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Abstract

This article offers a critical exploration of the epistemological and ethical
convergence between Islamic principles and the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), examined through the integrative framework of
futures thinking. Employing the metaphor of roots, branches, and bridges, it
articulates how Islamic epistemology—anchored intawhid (divine
unity), maqasid al-shari‘ah (the higher objectives of Islamic law),
and khilafah (human  vicegerency)—provides a comprehensive and
anticipatory paradigm for addressing sustainability, environmental
responsibility, and global equity. The analysis advances the argument for the
recognition and integration of faith-based knowledge systems within global
development discourse, highlighting the indispensable role of ethical foresight,
metaphysical intentionality, and moral vision in shaping long-term strategies.
By reframing the SDGs as more than technocratic targets, the article positions
them as a potential platform for cultivating intergenerational justice and
spiritually grounded transformation.
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Introduction

In an era defined by accelerating change, growing ecological fragility, and rising
socio-political uncertainty, the importance of futures thinking continues to
grow. Often associated with strategic foresight, scenario planning, and long-
term governance, futures thinking plays a vital role in helping societies navigate
complex challenges and opportunities. Within the Islamic worldview—rooted

in divine revelation (wahy), prophetic guidance (sunnah), and the rich



intellectual tradition of the ummah—futures thinking is enriched with
metaphysical insight, ethical intentionality, and practical wisdom. This holistic
paradigm not only anticipates what lies ahead but aspires to shape the future
in harmony with higher moral objectives and divine purpose. This article
contends that Islamic epistemology, with its foundational concepts such as tawhid
(Divine Unity), khilafah (vicegerency), ‘adl (justice), rahmah (compassion), and
magqasid al-shari‘ah (the higher objectives of Islamic law), offers a rich and
underexplored contribution to the contemporary field of futures studies. It
provides not only normative frameworks, but also existential direction,
encouraging individuals and societies to act as ethical stewards of the Earth and
of future generations. Where mainstream development agendas, including the
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), often emphasize
material well-being, Islam introduces a holistic vision of human flourishing
(falah)—a vision that transcends short-term policy goals and locates human

progress within a broader cosmic and moral order.

To articulate this integration, the article introduces a symbolic and analytical
metaphor: the tree. The roots of the tree represent the foundational metaphysical
and ethical principles of Islam—such as Tawhid, ‘ilm (sacred knowledge), and
amanah (trust). These roots nourish the branches, which symbolize the translation
of Islamic values into concrete domains: governance, education, environmental
stewardship, economic justice, and social policy. Extending outward from the
branches are bridges—conceptual and practical linkages to other civilizations,
belief systems, and knowledge traditions. These bridges facilitate dialogue,
cooperation, and shared moral commitments necessary for navigating complex

global challenges and constructing inclusive, pluralistic futures.

Through this metaphorical structure, the article reinterprets the SDGs not merely
as policy targets, but as potential moral touchstones that can be infused with

spiritual meaning and purpose-driven ethics. In doing so, it seeks to contribute to



an emerging discourse that places faith-based knowledge systems, particularly
those rooted in the Islamic tradition, at the center of global development thinking.
This 1s not a call for mere accommodation or token inclusion, but for a paradigm
shift—one in which Islamic ethical vision and futures thinking converge to guide

humanity toward desirable, equitable, and spiritually enriched futures.
1. The Roots: Foundations in Islamic Epistemology and Ontology

At the heart of Islamic thought lies a rich epistemological and ontological
framework that shapes how Muslims understand the world, the self, and the
future. Islamic epistemology is anchored in the principle of Tawhid—the absolute
oneness of God—which forms the basis for the unity of all knowledge. In this
view, all forms of inquiry and understanding must ultimately align with the divine
order and ethical purpose revealed through wahy (revelation) and interpreted
through 'agl (reason). Knowledge ('ilm) is therefore not value-neutral; it is

intrinsically linked to moral action and spiritual awareness (Nasr, 1989).

From this foundation, futures thinking in Islam is not a mere technical exercise
but a deeply spiritual and ethical endeavor. Time (zaman) is conceived both
linearly, in terms of progression toward the Hereafter, and cyclically, as part of
divine patterns in history (Ramadan, 2009). The Qur'an repeatedly calls on
believers to reflect upon the consequences of their actions and to plan with

consciousness of their future accountability before God. As stated in the Qur’an:

“O you who believe! Be conscious of Allah, and let every soul look to what it has
sent forth for tomorrow. And fear Allah. Indeed, Allah is well aware of what you

do.” (Qur’an 59:18)

This verse establishes a theological and ethical imperative for foresight—a call
to deliberate action based on moral responsibility toward the future. The

prophetic tradition reinforces this imperative. The well-known hadith:



“If the Hour (the Day of Judgment) comes while you have a sapling in your hand,
plant it.” (Musnad Ahmad, 12491), suggests that futures-oriented behavior is
never futile, even in the face of apparent eschatological finality, planting a tree
becomes both a literal and symbolic act—expressing faith, ethical commitment,

and environmental consciousness, even in moments of despair (Kamali, 2010).
Additionally, the concept of amanah (trust) is pivotal. According to the Qur’an:
“It 1s He who made you successors [stewards] on the Earth...” (Qur’an 6:165)

Human beings are regarded as khalifah—stewards or trustees—with a sacred
responsibility to maintain balance (mizan) in creation (Qur’an 55:7-9). This trust
implies accountability (muhasabah) not only in the Hereafter but in worldly
affairs, including issues of justice, sustainability, and the use of knowledge
(Izutsu, 2002). The classical scholars of Islam emphasized that the purpose of
knowledge is not accumulation but transformation. Al-Ghazali (d. 1111), for
example, argued that true knowledge refines the soul and fosters social reform,
while al-Raghib al-Isfahani described knowledge as a tool to align human will

with divine wisdom (Al-Attas, 1993).

Thus, the "roots" of an Islamic futures framework lie in an integrated worldview
where epistemology, ethics, and eschatology converge to produce a vision of
human responsibility that transcends temporal utility and aims at long-term, God-
conscious flourishing (falah). This vision serves as a spiritual foundation for
engaging global challenges, including those represented by the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), with integrity, purpose, and foresight.

2. The Branches: Ethics, Governance, and the Sustainable Development

Goals



As the tree matures, its branches expand in multiple directions, symbolizing the
diversity of action rooted in a unified ethical foundation. In this section, we

examine how Islamic principles offer concrete pathways to achieving the SDGs.

2.1 Justice and Equity (" Adl and Ihsan)

In Islamic thought, justice (‘adl) and excellence in conduct (ihsan) are not
abstract ideals but practical imperatives that govern all spheres of life—legal,
social, economic, and environmental. The Qur’an establishes justice as a divine
command: “Indeed, Allah commands justice (‘adl), excellence (ihsan), and
giving to relatives, and forbids immorality, bad conduct, and oppression...”
(Qur’an 16:90). Justice, therefore, is not merely procedural or punitive; it is an
ethical orientation embedded in the structure of creation and human relations

(Esack, 1997; Kamali, 2008).

The Qur'an further emphasizes the principle of mizan (balance), instructing
believers to maintain balance n all affairs:
"And the sky He raised, and set up the balance (mizan)—so that you do not
transgress in the balance. And establish weight in justice and do not make

deficient the balance." (Qur’an 55:7-9)

This cosmic imagery suggests that justice is not confined to courtroom justice or
human legislation; it reflects a metaphysical equilibrium that extends to all
creation, including the environment, economics, and interpersonal relations
(Nasr, 1996). When humans violate this balance—through economic
exploitation, environmental degradation, or social injustice—they disturb the

divinely ordained order.

In practice, the institution of zakat (obligatory almsgiving) is a paradigmatic
mechanism for sustaining socio-economic justice. Far from being a charitable

gesture, zakat is a structural tool of wealth redistribution that aims to eliminate



systemic poverty and prevent wealth concentration. It directly addresses the goals
of eradicating poverty (SDG 1) and reducing inequalities (SDG 10) by mandating
that surplus wealth be channeled to specific categories of recipients (Qur’an
9:60), including the poor, the indebted, and those striving in the path of God
(Chapra, 2000).

Moreover, classical scholars such as Ibn Khaldun (d. 1406) linked just
governance and wealth distribution to the flourishing of civilization. In
his Mugaddimah, he observed that unjust taxation and hoarding of wealth lead to
societal collapse, while equitable systems foster long-term prosperity and moral
development (Ibn Khaldun, 2015). Contemporary Islamic economists also stress
that zakat and other instruments—such as wagf (endowment) and gard al-hasan
(benevolent loan)—can be institutionalized in modern contexts to promote
sustainable development and reduce dependency (Mohammed, 2011; Obaidullah,
2015).

Additionally, the Qur'anic concept of iisan—doing what is beautiful and going
beyond the minimum duty—adds a spiritual and voluntary dimension to justice.
While “adl ensures fairness, ihsan invites individuals and institutions to act with
compassion, generosity, and excellence. This dual structure reflects the Islamic
belief that true justice cannot be achieved through law and policy alone; it
requires internal ethical motivation rooted in the consciousness of divine

accountability (tagwa’) (Rahman, 1980).

Thus, from an Islamic perspective, justice and equity are not simply reactive legal
tools but proactive ethical imperatives that align with global developmental goals.
They are grounded in divine command, operationalized through institutional
mechanisms like zakat, and reinforced by spiritual values that call for

transformative social behavior.



2.2 Environmental Stewardship

In the Islamic worldview, the environment is not merely a backdrop for human
activity; it is a sacred trust (amanah) and a living manifestation of divine order.
Nature is described in the Qur’an as a collection of ayat (signs) pointing to the
Creator: “Indeed, in the creation of the heavens and the earth and the alternation
of the night and the day are signs for those of understanding” (Qur’an 3:190).
This framing elevates the natural world from a utilitarian resource to a realm

imbued with spiritual meaning and ethical responsibility (Nasr, 1996).

Central to this ethic is the concept of khalifah (vicegerency), in which human
beings are entrusted with the stewardship of the Earth. This role implies
accountability not only to society but ultimately to God. The Qur’an states: “It is
He who has made you successors (khalifah) upon the earth...” (Qur’an 6:165).
As stewards, humans must manage natural resources in a manner that preserves
ecological balance (mizan) and upholds the rights of all creation, including

animals, plants, and future generations (Kamali, 2010).

The Prophet Muhammad’s (peace be upon him) teachings underscore a deep
concern for environmental preservation. He discouraged wastefulness, even when
using abundant resources: “Do not waste water, even if you are at a running
stream” (Ibn Majah, Hadith 425). This principle of moderation (wasatiyyah)
translates directly into modern sustainability ethics. The Prophet also prohibited
the unnecessary cutting of trees, instructed his followers to protect water sources,

and spoke of rewards for acts of mercy toward animals (Bukhari, Hadith 2363).

Such teachings align directly with the United Nations Sustainable Development
Goals—yparticularly SDG 13 (Climate Action) and SDG 15 (Life on Land).
Islam’s call to protect the Earth is not limited to moral injunctions but has

historically been institutionalized in the built environment and governance. One



notable example is the himmah system—designated protected areas in classical
Islamic societies, which were used to conserve biodiversity and protect water
sources (Dien, 2000). Similarly, sarim zones—buffer areas around water

bodies—ensured the sustainability of water usage and prevented contamination.

In the realm of applied environmental science, Muslim civilizations contributed
significantly through the development of sophisticated irrigation systems, such as
the ganat (subterranean water channels) used across the Middle East, North
Africa, and parts of Central Asia. These systems reflected a balance between
technological ingenuity and environmental care (Hill, 1996). Agricultural
manuals from the Islamic Golden Age, such as those by Ibn al-Awwam and Al-
Tighnari, reflect a knowledge system rooted in ecological observation and ethical

land use.

Moreover, contemporary Islamic environmental ethics draws from both classical
sources and modern environmental science. Scholars and institutions such as the
Islamic Foundation for Ecology and Environmental Sciences (IFEES) advocate
for an Islamic ecological awakening, urging Muslim communities to adopt
sustainable practices as a religious obligation (Khalid, 2002). Such initiatives also
propose eco-theological responses to climate change, calling for a spiritual

reorientation in addition to technical solutions.

Thus, Islam’s environmental stewardship paradigm offers a comprehensive and
faith-driven framework for ecological sustainability—one that integrates
theology, law, ethics, and civilizational practice. Its principles resonate
powerfully with global efforts to combat climate change and protect terrestrial
ecosystems, providing both spiritual motivation and practical models for

sustainable development.



2.3 Education and Foresight

Education in Islam is not a utilitarian pursuit but a moral, intellectual, and
spiritual journey aimed at cultivating the human soul (fazkiyat al-nafs) and
fulfilling the purpose of human existence as a vicegerent (khalifah) on Earth. The
centrality of ‘i/m (knowledge) in the Qur’an, which opens with the imperative
"Read!" (Igra’) (Qur’an 96:1-5), demonstrates that learning is both an act of
worship and a vehicle for transformation. This epistemological foundation
situates education as a sacred trust, essential not only for individual growth but

for the flourishing of just, ethical, and sustainable societies.

Islamic education is premised on the integration of revelation (wahy) and reason
(‘aql) in the pursuit of holistic understanding. The Prophet Muhammad (peace be
upon him) emphasized the lifelong and obligatory nature of learning for all
believers, stating, “Seeking knowledge is an obligation upon every Muslim” (Ibn
Majah, Hadith 224). This emphasis transcends mere vocational preparation,
advocating for an educational paradigm that promotes wisdom (hikmah), ethical
action (‘amal salih), and foresight (basirah), all of which are vital for navigating

an uncertain and rapidly evolving world.

Contemporary challenges such as climate change, technological disruption,
global inequality, and social fragmentation necessitate not only technical literacy
but also what UNESCO calls "futures literacy"—the capacity to anticipate,
imagine, and shape alternative futures (Miller, 2018). Futures literacy is essential
for engaging with the unknown and for reorienting present actions toward
sustainable and desirable outcomes. Integrating this capacity within Islamic
education can enable young Muslims to become not only knowledgeable and

spiritually grounded, but also visionary and resilient actors in shaping tomorrow.



Islamic educational institutions, particularly madrasas and universities, can
integrate futures thinking by embedding themes such as environmental
sustainability, ethical innovation, systemic interconnectivity, and long-term
thinking into their curricula. Doing so would align with the Islamic worldview,
which encourages contemplation of creation (tadabbur fi al-kawn) and reflection
on consequences ( ‘agibat al-umiir) as ethical imperatives. The Qur’an frequently
reminds believers to reflect on historical patterns, learn from past civilizations,
and be mindful of future accountability: “Let every soul consider what it has sent

forth for tomorrow” (Qur’an 59:18). This verse is a clear call for ethical foresight.

Historically, Muslim scholars like Al-Farabi, Al-Ghazali, and Ibn Khaldun
approached education as a means of cultivating both virtue and civic
responsibility. Al-Farabi envisioned the "virtuous city" as one led by philosopher-
leaders who harmonize reason and revelation to achieve human perfection (Al-
Farabi, 1985). Ibn Khaldun, in his Mugaddimah, emphasized the cyclicality of
civilizational rise and decline, advocating for a dynamic understanding of
historical trends and the importance of preparing for social change (Ibn Khaldun,
1377/1967). Their insights resonate with modern futures studies, which similarly
emphasize the role of education in navigating societal transitions and avoiding

collapse.

Furthermore, educational reform in Muslim societies must include the ethical
dimension of technological advancement. As the Fourth Industrial Revolution
unfolds, the Muslim world faces the dual challenge of technological catch-up and
ethical leadership. Islamic education, enriched with futures thinking, can
empower learners to critically engage with artificial intelligence, biotechnology,
and digital economies in ways that uphold the magdsid al-shari’ah (higher

objectives of Islamic law), such as justice, preservation of life, and public interest.



Aligning Islamic education with SDG 4 (Quality Education) also involves
addressing issues of accessibility, gender equity, and pedagogical innovation. The
Prophet’s inclusive view of education—"The seeking of knowledge is obligatory
upon every Muslim, male and female" (Ibn Majah)—supports a universal right to
education. Reimagining curricula to include anticipatory skills, problem-solving,
and ethics-driven innovation can contribute to educational systems that are not

only inclusive and high-quality, but also future-proof.

Finally, institutions such as the International Islamic University Malaysia
(IUM), Al-Qarawiyyin University in Morocco, and Al-Azhar in Egypt are
uniquely positioned to pioneer Islamic futures education. These institutions can
serve as think tanks and innovation hubs that generate curricula integrating
Islamic epistemology with futures studies, in partnership with organizations like
UNESCO and the World Futures Studies Federation (WFSF). Such efforts would
elevate Islamic educational discourse into global developmental frameworks,
demonstrating the relevance of Islamic traditions in shaping shared and ethical

futures.

Practical Recommendation:

o Develop interdisciplinary curricula that integrate Islamic ethics with environmental
science and policy.

o Establish educational initiatives that encourage students to think critically about their
role as stewards.

o Reintroduce the maqgasid al-shari’ah framework into policy-making to ensure that

development preserves human dignity and ecological balance.



3. The Bridges: Collaboration and Co-Creation Across Traditions

In an increasingly interdependent world, humanity confronts overlapping and
intensifying global crises—climate change, ecological collapse, global health
pandemics, refugee displacement, and ethical dilemmas stemming from emerging
technologies such as artificial intelligence and genetic engineering. These crises
transcend national borders, ideologies, and belief systems, demanding
collaborative responses that are morally grounded and forward-looking. No
single civilization, religious tradition, or political system holds a monopoly on
wisdom or capability. What is urgently needed is a paradigm shift toward shared
ethical foresight and civilizational cooperation, grounded in values that respect

both diversity and universality (Miller, 2018).

Islamic tradition offers profound resources for this kind of cosmopolitan
collaboration. Rooted in the Tawhid (Divine Unity), Islam views humanity as a
single family (usrah bashariyyah), with diversity as a divine sign (ayah) rather
than a source of division. The Qur’anic ethos emphasizes hiwar (respectful
dialogue), fa’aruf (mutual recognition), and ta’awun (cooperation toward
righteousness and the common good). The verse, “O mankind! We created you
from a single pair of male and female, and made you into nations and tribes so
that you may know one another (/i-ta ‘arafu)”’ (Qur’an 49:13), encapsulates a
universal ethics of encounter, urging a move from tolerance to transformative

engagement (Esack, 1997; Ramadan, 2010).

This spirit of engagement is not a modern invention but a well-established legacy
within Islamic intellectual history. Classical Muslim scholars such as Al-Farabi,
Ibn Rushd (Averroes), and Shah Waliullah al-Dihlawi exemplified an openness
to civilizational dialogue. Al-Farabi envisioned the virtuous city (al-madinah al-
fadilah) as one built on the universal pursuit of virtue and justice, irrespective of

religious or ethnic distinctions (Netton, 2003). Ibn Rushd’s commentaries on



Aristotle and Plato were efforts to synthesize Greek rationalism with Islamic
theology, suggesting that reason and revelation are not antagonistic but
complementary (Butterworth, 2001). These models affirm that knowledge
exchange and ethical co-creation across civilizations are not only permissible but

essential.

In the modern context, interfaith and intercultural collaboration is no longer an
ethical ideal but a survival imperative. Global challenges—climate catastrophe,
widening  socioeconomic inequalities, and unchecked technological
acceleration—cannot be solved through purely technocratic or secular models.
Instead, faith traditions serve as untapped reservoirs of moral reasoning,
communal mobilization, and long-term thinking (Sardar, 2014). Islam, with its
rich jurisprudential tradition (figh), holistic objectives of law (magdsid al-
shari'ah), and ethical concepts such as istislah (public interest) and maslahah
(common good), is well-positioned to contribute to global discourse on justice,

sustainability, and human dignity (Kamali, 2010).

Collaborative foresight rooted in faith ethics also counters the reductionist
tendency of many modern governance models, which often privilege short-term
economic gains over long-term ethical sustainability. The Islamic concept of
amanah (trust) extends not only to personal and social relationships but also to
environmental and intergenerational responsibility, aligning powerfully with the
ethos of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG 17:
Partnerships for the Goals.

The establishment of multi-faith innovation ecosystems—such as the Doha
International Center for Interfaith Dialogue and the Parliament of the World's
Religions—demonstrates how shared ethical values can become the foundation
for collective action on peace, justice, and sustainable development (Swidler,

2014). Such initiatives must now move beyond dialogue into structured co-



creation, involving theologians, futurists, scientists, and policymakers in joint

projects that anticipate and shape the future ethically and inclusively.

The concept of ikhtilaf (legitimate disagreement) further strengthens this model.
Rather than being a cause for division, ikhtilaf is seen in the Islamic tradition as
a mercy (rahmah)—an opportunity to embrace epistemic humility and
cooperative pluralism (Al-Ghazali, 2000). Qur’an 11:118 reminds us that “if your
Lord had willed, He could have made all mankind one community, but they will
not cease to differ.” This theological recognition of difference is crucial for
building intercivilizational frameworks that are non-hegemonic, respectful, and

spiritually grounded.
Strengthening the Bridges: Policy and Practice
To operationalize this vision of collaboration, the following are proposed:

« Faith-foresight innovation hubs: Multifaith, interdisciplinary platforms
that integrate theological ethics with futures literacy to address critical
issues such as Al ethics, climate resilience, and post-growth economies.
Inspired by UNESCO Futures Literacy Labs (Miller, 2018), but infused
with religious moral reasoning.

« Global youth foresight academies: Interreligious educational initiatives
focused on training youth in scenario thinking, sustainability ethics, and
compassion-centered leadership. These programs can bridge religious
wisdom with SDG-focused curricula.

o Ethical governance coalitions: Multi-stakeholder alliances involving
religious scholars, civil society, and public sector leaders to align
policymaking with values such as dignity, equity, and ecological
responsibility. These coalitions can serve as moral compasses in public

deliberation.



Conclusion

Islamic futures thinking is not merely a speculative exercise—it is a sacred duty
rooted in divine guidance, ethical intentionality, and civilizational responsibility.
It offers more than just an alternative paradigm; it offers a moral compass and a
strategic lens through which Muslims—and humanity at large—can navigate the
turbulence of an uncertain world. Grounded in the Qur’anic worldview and the
Prophetic tradition, this approach reclaims the future as a space of moral agency,

visionary leadership, and collective redemption.

The metaphor of the tree remains central: with its deep roots anchored in tawhid
(divine unity) and the sacred sciences, its strong trunk shaped by the magasid
(higher objectives) of the Shari ah, and its branches extending into domains of
justice, science, art, ecology, and technology. Its canopy—interconnected,
sheltering, and inclusive—represents the collective futures we must co-create

across faiths, disciplines, and cultures.
The Qur’an declares:

“Thus We have made you a balanced nation (ummatan wasatan), that you may

be witnesses over humanity...” (Qur’an 2:143).

To be “witnesses over humanity” is not a passive identity—it is an active,
generative role that requires cultivating prophetic foresight (basirah), speaking
truth to power, resisting injustice, and envisioning new possibilities where others
see only crisis. This balanced witnesshood integrates remembrance of the past
with anticipation of the future. It demands that we become architects of ethical

tomorrows, not mere survivors of shifting trends.

In a world increasingly shaped by artificial intelligence, ecological breakdown,
geopolitical fragmentation, and spiritual fatigue, Islamic futures thinking reminds

us that human dignity, moral clarity, and collective wellbeing must be at the heart



of any serious conversation about tomorrow. The future is not value-neutral—it
is shaped by the narratives we tell, the actions we take, and the values we embody

today.

Planting the seeds of foresight is, therefore, an act of worship, a form of jihad
(striving), and an investment in intergenerational justice. It means restoring the
balance of justice (mizan), building bridges of global solidarity (za’aruf), and
weaving visions of hope rooted in sacred purpose. If the future is to be
sustainable, equitable, and meaningful, then the Islamic tradition—reimagined
with courage, infused with compassion, and guided by divine light—must be

among its architects.

Now is the time for Muslims not just to prepare for the future, but to shape it with
wisdom, mercy, and moral clarity. For in doing so, we not only honor our trust
(amanah) before Allah, but we also rise to the call of history—to be the balanced

community that serves as a witness, a healer, and a builder in a fractured world.
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