Din ("The Revival of the Religious Sciences"),
remain fundamental resources for studying governance, ethics,
and leadership.

Al-Ghazali emphasized that moral leadership must originate
from within. According to him, a leader's integrity is reflected in
their thoughts and actions. Whether they are heads of state,
business executives, or community leaders, they should
prioritize self-control, humility, and the well-being of the
community. Al-Ghazali’s writings continue to serve as a
benchmark for moral leadership, serving as a constant reminder
that genuine leadership cannot exist without strong personal
integrity. Many of the values he promoted are still present in
modern leadership styles, particularly among businesses
seeking to balance profit with moral obligations.

Application of Al-Ghazali’s Islamic
Principles-Today
a) Self-Control and ResOponsibility

Al-Ghazali wrote extensively on the importance of self-control
for leaders, emphasizing that a leader cannot lead effectively
without mastering their own self.

Adnan Qaseem Ahmed, FCMA
Director Examinations,
Institute of Cost and Management
Accountants of Pakistan

ICMA’s Chartered Management Accountant, Sep-Oct 2024 (a



I C MAINTERNATIONAL

lead strategically

Focus Section

In lhya, he states: "He who does not care for the rectitude of his
soul and inner being cannot be trusted with the care of the
souls of others!" This concept of self-discipline aligns with
contemporary notions of self-awareness and emotional
intelligence in leadership. Today's leading authorities, such as
Daniel Goleman, stress the necessity for leaders to manage
their emotions and actions effectively. Al-Ghazali's emphasis on
self-mastery serves as the cornerstone for ethical leadership.
Companies like Google and Apple practice these principles by
conducting training programs that emphasize mindfulness,
personal integrity, and inner development.

b) Intention and Sincerity

Al-Ghazali emphasized the motivations behind actions,
asserting that moral leadership requires all decisions—even
those that may seem trivial at the time—to be made with the
best interests of the community in mind. He wrote, "Actions are
judged by their intentions. A good deed without selfless desire
is like a body devoid of spirit." This philosophy is now reflected
in the concept of purpose-driven leadership. Forward-thinking
businesses like Unilever have adopted a leadership style that
prioritizes sustainability and social responsibility over purely
financial goals. This aligns with Al-Ghazali's teachings that
moral decisions made by leaders should not be evaluated
based on immediate financial gains but rather on their overall
impact on the community and their motivations.

c) Justice

Justice has always been regarded as a crucial feature for any
society or organization, dating back to the days of the Prophet
Muhammad (PBUH) and the Caliphates. Numerous examples
exist to illustrate this point. Any society or company considered
successful has a strong justice system for everyone. According
to Al-Ghazali, fairness is a fundamental component of moral
leadership. He states in lhya: "A leader must act justly since
injustice is the quickest way for a group or civilization to fail. A
nation can be destroyed by the persecution of a single day."

Today, the concept of justice is ingrained in Corporate Social
Responsibility (CSR) programs. Businesses like Patagonia and Ben
& Jerry's have built their reputations on social justice,
environmental sustainability, and ethical business conduct. These
companies prioritize fair labor practices, ethical sourcing, and
transparency—principles that resonate with the beliefs of the
Prophet Muhammad (PBUH), his followers, and Al-Ghazali that
justice should permeate every facet of business and leadership.

d) Wisdom and Knowledge

Al-Ghazali believed that leaders should always seek knowledge. He
argued that a leader who does not pursue knowledge risks
ignorance, leading to poor decisions. He compared leadership
without wisdom to a ship without a compass, heading straight for
disaster. "A leader must always pursue knowledge in order to
enlighten both his own and others' paths.' This idea remains relevant
today, given the contemporary emphasis on lifelong learning
among CEOs. Numerous successful leaders, including Microsoft's
Satya Nadella, stress the importance of a "growth mindset," in which
executives are continually learning and adapting.

e) Service-Oriented Leadership and Humility

Al-Ghazali's writings emphasize the value of humility and the
notion that leadership is a form of service. He stated, "The
leader is a servant of the people, not their master." This idea has
gained widespread recognition in contemporary business as
servant leadership, a concept popularized by Robert Greenleaf
in the 1970s. Servant leadership advocates for leaders to
prioritize the needs of their teams, clients, and communities
over their own authority or prestige. Companies that have
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embraced this leadership style include Starbucks and
Southwest Airlines, where corporate cultures emphasize social
responsibility, customer satisfaction, and employee well-being.
Modern leaders continue to be shaped by the humility and
service-oriented leadership espoused by Al-Ghazali.

f) Al-Ghazali’s Enduring Influence
on Contemporary Leadership

The works of Al-Ghazali have a profound impact on
contemporary leadership and business environments. His
lessons in self-control, fairness, authenticity, and service
provide a moral compass that businesses facing ethical
dilemmas increasingly seek. Al-Ghazali's timeless wisdom offers
guidance for modern leaders striving to balance moral and
ethical responsibilities with profitability, particularly in light of
the rise of CSR, ethical leadership, and purpose-driven
businesses. In an era where corporations are held accountable
for their ethical behavior regarding fair labor standards and
environmental sustainability, Al-Ghazali's emphasis on justice
and moral intention is more relevant than ever.

The successful businesses of the future will be those that view
leadership as a means to improve society alongside increasing
profits, guided by the values that Al-Ghazali articulated
centuries ago. His legacy serves as a constant reminder that
moral responsibility lies at the heart of leadership and that
following an ethical path is the only way to achieve genuine
and lasting success.

Conclusion

The topic of moral leadership is vast and cannot be adequately
captured in just a few pages. The teachings of Prophet
Muhammad (PBUH), which were later adapted by the caliphs
and scholars like Al-Ghazali, provide a comprehensive
framework for moral leadership that is not only relevant but
essential in the modern world.

The moral leadership principles espoused by the Prophet
remain pertinent today, as contemporary leaders grapple with
issues such as corporate responsibility, economic inequality,
and climate change. Businesses like Patagonia exemplify this
moral stewardship by prioritizing environmental preservation
over immediate financial gain. Leaders in the modern era, such
as Satya Nadella and Jacinda Ardern, illustrate that compassion,
inclusivity, and reliability can offer a competitive advantage
while also fulfilling moral obligations.

Returning to these timeless principles can help restore trust in
business, organizations, and governance, especially in an age
when confidence in leadership is declining. The legacy of
Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) reminds us that integrity, justice,
and service should take precedence over personal and financial
gain in ethical leadership. His values are not relics of the past;
rather, they serve as guiding lights toward a more compassionate
and just future. His moral guidance is increasingly needed in
today's world, and many are following in his footsteps—friends,
scholars, and leaders alike. His legacy fosters hope for the
development of leadership that transcends mere success and
promotes human flourishing. These principles are simple and
easy to adopt; ultimately, it is up to us to choose whether to
practice them or to ignore them for personal benefit.
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