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 This article examines sustainable community governance frameworks within 
Muslim societies, with specific focus on Sabah, Malaysia. The discussion 
explores how Islamic principles integrate with contemporary governance 
models to create resilient, community-centered administrative structures. 
Drawing from theoretical frameworks and empirical observations, this article 
analyzes the intersection of Islamic values, local customs (adat), and modern 
governance practices in shaping sustainable development initiatives. The 
case of Sabah demonstrates unique challenges and opportunities in 
implementing community governance models that honor religious principles 
while addressing contemporary environmental, social, and economic 
sustainability concerns. Key findings reveal that effective community 
governance in Muslim societies requires balancing traditional Islamic 
consultation mechanisms (shura) with participatory democratic processes, 
integrating religious charitable institutions (waqf and zakat) into 
development frameworks, and respecting indigenous knowledge systems. 
This synthesis offers insights for policymakers, community leaders, and 
scholars interested in culturally-responsive governance approaches. 

Keywords 
 

sustainable governance, Muslim 
societies, community 
development, Islamic principles, 
Sabah Malaysia, participatory 
governance 

 
 

Ahmad Ibrahim Kulliyyah of Laws, International Islamic University 
Malaysia 

 

 

The International KKN-IK Program 2026 (29 January - 4 February 2026), held in a hybrid format, with the 
theme “Love-Based Curriculum and Ecological Service to Build Sustainable Local and Global Communities,” 

organized by the Institute for Research and Community Service (LPPM) of Universitas Islam As’adiyah 
Sengkang, Indonesia  

mailto:proceedings@lppmi.or.id


19 

e-ISSN: 2746-3338   

International Proceeding of Innovative Science and Transdisciplinary Studies 

INTRODUCTION 
The concept of sustainable community governance has gained unprecedented attention 

in contemporary development discourse, particularly as societies worldwide grapple with 

complex challenges including climate change, social inequality, and rapid urbanization. In 

Muslim-majority societies, the imperative for sustainable governance intersects with deeply 

rooted religious values, cultural traditions, and colonial legacies that shape institutional 

frameworks. Ahmad and Hassan (2021) argue that Islamic principles provide a 

comprehensive ethical foundation for sustainable development, emphasizing concepts of 

stewardship (khalifah), social justice (adl), and collective welfare (maslahah) that align with 

contemporary sustainability paradigms. However, translating these principles into practical 

governance mechanisms requires careful consideration of local contexts, power dynamics, 

and the diverse interpretations of Islamic law across different Muslim communities. 

Sabah, Malaysia presents a compelling case study for examining sustainable community 

governance in Muslim societies due to its unique demographic composition, ecological 

significance, and historical development trajectory. As one of Malaysia's easternmost states, 

Sabah is characterized by remarkable ethnic and religious diversity, with Muslim 

communities comprising various indigenous groups alongside Malay and immigrant 

populations. Abdullah et al. (2022) highlight that Sabah's governance structures reflect 

complex negotiations between federal Islamic policies, state-level administration, and 

indigenous customary laws (adat), creating a multi-layered governance landscape. This 

complexity is further amplified by Sabah's rich biodiversity and natural resource 

endowments, which position environmental sustainability as a central governance concern. 

The state's experience illuminates broader questions about how Muslim societies can 

develop governance models that honor religious commitments while addressing pressing 

sustainability challenges. 

Contemporary scholarship on Islamic governance increasingly recognizes the need to 

move beyond essentialist interpretations that treat Muslim societies as monolithic entities 

governed by uniform principles. Rahman and Yusof (2023) demonstrate that successful 

community governance in Muslim contexts emerges from dynamic processes of negotiation, 

adaptation, and innovation that respect Islamic values while responding to local realities. 

This perspective challenges both Orientalist assumptions that portray Islamic governance as 

inherently incompatible with modern development and uncritical celebrations of Islamic 

exceptionalism that ignore power inequalities and governance failures in Muslim-majority 

countries. Instead, it calls for nuanced analysis of how communities actually navigate the 

complex terrain of religious authority, state power, market forces, and civil society activism 

in pursuit of sustainable development goals. 

The global discourse on sustainable development, as articulated through frameworks 

such as the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), emphasizes participatory 

governance, social inclusion, and environmental stewardship as core principles. Mohd Razali 
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and Ibrahim (2021) observe that these principles resonate strongly with Islamic teachings 

on consultation (shura), social solidarity (takaful), and environmental responsibility (hifz al-

bi'ah). However, the implementation of participatory governance models in Muslim societies 

often confronts institutional challenges including centralized political systems, weak civil 

society organizations, and limited traditions of democratic participation at the grassroots 

level. The case of Sabah offers insights into how these challenges can be addressed through 

hybrid governance arrangements that combine Islamic institutions, indigenous practices, 

and modern participatory mechanisms in context-specific ways. 

Resource governance constitutes a particularly critical dimension of sustainability in 

Sabah, where forests, marine ecosystems, and agricultural lands face mounting pressures 

from commercial exploitation, population growth, and climate change. Tawang and Lahjie 

(2022) document how indigenous communities in Sabah have developed sophisticated 

customary resource management systems (adat) that incorporate Islamic principles 

alongside ancestral ecological knowledge. These systems challenge conventional 

dichotomies between traditional and modern, religious and secular, offering instead models 

of hybrid governance that draw strength from multiple knowledge systems. Understanding 

how such hybrid arrangements function, the conditions under which they succeed or fail, and 

their potential for replication in other contexts represents an important frontier for research 

on sustainable governance in Muslim societies. 

This article contributes to ongoing conversations about sustainable community 

governance by examining how Islamic principles, local customs, and modern governance 

frameworks interact in shaping development outcomes in Sabah, Malaysia. Building on 

insights from Islamic governance literature, sustainability studies, and empirical research on 

Malaysian development, the analysis explores three key dimensions: the integration of 

Islamic consultation and participatory mechanisms, the role of Islamic economic institutions 

in community development, and the negotiation of religious and customary authority in 

natural resource governance. Through this examination, the article aims to illuminate both 

the distinctive contributions and the persistent challenges of building sustainable 

governance systems in Muslim societies, offering lessons relevant to scholars, practitioners, 

and policymakers working across diverse cultural contexts. 

 

DISCUSSIONS 
Islamic Consultation Mechanisms and Participatory Governance 

The principle of shura (consultation) represents one of Islam's most significant 

contributions to governance theory, establishing a normative foundation for participatory 

decision-making that predates modern democratic concepts by centuries. In Sabah's Muslim 

communities, shura operates through various institutional forms including village 

consultation councils (majlis), religious committees, and informal gatherings led by 
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community elders and religious scholars. Ahmad and Hassan (2021) note that while shura 

shares with democratic governance an emphasis on collective deliberation, it differs in its 

theological grounding, its focus on consensus-building rather than majority rule, and its 

integration with religious authority structures. Understanding how shura functions in 

practice, beyond idealized textual prescriptions, requires attention to power dynamics, 

gender relations, and the ways religious authority intersects with political and economic 

interests within communities. 

In Sabah, the implementation of participatory governance through Islamic consultation 

mechanisms reveals both promising practices and significant limitations. Village-level 

decisions regarding community development projects, religious affairs, and conflict 

resolution frequently involve consultative processes that bring together diverse 

stakeholders. However, Abdullah et al. (2022) observe that participation in these forums 

remains highly stratified, with limited representation of women, youth, and economically 

marginalized groups despite Islamic teachings on inclusive consultation. The challenge lies 

not in Islamic principles themselves, which emphasize broad consultation and the inclusion 

of affected parties, but in patriarchal cultural practices and political-economic structures that 

restrict effective participation. Strengthening genuine participatory governance thus 

requires not only invoking Islamic ideals but actively dismantling exclusionary practices that 

contradict these ideals. 

The relationship between state-sponsored participatory mechanisms and community-

based Islamic consultation presents another layer of complexity in Sabah's governance 

landscape. Malaysia's national development planning incorporates participatory elements 

including public consultations, stakeholder engagement, and community development 

councils. Rahman and Yusof (2023) argue that effective integration of these modern 

participatory instruments with traditional Islamic consultation requires careful institutional 

design that respects both frameworks' logic while creating genuine spaces for community 

voice. In practice, this integration often proves challenging, as state-led participatory 

processes may operate according to bureaucratic timelines and technical criteria that conflict 

with the more organic, consensus-oriented rhythms of Islamic consultation. Successful cases 

typically involve committed local leaders who can navigate between these different systems 

while maintaining community trust and ensuring authentic participation. 

Digital technologies present new opportunities and challenges for participatory 

governance in Muslim communities. While online platforms could theoretically expand 

participation beyond traditional face-to-face consultation, their effectiveness depends on 

digital literacy, infrastructure access, and cultural acceptance. Mohd Razali and Ibrahim 

(2021) document experimental uses of social media and mobile applications by some 

communities in Sabah to facilitate religious education, announce community meetings, and 

share information about development initiatives. However, digital participation remains 

supplementary to in-person consultation rather than replacing it, reflecting both 
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technological constraints and the cultural importance of direct interaction in Islamic 

consultation traditions. The future of participatory governance in Muslim societies likely 

involves hybrid models that combine digital tools with traditional consultation mechanisms, 

requiring thoughtful design to ensure inclusivity and maintain the relational dimensions 

central to Islamic governance principles. 

 

Islamic Economic Institutions and Community Development 

Islamic economic institutions, particularly waqf (religious endowments) and zakat 

(obligatory charity), constitute powerful yet underutilized mechanisms for sustainable 

community development in Muslim societies. Historically, waqf systems supported extensive 

social infrastructure including schools, hospitals, water systems, and agricultural 

development across the Islamic world. In contemporary Sabah, waqf institutions manage 

various assets including land, buildings, and financial investments intended to generate 

benefits for community welfare. Tawang and Lahjie (2022) observe that effective waqf 

governance requires balancing preservation of endowed assets with dynamic investment 

strategies that maximize social returns. The challenge lies in modernizing waqf 

administration to meet contemporary development needs while maintaining the religious 

integrity and perpetual nature of these endowments. 

Zakat collection and distribution represents another critical Islamic economic 

institution with direct implications for community development and poverty alleviation. In 

Malaysia, zakat is formally administered by state Islamic religious councils, including Sabah's 

Majlis Ugama Islam Sabah (MUIS), which collects zakat from Muslim individuals and 

corporations and distributes it to eligible recipients according to Islamic law. Ahmad and 

Hassan (2021) highlight that while zakat collection has increased substantially in recent 

decades due to improved administration and growing Muslim prosperity, questions persist 

about distribution effectiveness, targeting accuracy, and integration with broader social 

protection systems. Optimizing zakat's development impact requires strengthening 

institutional capacity, improving coordination with government welfare programs, and 

engaging communities in identifying needs and monitoring outcomes. 

Islamic microfinance and cooperative enterprises offer additional pathways for 

community-based economic development that align with Islamic principles. These 

institutions provide financial services to poor and moderate-income Muslims while adhering 

to Islamic prohibitions on interest (riba) and promoting risk-sharing partnerships. Abdullah 

et al. (2022) document several successful Islamic microfinance initiatives in Sabah that have 

enabled small-scale entrepreneurs, particularly women, to establish or expand businesses 

while remaining within Islamic economic frameworks. The key success factors include strong 

community ownership, effective financial literacy training, and supportive regulatory 

environments that recognize Islamic finance's distinctive features. Scaling these initiatives 
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requires addressing challenges including limited capital, regulatory complexity, and the need 

for specialized expertise in Islamic commercial law (Mulyana et al., 2021). 

The integration of Islamic economic institutions with sustainable development goals 

presents both opportunities and tensions that require careful navigation. While Islamic 

principles strongly emphasize social justice, environmental stewardship, and long-term 

thinking—all aligned with sustainability imperatives—the practical operation of Islamic 

economic institutions may not automatically produce sustainable outcomes. Rahman and 

Yusof (2023) argue that realizing the sustainability potential of waqf, zakat, and Islamic 

finance requires intentional strategies including environmental and social impact 

assessment, stakeholder participation in governance, and explicit sustainability criteria in 

investment and distribution decisions. This approach moves beyond narrow compliance 

with Islamic legal requirements toward a holistic vision of Islamic economics that fully 

embraces sustainability as integral to the maqasid (higher objectives) of Islamic law. 

 

Negotiating Religious and Customary Authority in Resource Governance 

Natural resource governance in Sabah involves complex negotiations among multiple 

authority systems including Islamic law, indigenous customary law (adat), state regulation, 

and market mechanisms. This legal pluralism creates both opportunities for flexible 

governance arrangements and potential conflicts when different systems produce 

contradictory directives. Tawang and Lahjie (2022) demonstrate that indigenous Muslim 

communities in Sabah have developed sophisticated approaches to harmonizing Islamic and 

customary environmental principles, often drawing on both frameworks to strengthen 

resource protection claims. For instance, customary prohibitions on harvesting certain 

species or entering sacred forest areas are reinforced through Islamic concepts of 

environmental trusteeship, creating layered normative support for conservation practices. 

The recognition and protection of customary resource rights represents a contentious 

issue that intersects with broader questions of indigenous rights, state sovereignty, and 

Islamic jurisprudence. While Islamic law recognizes customary practices that do not 

contradict fundamental Islamic principles, the determination of what constitutes acceptable 

custom remains contested. Mohd Razali and Ibrahim (2021) note that in Sabah, some 

indigenous practices relating to resource governance, land tenure, and social organization 

exist in tension with official interpretations of Islamic law promoted by state religious 

authorities. Resolving these tensions requires dialogue between religious scholars, 

customary leaders, and affected communities to identify common ground and develop 

contextually-appropriate governance frameworks that respect both Islamic principles and 

indigenous rights (Muhsyanur, 2024). 

Climate change adaptation presents new challenges for resource governance that 

require innovative integration of religious, customary, and scientific knowledge systems. 

Indigenous communities in Sabah possess valuable traditional ecological knowledge about 
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weather patterns, crop varieties, and ecosystem management strategies developed over 

generations. Ahmad and Hassan (2021) argue that effective climate adaptation requires 

creating governance spaces where this customary knowledge can interact productively with 

Islamic environmental principles and contemporary climate science. Such integration 

demands humility from all knowledge holders—religious scholars must recognize the value 

of indigenous wisdom, scientists must appreciate cultural contexts of knowledge, and 

customary authorities must engage with external expertise while maintaining cultural 

integrity. 

The role of religious authority in legitimizing or challenging environmentally 

destructive development projects raises critical questions about Islamic environmental 

ethics in practice. Islamic teachings on environmental stewardship provide strong normative 

grounds for opposing unsustainable resource extraction, pollution, and ecosystem 

degradation. However, Abdullah et al. (2022) observe that religious authorities in Sabah have 

not consistently leveraged this moral authority to challenge controversial projects including 

large-scale oil palm plantations and logging operations. Strengthening the environmental 

dimension of Islamic governance requires empowering religious leaders with environmental 

literacy, creating institutional mechanisms for Islamic environmental oversight, and 

fostering collaboration between religious authorities, environmental organizations, and 

affected communities. This represents an important frontier for realizing Islam's 

sustainability potential in governance practice. 

 

CONCLUSION  

This examination of sustainable community governance in Muslim societies through 

the lens of Sabah, Malaysia reveals the complex interplay of Islamic principles, local customs, 

modern governance frameworks, and sustainability imperatives. The analysis demonstrates 

that effective sustainable governance in Muslim contexts cannot rely on simplistic 

application of either traditional Islamic models or conventional Western governance 

frameworks. Instead, it requires creative synthesis that honors Islamic values while 

addressing contemporary challenges through participatory mechanisms, innovative use of 

Islamic economic institutions, and respectful integration of diverse knowledge systems. The 

case of Sabah illustrates both the promise and the persistent challenges of this synthesis. 

Islamic consultation principles provide normative foundations for participatory governance, 

yet their realization remains constrained by exclusionary practices and power imbalances. 

Islamic economic institutions offer significant resources for community development, yet 

their sustainability potential remains underutilized. Religious and customary authority 

systems can support environmental protection, yet they require strengthening and better 

integration with scientific knowledge. Moving forward, rethinking sustainable community 

governance in Muslim societies demands continued innovation, critical reflection on power 
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dynamics, genuine community participation, and willingness to learn from both successes 

and failures. The insights from Sabah offer valuable lessons for Muslim societies worldwide 

grappling with similar governance challenges, while also contributing to broader 

conversations about culturally-responsive approaches to sustainable development. Future 

research should examine how these governance models evolve over time, their effectiveness 

in achieving sustainability outcomes, and possibilities for cross-cultural learning and 

adaptation. 
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