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Abstract 
Each development process surely has its actors (development actors). In Islamic-based development 
theory and conventional development theory, humankind plays the role of a development actor. 
However, the role of humans as development actors in conventional development theory differs. So, 
what is the function of humans as development actors in conventional development theory? Is it 
consistent with the al-Qur’an? To answer both these questions, this working paper has two 
objectives, which is to identify the role of humans as development actors in conventional 
development theory and determine the function of humans as development actors based on the al-
Qur’an. A library research on conventional development theory using the al-mawdhu’iy 
interpretation analysis method found that the humanistic role was solely confined to the physical and 
capability aspects, without considering the spiritual aspect. Therefore, the humanistic role in 
conventional development theory only considers the physical nature of humans or the pseudo-
human perspective, which makes them “incomplete humans”, as it only refers to their physical 
strength as well as productive and cognitive capabilities. This clearly contradicts the function of 
humans according to the al-Qur’an, which is to be the subject and khalifah of Allah SWT.   
Keywords: Humans, Development Actors, Al-Qur’an, Al-Mawdhu’iy, Khalifah. 
 
Introduction and Objectives 
Each aspect of development cannot be implemented without development actors. In Islamic-based 
development theory (PBI), as in conventional development theory, the actor’s role is played by 
humans. However, the function of humans as development actors in conventional development 
theory differs with that in Islamic-based development theory. According to conventional 
development, humans act as economic beings who solely produce and consume. The human function 
in PBI is to be the subject and khalifah of Allah SWT. The difference is due to the mould that forms 
these two development theories. PBI is moulded according to Islamic thinking, whereas, conventional 
development theory is moulded by conventional thinking. Since conventional development theory is 
moulded based on conventionality, hence, humans in this theory are only seen solely from their 
capability and physical aspects without considering the spiritual aspect. Thus, humans in conventional 
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development theory are often referred to their physical aspects or as “pseudo-humans”, which refers 
to an “incomplete human”. This is proven through the functional aspect of production in conventional 
development theory, whereby P = f(T, M, B, K....n) (P here stands for production, M is capital, B is 
labour, K is entrepreneurship and n is other factors of production). In terms of the production 
function, the factors of production related to humans are labour and entrepreneurship, which 
actually refer to aspects such as physical strength, production capability and the cognitive faculty. All 
these aspects do not take into consideration the spiritual element, such as faith (iman) and piousness 
(taqwa) as well as the main function of humans, which is to the subject and khalifah of Allah SWT 
(Salleh, 2003a:31). 
 
In relation to this issue, this working paper had two main objectives, which is to identify the function 
of humans as actors of development in conventional development theory and then to analyse this 
function based on the al-Qur’an. Generally, the discussion in this paper is divided into three main 
parts. The first part discusses the function of humans as actors of development in conventional 
development theory, the second part discusses the function of humans as actors of development 
based on Islam and the third analyses the function of humans as actors of development based on the 
al-Qur’an. 
 
Methodology 
This is a qualitative study that examined primary and secondary sources. Secondary sources 
comprised previous studies and literary works, such as theses, journals, websites and writings related 
to the concept of development actors, conventional development theory and PBI. Besides that, this 
working paper also relied on the main referral sources of Islam, such as the al-Qur’an, Hadith and 
relevant literary works including interpretation (tafsir) scriptures. It was analysed using the al-
mawdhu’iy interpretation method, which examined the human theme in the al-Quran by gathering 
verses of the al-Qur’an related to a theme or a surah or various surah in the al-Qur’an (Muslim, 
1997:16). Similar themes were gathered and then analysed using the latest interpretation scriptures. 
This method was chosen because studies related to the al-Quran are best analysed by the al-
mawdhu’iy interpretation method. 
 
Operational Definition  
This working paper discusses operational definitions related to development actors. According to 
Salleh (2003:15), humans as development actors have three important relationships in their lives. 
First is the relationship with Allah SWT, who is the Creator and humans as HIS subjects, second is the 
inter-human relationship in the context of humans being the khalifah of Allah SWT and third is the 
relationship between humans and nature. As a development actor, each human action is considered 
an ibadah because humans carry it out with full responsibility or takhlifan from Allah SWT in order to 
create a harmonious place on earth.   
 
Literature Review 
Generally, there are two main aspects in literature review, which are explained below. 
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Humans as Development Actors in Conventional Development Theory  
In conventional development, religion is a tool for development and not development as a tool for 
religion. Todaro (1977:62) was of the view that development must be seen as a multidimensional 
process that includes various types of changes, such as changes in social structure, society’s attitudes, 
national institutions, eradication of poverty, reducing the gap between the rich and poor and 
pursuing economic growth. In brief, development must reflect overall changes or a comprehensive 
accommodation of the social system, without excluding various basic needs (food, housing, health, 
peace). It should also consider the wishes of individuals or social groups, such as possessing greater 
wealth, defending one’s dignity and freedom that leads to a better life, either materialistic or 
spiritual.  
  
The views of Todaro (1977) are consistent with that of Lewis (1982:10), who said that economic 
growth depends on the attitude and human thinking towards work, wealth, frugality etc. 
Nevertheless, it is said that it will be easier for economic growth to succeed if religion accommodates 
and all types of progressive changes explored by the contemporary system (secular system) as halal. 
Lewis (1982) emphasised that in order to experience progress, religion should not restrict any method 
or product. Although Todaro (1977) and Lewis (1982) had touched on the spiritual and religious 
elements, it is presumed to be part of development. For example, Todaro (1977) was inclined to see 
the success of physical and material developments in improving the spiritual life, and not the spiritual 
aspect improving the physical and material developments. Meanwhile, Lewis (1982) had put religion 
at a very low level because he wanted religion to support the secular system in order for development 
to experience continued progress without any hindrance. In this case, religion is seen as a tool for 
development and not vice versa. Hence, this clearly shows that conventional development theory 
believes that humans can and should manage their economic development without considering the 
religious perspective.  

 
It is clear here that the function of humans in conventional development theory is not more than a 
piece of merchandise or tool (Salamon, 1989:75). Hence, the actor of development in conventional 
development theory is meant only to carry out a stereotype and secularist function, such as 
consuming, growing, learning, working, reproducing and dying. They are also presumed to be humans 
who produce and consume as well as their strength is measured in terms of their physical, cognitive 
and skills qualities as well as all matters that physically exist.  

 
Humans as Actors of Islamic-based Development (PBI) 
Humans in a development entity are a group that is given the responsibility, blessed with a thinking 
mind and instilled with nobility by Allah SWT (Muhsin Abdul al-Hamid, 1998:33). In this case, humans 
are given a mind, soul and physique that can administer and develop nature. Therefore, humans are 
invited to further understand knowledge as a preparation for implementing development. This is also 
because Allah SWT has testified that humans are the most noble (asyraf al-makhluqat) and best 
(ahsan al-khaliqin) subjects (Borham, 2007:2). 
 
Humans, as PBI actors, are designed with a function, which is to be the subject and khalifah of Allah 
SWT. Humans in PBI have an ultimate aim regarding development and a clear pathway in life, which 
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is to achieve the blessings of Allah SWT and obtain ultimate success (al-falah) (Ghazali, 1990; Ahmad, 
2006). Whereas, in the context of managing the available natural resources, humans take great care 
to safeguard the trust given and manage the resources with full dedication (Kasim Mansur, 2008). 
Next, the main character role, which is the core feature in humans as actors in the development 
process, is the staunch belief in tauhid when planning a development initiative. 
 
Findings and Discussions 
Based on earlier discussions, humans were found to be actors in the development process, either 
conventional or Islam-based development processes. However, humans carried out different 
functions in these two processes. The details of the findings are as follows. 
 
Analysis of the Function of Humans as Development Actors Based on the al-Qur’an 
According to the al-Qur’an, humans are a composite entity consisting of physical, spiritual, cognitive 
and instinctual elements (Jar, 1986:17; Ahmad, 2014). Islam views the physical element as being 
haywaniyyah (animalistic) in nature, while the spiritual element as being natiqah (rational). The 
symbiosis between these aspects makes humans what they are as both combine with each other to 
lend meaning to life. Thus, if one is absent or the significance of one is neglected, then humans will 
no longer be humans (Ahmad, 2014). 

 
Hence, humans, as a creation of Allah SWT, have a more specific function than that in conventional 
development, which is moulded according to conventional worldview (tasawur). According to Salleh 
(2003:23), production and consumption activities are only part of the tools required by humans to 
implement or maintain their specific function, which is a responsibility given to them as subjects and 
khalifah of Allah SWT on this earth. According to Qutb (1987:60), being a subject is a function that 
connects humans to Allah SWT (habl min Allah), whereas, being a khalifah connects humans to 
humans (habl min al-nas).  

 
Based on the status of being a subject and khalifah of Allah SWT, Salleh (2003:15) stated that humans, 
as actors in the Islamic-based development theory, differ in their function compared to being actors 
in conventional development theory. There are two main differences. First, actors in the Islamic-
based development process have a philosophy and function that differs from conventional 
development. As subjects of Allah SWT, they get involved in development activities in order to totally 
devote themselves (ibadah) to Allah SWT. When performing the ibadah they always vindictive their 
subservience to Allah SWT. As a khalifah of Allah SWT, they interact with humans and nature with a 
feeling of responsibility and trust, while equipped with a good personality supported by ethical values 
that are suitable with their role as a khalifah of Allah SWT on this earth; second, Islamic-based actors 
of development are not bound by the economic aspects that are solely evaluated using productivity, 
production and consumerism measures, as indicated by conventional development actors. 
Conversely, as a subject of Allah SWT, Islamic-based development actors have a very strong 
relationship with Allah SWT (habl min Allah), besides being the khalifah of Allah SWT, while 
maintaining a relationship with other humans and natural resources (habl min al-nas). The reward 
for upholding both these relationships is not only found in this world, in a materialistic form, but it is 
also found in the afterword in the form of heaven.  
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The combination of both these major functions in human creation shows that humans function as 
actors of development based on the tasawur al-Qur’an. According to Muhammad Syukri Salleh 
(2003), as an actor of development, humans must vindictive their status as a subject and khalifah on 
this earth. In the vertical relationship with Allah SWT (habl min Allah), humans are subjects of Allah 
SWT. In a horizontal relationship between humans and nature (habl min al-nas), humans play the role 
of a halifah. Therefore, actors of development are not only born to carry out a stereotype and 
secularist function, such as consume, grow, learn, work, raise a family, reproduce and die. It cannot 
be presumed that humans are only producers or consumers, whereby only the physical, cognitive 
and skills qualities as well as all other tangible elements are taken into consideration. All forms of 
production and consumerism activities pose as one of the human tools used to prove the submission 
to Allah SWT (stipulated) since humans are in the spiritual world (al-A‘raf, 7:172 & al-Hadid, 57:8). 
Moreover, it is also a tool to fulfil basic human needs in life. In whichever activity or action, the status 
of a subject and khalifah of Allah SWT is inseparable.  
  
In relation to this, when implementing a development process, humans cannot become a subject of 
development because development is actually meant for humanity and not vice versa (Salleh, 
2002:67 & 2003:31). Thus, only now can actors of development truly produce development, which is 
included in the category of ibadah and accepted by Allah SWT. 
 
Conclusion 

Humans in conventional development theory are presumed to be economic entities whose function 
is only to produce and consume. In this case, what is considered is only the strength of the physical, 
cognitive, skill qualities and all matters that physically exist. Besides that, humans are also presumed 
to be the measure of all things as well as the owner and source of all rights. It is evident here that 
humans in conventional development theory are merely treated as a type of merchandise or tool. 
They are thought to be born only to carry out a stereotype and secularist function, such as to 
consume, grow, learn, work, have a family, reproduce and eventually die. The human function in 
conventional development theory clearly contradicts the human function according to tasawur al-
Quran, which is to be the subject and khalifah of Allah SWT. Humans’ status as the subject and 
khalifah of Allah SWT instils in the Islamic-based development actor a type of philosophy and function 
that differs from the conventional development actor. As a subject and khalifah of Allah SWT, 
involvement in development activities is one way of totally submitting oneself to Allah SWT. In this 
case, humans in PBI defend their role as subjects of Allah SWT and the duty they perform as a khalifah.  
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