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I must admire the bold and brilliant attempt of Mr. Khalifa Al Yusufi to examine the problem of Corruption and Economic Development with a view to suggesting Islamic remedial measures to deal with it effectively. In a number of ways, it is a refreshingly different exercise from the Conventional approaches where cultural and values perspectives of agents of economic activity are de-linked from the problem of corruption. As pointed out by the author himself, the problem is viewed as the by-product of a defective policy measures and institutional and legal flaws. In the same vein its growth has been linked with such separate developments as technological revolution, information explosion, large-scale capital transfer, increasing transparency and accountability in business dealings. Some of these developments have served to increase the visibility of corruption and not its magnitude. Mr. Khalifa Al Yusufi considers this approach in the longer perspective of secular scientificity of modern social analysis.

Mr. Khalifa Al Yusufi has limited the scope of his analysis to the financial and administrative aspect of corruption. He has tried to define corruption as the lack of moderation; absence of stability; a state of disequilibria – all terms borrowed from conventional studies. Thus he forgets to underline and spotlight the essential anti ethical and immoral character of corruption- a requirement of his subsequent analysis. Surprisingly the author ignores the second fundamental concept of his problem- that is development. For development is a moral question as well. The saddest part of modern story of economic development is that it has been interpreted in terms of the growth of tangible goods of production. It is measured and valued by the standard of money. Hence the shift of focus from human being to capital accumulation. Scarcely do the policy planners, the economists, the bankers ask the relevant question; what should constitute development? In other words what composition of GNP is desirable for the general mass of humanity? If an increase in money value of all goods constitutes development there is a sure bias in favour of elitist production that is inherently unjust and anti poor. Evidences are mounting in modern economies to prove that undesirable, harmful and injurious to health products constitute an increasing proportion of goods. Such products rob the mass of human beings whatever little they posses and are corruption inducive. But far more conducive to corruption is the recent trend toward the multiplication of money. For the last few decades increase in money wealth has far outstripped the growth in real production. This trend has widened the scope of corruption throughout the entire globe. In this short note it is not possible to discuss in detail the devious means of expanding corruption in the world as the direct outcome of a skewed concept of development. It is very surprising that the author has almost totally ignored the fact that corruption may be a direct result of the nature and concept of development as such. Hence, the goal of development and its composition are equally important in the promotion or minimization of corruption.

In the next section the author quotes a number of verses to prove that corruption is repugnant to Islam. In this section he quotes only those verses which denounce mischief (fasad) and equates mischief with corruption. Although mischief (fasad) is an inclusive terminology that covers corruption but he overlooks a number of verses that condemn various forms of immoral trade practices, dishonesty, illegal usurpation of other property, bribery and interest. He has quoted only one tradition in reference of zakah collection, and one from Umar ibn Khattab in reference of riches. This section falls far short of convincingly proving his contention that corruption is repugnant to Islam. In our view this section needs considerable improvement.

Section III is an analysis of the causes of corruption. This section draws heavily on the secular analysis of causes of corruption. It does not analyze such causes of corruption that figure in Islamic views of economic and financial corruption. In the paragraph on illegal gains he, in harmony with secular analysis, picks up the subsidies distributed by the government officials, import licensing and management of multiple exchange rates, privatization and providing of essential services, where government officials are the main culprits. Similarly under sub heading Avoiding Due Costs, he argues with laying the blame on government laws and its administrative apparatus.

The main shortcoming of this section his belief, with so expressly stated, that private businesses will be comparatively freer of corruption. In the light of evidences of corruption in US and third world countries, it will be difficult to sustain the proposition.

On account of this erroneous perception only two forms of corruptions dominate the entire analysis that is, bribery and tax evasion. As a matter of fact there are numerous other forms of corruption that are prevalent in world economies as a whole and in particular third world countries. Some important examples are dubious market practices that thrive on sale of inferior quality of goods and services through dishonest advertisements, sale of spurious drugs in third world countries, hoarding of essential goods, adulteration, market manipulation, and most important of all money and credit market. In addition, denial of property rights to eligible inheritors, such as daughters, wives, and helpless relatives are widespread. All of that have been strongly condemned in the Quran and various traditions of the Prophet (pbuh). It is unfortunate that the author has overlooked that the Quran deems all unfair trade practices and unjust transaction as alfasad fil ardh.

The last section, V, of this article is the most crucial one where the author tries to show the relevance of Islamic principles and values to the eradication and minimization of corruption. The section is divided into the introduction of an ideal world-view that extends the accountability of an individual beyond the present world to the hereafter. In other words, a Muslim considers the welfare of the hereafter as the most important factor in shaping his life in the present day activities. This enables him to internalize certain values that engender a sense of internal accountability. This sense of internal accountability in the man is far more effective in curbing the evil tendency of corruption in man. He further tries to demonstrate that divine values and principle are in harmony with human nature and do not militate against the natural human urges and desires to benefit from the pleasures of worldly life. In a fairly detailed analysis of the Islamic teachings, he argues that the rational calculation of cost and benefit of Muslim agent of economic activity will extend beyond this life to the life after death, which is far superior to this life. He is conscious of the slow and long process of internalization of moral values enshrined in Islamic view and proceeds to suggest that external checks and balances should supplement internal accountability. The author argues that an anti corruption environment should be created that makes spread of corruption difficult. For this purpose, he leans heavily on secular studies that enumerate such measures as the reduction of the size of government sector, (how much in harmony with recent trend of globalization strategy?), privatization of public sector, simplification of rules and procedures, strict auditing, etc. To strengthen his argument that only internalization of values by the individual is not sufficient to curb corruption, he goes on to suggest building institutions such as recruitment of honest and competent government officials, fair and just wages to officials, and emphasis on democratically run administration. All this sounds very familiar to suggestions emerging from secular social studies. However, it must be recognized that curbing corruption should not be left only to the individual world-view and his values, although the latter are more important than mere external checks and balances.

However, the author has failed to recognize that corruption is not an individual problem. It is a social problem of increasing proportion. From individual malpractices the world has moved towards collective and corporate economic corruption. In today’s world even the government indulges in corrupt trade practices, unjust monetary and fiscal policies, unjust allocation of resources, etc. In view of the seriousness of the problem it is absolutely necessary to change the very criterion of the economic development, its priorities, and the final goal of economic prosperity. Development that accords priority to human welfare, shift the focus from capital development to human development, that introduces qualitative desirability and quantitative growth is the need of the hour. Islam’s greatest contribution is its values that promote such a nature of development and is clearly advocated in the Quran and Sunnah. The unrestrained pursuit of material welfare is disapproved, consumerism is outlawed, profit propensity is moderated and minimization of disease, hunger and mass poverty is set as the goal of all economic activity. Islamic teachings seek to revolutionize the concept of development, make social justice as the measuring rod of economic well-being. For that purpose it does not only instill in the individual the crucial moral values but takes special care to give the blue print of the process of economic welfare. Unfortunately Muslim thinkers have frequently committed the mistake of limiting their perspective to individual character and its reorientation only.

It is heartening to note that Mr. Yusufi has suggested the creation and building of an institutional infrastructure to curb corruption. But has totally ignored the single most important institution of corruption and injustice in most modern economies. That is interest based banking and credit system. A very large proportion of fraud, injustice, misallocation of resources, increasing magnitude of poverty originate and nurture in ever expanding influence of interest based financial institutions. The concentration of resources in few giants in the money and credit market that is basis of the constant flow of resources from the poor to rich through a cleverly designed system of debt and credit has the bane of modern economics. So long as this is not taken care of the removal of corruption shall ever remain a dream.
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