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Wise Agents and  
Organisational Moral Learning 

Iznan Tarip1 

here have been many cases of corporate corruptions around the 
world, such as genocide, pollution, workplace inequality and abuse, 
and is affecting not only their immediate surroundings but can also 

ripple throughout the world. It is important thus that institutions and 
organisations pay attention to their organisational moral development 
because they are the cornerstone in creating a society conducive towards 
the worship of Allah. Strategic change towards achieving an organisation’s 
moral goals involves changes on the individual and organisational levels.2 
The process is very complex, contributed by competing interests and is a 
challenge in and of itself. In addition, changes in the global climate, such 
as climate change, international relations and technological 
advancements, pose serious contemporary challenges towards achieving 
moral strategic change. To gain a better understanding of the strategic 
change process, this paper aims to outline the essential factors and 
parameters of conflict underlying the process of strategic change. The 
approach taken is by synthesising the concepts of ‘purification of the heart’ 
and ‘organisational learning’ (OL) to create an analytical framework for 
exploring moral strategic change. Both concepts are processes that focus 
on the flow of knowledge, albeit treating knowledge differently. 

The paper is structured as follows. Initially, the concepts of ‘purification of 
the heart’ and OL are introduced. In brief, OL brings a contemporary 
understanding of strategic renewal process that explains the knowledge 

 
1     The author is a PhD candidate at Lancaster University, United Kingdom 
2 This is inspired from verse 11 of sūrah Ar-Ra>d, translated as: ﴾ Indeed, Allah will not change the condition of a people 

until they change what is in themselves ﴿ 
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flow from individuals to organisation, and from organisation back to the 
individuals. However, it lacks conceptions of the moral dimension when it 
should have been the case.1 ‘Purification of the heart’ is introduced to 
overcome this shortcoming as it expounds the tension inherent in the 
process of individual moral development and the importance of proper 
knowledge and wisdom for purification. Afterwards, the two are 
synthesised together to form an analytical framework that sets the essential 
elements and parameters of strategic change in the moral dimension. The 
framework sets at its extreme end organisational moral learning (OML) and 
organisational immoral learning (OIL), and this forms the parameters of 
conflict behind moral strategic renewal. OML denotes the strategic renewal 
towards achieving its moral purpose, i.e. to become a vicegerent institution 
in this world,2 whereas OIL is simply the opposite which aims to achieve its 
immoral purpose. Even though the two are at the extreme, they have a 
naturally antagonistic relationship. This relationship is further explored and 
supplemented with illustrations from His Majesty the Sultan of Brunei’s 
recent titah. The illustration is helpful to relay the framework’s relevance to 
Brunei context. Potential strategies to tackle and mitigate conflicts inherent 
in strategic change is also presented. 

Organisational Learning & Strategic Renewal  
The field of OL is a relatively new field, began arguably with Cyert and 
March.3 It is a diverse field,4 generally concerns about knowledge stock 
and flow within the organisation and its surrounding. This paper primarily 
utilises Crossan, Mary and White’s 4I OL framework. 5 The authors defined 
OL specifically as a principal means of achieving the strategic renewal of 
an enterprise. The framework is based on four premises: 

 
1 Heather Elms, Stephen Brammer, Jared D. Harris and Robert A. Phillips, "New Directions in Strategic Management and 

Business Ethics," Business Ethics Quarterly 20, No. 3, 2010 
2 Sūrah Al-Baqarah, verse 30, translated as: ﴾ Behold, thy Lord said to the angels: ‘I will create a vicegerent on earth.’ ﴿ 
3 Richard M. Cyert and James G. March, A Behavioural Theory of the Firm, Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Pretence Hall, 1963 
4 Mark Easterby-Smith and Marjorie A. Lyles, "The Evolving Field of Organizational Learning and Knowledge 

Management," in Handbook of Organizational Learning and Knowledge Management, ed. Mark Easterby-Smith and 
Marjorie A. Lyles, Chichester, West Sussex: Wiley, 2011 

5 Mary M. Crossan, Henry W. Lane, and Roderick E. White, "An Organizational Learning Framework: From Intuition to 
Institution," Academy of Management Review 24, No. 3, 1999 
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Premise 1: OL involves tension between assimilating new 
learning (exploration) and using what has been 
learned (exploitation). 

Premise 2:  OL is multi-level: individual, group, and 
organisation. This is extended to the 
population/society level1 

Premise 3:  The 3 levels of OL are linked by social and 
psychological 4I sub-learning processes: intuiting, 
interpreting, integrating, and institutionalising 

Premise 4:  Cognition affects action (and vice versa). 

Premise 1 tells that strategic renewal recognises the inherent tension 
between exploring new and exploiting past organisational knowledge in 
the strategic renewal process, between continuity and change. Premise 2 
and 3 tells that the process of strategic renewal can be broken down into 
four sub-learning process (namely intuiting, interpreting, integrating, and 
institutionalising) that span individual, group and organisational levels. 
Intuiting refers to instinctive understanding; interpreting involves 
communicating and sharing understanding with themselves and others; 
integrating involves collective understanding and action; and 
institutionalising means embedding learning on the individual and group 
level in the organisational structure, systems, culture and practices, which 
then affect individuals and groups in return. These four sub-learning 
processes together possess strong explanatory power into the dynamics 
behind the strategic renewal of organisation. They allow learning to feed-
forward from individuals to the organisational level, represented by the first 
three sub-learning processes (intuition, interpretation and integrating), and 
feed-back from the organisation to group and individual levels, 
represented by institutionalisation. Premise 4 takes into account the 

 
1 Mary M. Crossan, Cara C. Maurer, and Roderick E. White, "Reflections on the 2009 Amr Decade Award: Do We Have a 

Theory of Organizational Learning?," Academy of Management Review 36, No. 3, 2011 
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interactive relationship between cognition and action. The framework is 
illustrated as follows: 

In addition, the framework is a platform that connects other key elements 
relevant to strategic change, such as power, politics and leadership. 
Lawrence and colleagues1 complemented the framework with various 
political strategies that provide the social energy to drive OL. The authors 
proposed that: 1) ‘interpretation’ is best facilitated with the use of 

“influence” exerted through the use of scarce resources, relevant 
expertise, and/or culturally appropriate social skills, 2) ‘integration’ is best 
facilitated with “force” based on formal authority, which restricts alternative 
options of organisational members, 3) ‘institutionalisation’ is best facilitated 
with “systems of domination” to overcome resistance, and 4) ‘intuition’ is 

 
1 Thomas B. Lawrence, Michael K. Mauws, and Bruno Dyck, "The Politics of Organizational Learning: Integrating Power 

into the 4I Framework," Academy of Management Review 30, No. 1, 2005 

Figure 1. Organisational Learning as a Dynamic Process1 
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best fostered with “systems of discipline” to provide deep experience and 
facilitate identity formation. The first two are ‘episodic’ powers that are 
discrete and depend of the initiatives of the actors, whereas the latter two 
are ‘systemic’ which works through the routines and is diffused throughout 
the social systems. Vera and Crossan1 examined the effects of 
transactional and transformational styles of leadership on OL. 
Transformational leader is proposed to have a positive impact on learning 
that challenges institutionalised learning, whereas transactional leadership 
is proposed to have a positive impact on learning that reinforces 
institutionalised learning. However, it is required to utilise both leadership 
styles appropriate for the situation faced by the organisation. There is also 
an extensive list of barriers to the OL processes that spans individual, 
organisational and socio-environmental levels,2 leading to discontinuities in 
the temporal and spatial dimension.3  

There are additional advantages to the framework. The framework shows 
that not only leaders play a part in the feed forward processes of shaping 
organisational culture, but other employees also play some roles to various 
degrees. The framework also helps to move away from a ‘static’ view of 
culture as hegemonic values and beliefs to a dynamic view as part of the 
feedforward-feedback process of strategic renewal. So far, the OL 
perspective provides a deep understanding of strategic change. However, 
it must be noted that the framework does not explicate a moral dimension. 
Here, the conceptions of OL are purposefully extended to also include the 
moral dimension by introducing the worldview of Islam, specifically on 
purification of the heart.  

Purification of the Heart  
The worldview of Islam is comprised of fundamental elements that are 
permanently established in its system along with their intricate connections 

 
1 Dusya Vera and Mary M. Crossan, "Strategic Leadership and Organizational Learning," Academy of Management Review 

29, No. 2, 2004 
2 Jan Schilling and Annette Kluge, "Barriers to Organizational Learning: An Integration of Theory and Research," 

International Journal of Management Reviews 11, No. 3, 2008 
3 Hans Berends and Irene Lammers, "Explaining Discontinuity in Organizational Learning: A Process Analysis," 

Organization Studies 31, No. 8, 2010 
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among them. These elements act as integrating principles placing all our 
systems of meanings and standards of life and values in coherent order as 
a unified supersystem.1 These many elements play important parts in the 
moral dimension holistically. This paper argues that the centre of strategic 
change is ‘heart’ and ‘knowledge’. The previous section has seen the role 
of knowledge and learning underlying the whole process of strategic 
renewal. In this section, the role of ‘heart’ in (im)moral decision-making and 
action is presented, and why knowledge is important to ensure moral 
development. 

Al-Ghazali2 presented a concise definition of the heart in his book chapter 
Wonders of the Heart.3 Al-Ghazali explained that the intended meaning of 
the heart when mentioned in the Qur<ān and the Sunnah refers to that in 
man which discerns and comes to know the real nature of things. This 
meaning is shared with three other terms and is interchangeable, as long 
as the meaning is retained: spirit (rūh), soul (nafs) and intelligence (>aql). 
The heart has specific characteristics that differentiates humans from 
animals. Humans share with animals the potential of appetence, anger, and 
senses, but differ in his/her capacity to know and to will. The knowledge 
that is meant here is not only those acquired through senses but also from 
beyond. There are various means of knowing established by tradition 
Islamic scholarship. There exists a hierarchy of science and knowledge4 
based of the harmony among various means of knowing, from sensual 
knowledge and reason to intellection and inner vision or the ‘knowledge of 
the heart’.5 The notion here is important to contrast with the intellectual 
movement of (over-)rationalisation and false division between science and 
religion by taking into account not only the rational faculty but also many 

 
1 Syed Muhammad al-Naquib at-Attas, Prolegomena to the Metaphysics of Islam: An Exposition of the Fundamental 

Elements of the Worldview of Islam, 2nd ed., Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia: International Institute of Islamic Thought and 
Civilization (ISTAC), 2001 

2 Abū Hāmid, Muhammad bin Muhammad al-Ghazāli. Born in Tus (Iran) in 1058AD, died in Tus, 1111AD 
3 al-Ghazali, "Aja'ib Al-Qalb (Wonders of the Heart)," in Ihya Ulum Al-Din (Revival of the Religious Science), ed. Walter 

James Skellie, Kuala Lumpur: Islamic Book Trust, 2007 
4 Osman Bakar, Classification of Knowledge in Islam, United Kingdom: Islamic Texts Society, 1998 
5 Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Islamic Philosophy from Its Origin to the Present: Philosophy in the Land of Prophecy, New York: 

State University of new York Press, 2006, p. 95 
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other internal factors including experience, intuition, emotions, and 
dispositions.1 All these are important for the decision-making process. 

Another characteristic of the heart is that it is the king and the decision-
maker of the body. Al-Ghazali explained that information from the brain (in 
the form of memories, thoughts, imagination etc) and bodily senses (e.g. 
sight, touch, hearing etc) are presented to the heart for deliberation, 
followed by responses from the heart in the form of relevant (in)actions. 
This is certainly true when it comes to moral and ethical issues, based on 
the ḥadīth of the Prophet Muhammadملسو هيلع هللا ىلص. The Prophetملسو هيلع هللا ىلص said to a man who 
approached him to ask of righteousness, in which he replied,  

“Consult your heart. Righteousness is that about which the 
soul feels at ease and the heart feels tranquil. And 
wrongdoing is that which wavers in the soul and causes 
uneasiness in the breast, even though people have 
repeatedly given their legal opinion [in its favour]”.2  

The ḥadīth clearly shows how rational and legal opinions can easily be 
disregarded just because the heart says so. 

Another important characteristic is that the heart is accountable for all the 
decisions made because of their capacity to will freely. The decisions 
made affect the state of the ‘heart’. There are three states of the ‘heart’: 
pure, dead, and diseased. The highest is the healthy, polished and purified 
heart. They are the moral and virtuous individuals having high moral 
consciousness. It is understood to be free of vices or character defects. 
The lowest state of the heart is the dead heart, in a sense that the heart is 
filled with vices and not particularly interested in morality. The dead hearts 
have some aspects of the heart’s ability of understanding and 
comprehension being cut off or sealed, which are crucial for moral 
development. These are the corrupted and immoral individuals. 

 
1 See also Scott Sonenshein, "The Role of Construction, Intuition and Justification in Responding to Ethical Issues at Work: 

The Sensemaking-Intuition Model," Academy of Management Review 32, No. 4, 2007 
2 The translation of the 27th ḥadīth in Imam Nawawi’s Arba>in 
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Connotations such as being heartless and inhumane resonate here. The 
heart will only call towards following carnal passion and appetite 
excessively. They have no intention to become good but may use their 
cunningness to fool others to appear as good. The third state is the heart 
that has diseases in which cures can be applied. These are the layperson 
with a mixture of virtues and vices (i.e. good and bad dispositions), and 
alternate between the two extreme states of the heart. Moral consciousness 
here is weaker than that of the pure heart.  

The state of the heart is always in a flux because there are multiple factors 
rapidly influencing the heart all the time, al-Ghazali explained.1 Thus, 
individuals must be active with purifying their hearts. Purification of the 
heart is defined as the process of individual moral development through: 
1) continuous struggle against vices of the soul, and 2) self-training of 
inculcating virtues in one’s life.2 The process of purification requires both 
right knowledge and adāb (i.e. proper action). Within the worldview of 
Islam, knowledge is defined as the recognition of the proper places of 
things in the order of creation.3 In turn, the acknowledgement of the proper 
place necessitates adāb (i.e. proper action).4 Antagonistically, corruption 
of the heart entails the disposition of vices in the heart. Just as knowledge 
is key for the purification of the heart, corruption of knowledge is key for its 
corruption. This happens when the heart does not recognise the proper 
places of any particular object of knowledge in the supersystem derived 
from the worldview of Islam. What proceeds after corruption of knowledge 
is the disintegration of adāb,5 which then breeds maladaptive and 
corrupting behaviours. This then will bring about perpetuating corruption, 
unless the proper knowledge is acquired, and the accompanying 
misbehaviour is rectified leading to purification.  

 
1 al-Ghazali, "Aja'ib Al-Qalb (Wonders of the Heart)," pp. 152-60 
2 Yusuf Sidani and Akram Al Ariss, "New Conceptual Foundations for Islamic Business Ethics: The Contributions of Abu-

Hamid Al-Ghazali," Journal of Business Ethics, 2014 
3 at-Attas, Prolegomena to the Metaphysics of Islam: An Exposition of the Fundamental Elements of the Worldview of 

Islam, p. 16 
4 Ibid., pp. 16-7 
5 Ibid., p. 19 
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Al-Attas then continued that wisdom (ḥikmah) is the knowledge of the 
proper places along with their limits and boundaries, calling towards more 
holistic knowledge. Wisdom is not exclusive to any particular persons or 
groups. The view of early Muslim scholars is that wisdom is not only given 
exclusively to the prophets of Islam, but also to whom Allah wishes.1 
Luqman, a pious character mentioned in the Qur<ān, is given wisdom even 
though he is not a prophet in the theological sense that other prophets are 
defined. However, it is not given to just anyone. Al-Farabi2 made the 
distinction between two kinds of philosophy (i.e. the love of wisdom): 
exoteric and esoteric.3 The first is accessible to any layperson, e.g. the 
widely available text of the Qur<ān. The second is only accessible for the 
elite, those who are intellectually and spiritually prepared. There are also 
ḥikmah that is given to the heart and/or tongue. Yaman reported that Ibn 
Abi Hatim4 narrates an account that is traced back to ‘Abd al-Rahman b. 
Zayd5 describing those who have been given ḥikmah. The first person is 
given wisdom to his tongue but not to his heart. The result is that there is a 
disconnection between what he utters and what is being practiced, and 
what is practiced does not reflect wisdom. The second person is given 
wisdom to his heart, but not his tongue. This person practices wisdom and 
benefits himself but excludes others. The third is the one who practices 
whatever wisdom that is given and utters them in his speech. He is thus 
beneficial to himself as well as others. 

The discussion of wisdom goes back to purification and corruption of the 
heart, specifically on the classification of virtues and vices. Wisdom after 
all is one of the cardinal virtues. Al-Ghazali further illustrates the 
development of virtues and vices. Al-Ghazali explains using analogies that 
humans have four kinds of qualities: qualities of the Pig, Dog, Devil and 

 
1 Hikmet Yaman, Prophetic Niche in the Virtuous City: The Concept of Hikmah in Early Islamic Thought, Leiden, The 

Netherlands: Koninklijke Brill NV, 2011 
2 d. 870-950 
3 Bakar, Classification of Knowledge in Islam, p. 81 
4 d. 854-938 
5 d. 798 
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Sage.1 Qualities of the Pig refer to covetousness, voracity and greed, and 
qualities of the Dog refer to savageness, enmity and slaughter. The Pig 
invites man to excess and abomination, and the wild beast calls to 
oppression and harmful behaviour. The Devil, through his cunningness and 
schemes, continues to stir up the appetite of the Pig and the wrath of the 
wild beast, and to incite the one by means of the other; and he makes their 
inborn dispositions to appear good to them. If the individual obeys the Pig, 
Dog and Devil, various vices would be deposited in the heart over time. 
The Sage is the intellect. It plays an important role in revealing the Devil’s 
deceptions and schemes, and controlling and managing the Pig and Dog 
in the best possible manner. If the Sage does this successfully, then equity 
would manifest in the kingdom of the body and prosperity comes. The 
intellect alone is not enough to lead a good life. The Sage needs to keep 
the Dog and Pig within the mean, which would result in courage and 
temperance respectively. Then, justice would then come if the virtue of 
keeping to the golden mean between the extremes of intellect, predatory 
and bestial attributes are observed. The many virtues and vices based on 
the soul’s attributes are tabulated as follows: 

 
1 al-Ghazali, "Aja'ib Al-Qalb (Wonders of the Heart)" 
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Soul attribute DEFICIENCY 
Manifested vices 

MEAN 
Manifested virtues 

EXCESS 
Manifested vices 

SAGE 
RATIONAL 
INTELLECT 

FOOLISHNESS 

Inexperience 

Stupidity 

Mania 

WISDOM 

Efficient 

administrative ability 

Clearness of vision 

CUNNINGNESS 

Craftiness 

Deceitfulness 

DOG 
PREDATORY 
SELF-
ASSERTION 

COWARDICE 

Meanness 

Shirking 

Self-abasement 

Shamelessness 

Abasement 

COURAGE 

Generosity 

Bravery 

Self-respect 

Endurance 

Forbearance 

Firmness 

RASHNESS 

Lavishness 

Audaciousness 

Boasting 

Self-love/pride 

PIG 
BESTIAL 
APPETENCE 

Stinginess 

Disgracefulness 

Flattery 

Wicked glee at 

another’s misfortune 

TEMPERANCE 

Self-restrains 

Modesty 

Shyness 

Forgiveness 

Patience 

Contentment 

Shamelessness 

Extravagance 

Hypocrisy 

Wantonness 

Obscenity 

Barbarity 

Lamentation 

Envy 

Table 1. Al-Ghazali’s Classification of Virtues and Vices1 

The concept of the heart and its characteristics are important to understand 
the underlying factors in decision-making. A purified heart would direct all 
intentions, thoughts and actions for the sake of Allah subḥānahu wa ta>āla; 
the dead heart with no moral consciousness (i.e. heartless inhumane 
individual) would direct towards immoral goals such as destruction of a 
specific community and/or environment; the diseased with varying degrees 
of moral consciousness would struggle in their attempt to choose the most 
moral decision for a given situation. If we import this understanding into the 
strategic change process, we can imagine the sort of ‘mess’ the process 

 
1 Mohammad Umaruddin, The Ethical Philosophy of Al-Ghazzali, Kuala Lumpur: Percetakan Zafar Sdn. Bhd., 2003 
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really is. As a result, there will be so much conflict not only on the individual 
level, but also on higher levels. So how can we ensure that organisation 
stay on the ‘right’ path and transform itself into becoming a moral 
organisation? To delve deeper into the complexity of strategic change 
process, there is a need to explore organisational moral learning. 

Organisational Moral Learning  
The task now is to synthesise the concept of purification of the heart with 
OL to delineate the moral dimension of OL and strategic change. To do 
this, the intellectual movement of ‘Islamisation of Knowledge’ is adhered,1 
which entails the retranslation of constructs belonging to a foreign 
worldview to be aligned and consistent with the worldview of Islam.  

The first step taken is the illumination of OL’s moral dimension. Knowledge 
in Islam is seen as soteriological rather than merely instrumental frequently 
seen in the western world. OL can also have a moral dimension because 
the knowledge flowing within the organisation is imbued with values that 
are moral, immoral or amoral. There is also the concept of organisational 
moral learning (OML). Spitzeck defined it as a change in the dominant 
values of the organization in making or defending decisions.2 For the 
author, what is moral is what is socially and politically constructed by the 
environment of a particular organisation. This is not adopted. Instead, 
synthesising Spitzeck’s definition of OML, Crossan and colleagues’ 
definition of OL and Islam’s position on knowledge would then define OML 
as the principal means of achieving moral strategic renewal of an 
organisation with the sole ultimate purpose to please Allah subḥānahu wa 
ta>āla, and nothing else. In addition, it is natural to have many other ‘lesser’ 
goals for the organisation as it is natural for individuals, but these goals 
need to be aligned and harmonised with the ultimate definite purpose. 

 
1 Taha Jabir al-Alwani, Issues in Contemporary Islamic Thought, The International Institute of Islamic Thought, 2005 
2 Heiko Spitzeck, "Organizational Moral Learning: What, If Anything, Do Corporations Learn from Ngo Critique?," Journal 

of Business Ethics 88, No. 1, 2009, p. 161 
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Lesser goals and benchmarks that is not in line with the ultimate purpose 
could not qualify to be part of true progress.1 

The second step is to re-examine the four premises of the 4I OL framework 
to be in harmony with the worldview of Islam. The re-examined premises 
are outlined as follows: 

Premise 1:  OML involves tension between assimilating new 
initiatives and utilising established ones. Each 
initiative has their own knowledge and values. 

Premise 2:  OML is multi-level: individual, group, 
organisation. The environmental level is added. 

Premise 3:  The levels of OML are linked by social and 
psychological 4I sub-learning processes: 
intuiting, interpreting, integrating, and 
institutionalising 

Premise 4:  Purification of the heart requires both proper 
knowledge and action. In addition, corruption of 
the heart requires corruption of knowledge and 
action. 

Premise 1 tells that the process of moral strategic renewal involves tension 
between exploring new initiatives for the organisation or to exploit existing 
ones. Each initiative is composed of ideas, knowledge and values, among 
many other things. It is typical to see top management deliberating 
between exploration and exploitation of initiatives so that the ‘right’ 
initiatives are newly introduced or continued from the past. Premise 2 and 
3 tells a seemingly similar story from the original framework. The process 
of moral strategic renewal can be categorically analysed into four sub-
learning process (namely intuiting, interpreting, integrating, and 
institutionalising) that span individual, group and organisational levels. 

 
1 at-Attas, Prolegomena to the Metaphysics of Islam: An Exposition of the Fundamental Elements of the Worldview of 

Islam, p. 39 
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However, added value is with regards to the understanding of the self that 
is capable of purification and corruption (Premise 4). As such, all efforts to 
drive forward strategic renewal are affected by the states of hearts within 
the particular organisation. The purified hearts direct all efforts (e.g. 
intuiting, interpreting and integrating) solely to attain the pleasure of Allah 
subḥānahu wa ta>āla; on the other hand, the dead hearts direct all efforts 
to attain immoral goals. These two are at the extreme ends of the spectrum, 
driving forward organisational moral and immoral learning respectively 
(see Figure 2). The diseased hearts with various degrees of moral 
consciousness would have a mixture of the two, and this is commonly seen. 

Factors and Parameters of Conflict 
Now, the task is to bring back into the purpose of the paper, which is to 
explicitly outline essential factors and parameters of conflict underlying the 
process of strategic change. The natural antagonistic relationship between 
OML and OIL is the parameter of conflict underlying strategic renewal 

because they are the absolute extremes of moral strategic renewal. 
However, the relational dynamics between the two are of interest when 
talking about conflict. The dynamics may involve many different factors, 

Figure 2. Organisational moral and Immoral Learning Framework 
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such as power, politics, and leadership. This is where the supplemented 
concepts to the original 4I OL framework introduced earlier are brought in 
to provide are more robust picture of conflict underlying strategic change. 
In the following, a deeper examination on the role of hearts in each sub-
learning processes with supplements of political strategies to overcome 
the conflicts and barriers of moral strategic renewal. Further illustration is 
also provided for the shift from OIL to OML. The shift can be illustrated 
using the transcript of His Majesty Sultan of Brunei’s recent titah,1 
categorised and sequenced starting from ‘intuiting’, followed by 
‘interpreting’, ‘integrating’ and finally ‘institutionalising’. 

Intuition 
As mentioned, ‘intuiting’ refers to instinctive understanding in which the 
heart plays a main role. Naturally, we would find organisational members 
with various states of the heart intuiting differently towards different goals 
every day: the purified hearts would intuit towards achieving moral goals, 
the dead hearts towards immoral goals, and the diseased hearts towards 
somewhere in between, which is the norm. In his titah, His Majesty the 
Sultan of Brunei condemned individuals that intuits for their own benefits. 
He sees it as cancerous to the operation of the government and the whole 
country: 

“Among the signs of a leader intoxicated with power is 
cunning in organising plans or strategies for their own 
agendas... I believe that actions such as these would not 
bring about any good apart from bringing about 
disadvantages to the country and this cannot be allowed to 
continue happening.” 

 
1 Sultan Haji Hassanal Bolkiah Mu’izzaddin Waddaulah Ibni Al-Marhum Sultan Haji Omar ‘Ali Saifuddien Sa’adul Khairi 

Waddien, the Sultan and Yang Di-Pertuan of Brunei Darussalam gave a titah on February 7, 2018, at Istana Nurul Iman 
during his address to the newly-appointed ministers and deputy ministers of the newly-appointed cabinet of His 
Majesty’s Government, including permanent secretaries and other senior officials from every other government agency. 
The transcript of the titah is publicly available. See Waleed Mahdini, “HM Lists Out Critical Errors In Judgement, 
Underscores Expectations,” New Brunei Daily, February 7, 2018, http://nbd.com.bn/index.php/2018/02/07/hm-lists-
out-critical-errors-in-judgement-underscores-expectations/ 
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He then highlighted the importance of fortifying Bruneians with the values 
of Malay Islamic Monarchy (Melayu Islam Beraja) for true progress. 
Amongst the manifested characteristics mentioned are hard-working, 
diligent, dedicated, have a sense of duty for the country, and is focused on 
carrying the amānah (responsibility) given. Individuals with such 
characteristics would then intuit for the benefit of the country and its 
people. 

Despite this, the literature on OL tells of a number of barriers that limits 
intuiting for change irrespective of the states of the hearts. Homogenous 
workforce, narrow professional roles, restrictive management styles, and 
blame culture are some examples that discourage the formation of novel 
ideas among employees.1 On the other hand, if the aim is to exploit existing 
institutionalised learning, then some of these configurations may work in 
favour of. To push for more innovations, Lawrence and colleagues 
proposed political strategies that use ‘system of discipline’ to help agents 
gain expertise and provide them with deep experience to foster intuition. 
Examples given include socialisation, training and team-based work which 
targets agents’ subconscious. However, these systems of discipline are set 
to be amoral, which means that agents can shape system of discipline to 
bring others towards achieving their particular goals. An example of where 
system of discipline is used for corrupting others is the socialisation of 
newcomers, which is one of the ways in which corruption can be 
normalised in organisation if exercised by the corrupted hearts.2  

Agents need to exercise their wisdom to shape systems of discipline to 
provide the necessary experience to develop moral consciousness or 
taqwā. Examples of such systems include training sessions on ethical 
principles of government civil servants and/or any courses, as long as the 
moral and ethical dimensions are not neglected. His Majesty called for 
such increase in knowledge in the titah, because we are currently 

 
1 Schilling and Kluge, "Barriers to Organizational Learning: An Integration of Theory and Research," pp. 343-6 
2 Blake E. Ashforth and Vikas Anand, "The Normalization of Corruption in Organizations," Research In Organizational 

Behavior, 25, 2003 
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witnessing many ordinary Bruneians unable to become resourceful 
professionals, still blindly copy-pasting solutions from elsewhere: 

“There are two parts to [human] resource. One is ordinary 
and the other is professional. For the ordinary must be trained 
and given adequate experience for them to progress. But 
here, it is not, the clever one’s also employ many foreign staff 
whilst our locals continue to remain as ordinary workers until 
they work for decades on end to the point that directors have 
not even materialised from amongst our own people.” 

The quote above clearly shows His Majesty’s call for enhancing intellectual 
capabilities of Bruneians so that the country can prosper from creative 
ideas borne from wisdom and are directed towards nation-building. We 
can see very clearly this need to shift from immorality to morality on the 
individual level throughout the His Majesty’s titah. 

Interpretation 
The initial intuitive decisions made by the heart then entered the second 
sub-learning process of ‘interpreting’, which is the realm of language, 
dialogue and communication. Agents attempt to explain their ideas and 
decisions to one’s self and others. Note that the exchange of ideas with 
oneself and others could potentially alter the initial decision made. Since 
the exchange of ideas are dependent on interpersonal relationships, the 
barriers and political strategies also pertains to this relation. Examples of 
barriers to interpreting mentioned in the OL literature includes 
‘organisational silence’ where the dominant choice is for employees to 
withhold their opinions and concerns related to the organisation,1 fear of 
being mocked and ridiculed for voicing out, lack of status, ideas not in line 
with organisational goals, benefits of the initiatives not articulated well, and 
very high or low-degree of collective identity.2  

 
1 Morrison Elizabeth Wolfe and Frances J. Milliken, "Organizational Silence: A Barrier to Change and Development in a 

Pluralistic World," Academy of Management Review 25, No. 4, 2000 
2 Schilling and Kluge, "Barriers to Organizational Learning: An Integration of Theory and Research," pp. 346-9 
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Lawrence and colleagues proposed that the process of ‘interpreting’ is 
best facilitated by the political strategy of ‘influence’ based on possession 
of scarce resources, relevant expertise, and appropriate social skills.1 
These influential agents may use negotiation and moral suasion to push 
forward their ideas and decisions, even if they have a dead heart. The dead 
heart with wisdom in the tongue can delude others that his/her ideas are 
‘right’ for the organisation. On the other hand, the purified heart without 
wisdom in the tongue knows what is right but unable to convince others on 
the path to take towards progress.  

An example of poor ‘interpretation’ process mentioned in the titah is the 
use of “imported excuses” posed as a solution to current problems faced. 
Although this is not covered in the literature, it is a sign of ‘bad’ 
interpretation as it contributes to OIL, seen from the judgement made 
regarding the idea. His Majesty called this practice “a sure sign of abuse 
of power or bereft of ideas”.  His Majesty then calls for a shift towards 
critical examination of concepts and policies and this is “a much better and 
wiser way of doing things and not simply taking and using whatever that is 
seen and heard from afar without analysing it completely.” We can derive 
that a good interpretation process that contributes to OML is one where 
critical examination is applied. Here, we can see that same need to 
exercise wisdom in administration as above. 

Integration 
After the process of successful ‘interpreting’, we enter the process of 
‘integrating’ where the focus is to develop this further shared 
understanding and subsequent collective actions. Some of the barriers 
mentioned in the OL literature includes ineffective allocation of resources 
and competition between units, lack of top management support, conflicts 
between new ideas and the agenda of powerful individuals, outdated 
beliefs and values of senior managers, and lack of learning orientation in 
the organisational culture.2 The role of leadership is important here to 

 
1 Lawrence et al., "The Politics of Organizational Learning: Integrating Power into the 4I Framework" 
2 Schilling and Kluge, "Barriers to Organizational Learning: An Integration of Theory and Research," pp. 349-52 
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materialise the ideas. Lawrence and colleagues proposed that the process 
of ‘integrating’ is best facilitated using force based on formal authority.1 
Authority can limit options for members, remove oppositions, set informal 
agendas and so on.  

The practice of shūrā (consultation or mutual advice) works in arriving at a 
common understanding and coordinating actions to be in line with moral 
goals of the organisation. Al-Raysuni listed 10 purposes and benefits 
achieved from the practice of shūrā: 1) determining the course of action 
which is correct, or most correct, 2) release from the tyranny of subjectivity 
and selfish whims, 3) preventing high-handedness and tyranny, 4) 
teaching humility, 5) giving everyone his due, 6) promoting an atmosphere 
of freedom and initiative, 7) developing the capacity for thinking and 
planning, 8) increased readiness for action and support, 9) promoting 
goodwill and unity, and 10) willingness to endure undesirable 
consequences.2 The practice of shūrā may seem to be in conflict with the 
previous point on the importance of formal authority. This is not so. Rather, 
shūrā acts as a form of checks and balances. There can also be disparity 
between outlined principles and those that is practiced, because shūrā 
depends entirely on the participants and their moral consciousness. The 
practice can be detrimental if the participants are majorly of diseased 
hearts and have more formal authority as they can shape the practice with 
their cunningness to suit their interests. Wise agents are needed as 
champions to expose deceptions concocted by these groups of people to 
ensure that the progress of integration keeps on heading towards 
achieving moral goals. These wise agents need to also possess enough 
‘force’ to facilitate the right ‘integration’. But since the diseased hearts are 
between the two extremes, there is no full-proof practice to ensure the 
process of integration leads to the eventual moral development of the 
organisation except with having agents exercise their own wisdom and 
consult each other to arrive at a common understanding and determined 

 
1 Lawrence et al., "The Politics of Organizational Learning: Integrating Power into the 4I Framework" 
2 Ahmad Al-Raysuni, Al-Shura: The Qur'anic Principle of Consultation, a Tool for Reconstruction and Reform, The 
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course of action. Therefore, agents need to purify their hearts continuously 
so that collaborative actions are constantly (re)directed towards attaining 
the pleasure of Allah subḥānahu wa ta>āla. 

The illustration from His Majesty’s titah that calls for renewed collective 
effort is with regards to cleaning up Brunei. His Majesty calls for greater 
collective understanding and collaboration among the many currently 
available institutions and agencies to ensure cleanliness is kept all the time 
rather than depending on monthly clean-up campaigns. Here, it requires a 
newer approach to the problem at hand that looks at the bigger picture. 
Cleanliness, after all, is an integral part of Islam.  

Institutionalisation 
The process of integration will initially be ad hoc and can be informal, but 
the coordinated action can be ‘institutionalised’ if they are recurring and 
significant. The learning on the individual and group levels can be 
embedded within the organisational structure, systems, culture and 
practices, and this is called ‘institutionalisation’. This process of change 
can and will be met with resistance from other employees. It can be 
because lack of trust in new technology, lack of skilled employees and 
resources for implementation on a wider scale, and high levels of 
decentralisation in the organisation.1 That is why political strategies need 
to be used to mitigate resistance. Only through leadership can the 
embedded learning on structure and culture be changed. The political 
strategy proposed by Lawrence and colleagues to best mitigate resistance 
this process is ‘systems of domination’, a systemic power which limits 
available actions for employees.2 Examples of this systemic power include 
physical layout, material technologies, and information system. This is how 
it works: if the only available means of communication with third parties is 
the government email, then employees need to use it regardless of whether 
they like it or not. Systems of domination are not necessarily repressive; 
they can also be enabling and productive. The examples above are all 

 
1 Schilling and Kluge, "Barriers to Organizational Learning: An Integration of Theory and Research," pp. 352-5 
2 Ibid. 
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enablers; employees cannot work properly if they do not have a safe 
physical environment or there are shortages in available equipment.  

However, not all institutionalised systems, structure, culture, and practices 
signifies organisational moral development. It can be that the systems and 
structures are outdated and do not fit the current needs of the organisation, 
or the culture is one that is destructive such as ‘caution’ and ‘blame’ 
cultures1 that inhibit processes of reflection and communication within the 
organisation. In these cases, the wise action is to resist such digressing 
and destructive systems and culture, even if it is a long and hard battle. 
They are also needed to ensure that the organisational configurations are 
conducive for agents to act in harmony with the ultimate purpose of serving 
Allah subḥānahu wa ta>āla.  

The titah contains illustration of institutionalisation process that went wrong 
whereby the original intention of an initiative is distorted by external 
opportunistic parties: 

“In the issue of generating the production of rice supplies in 
order to achieve targets that have been set, don’t just simply 
have targets, what is required is the absolute will to ensure 
that those targets are achievable. If there is already a plan, 
one must avoid from being tempted by opportunistic parties, 
for example, the government plans to plant paddy but instead 
those taking an opportunity are associated individuals 
including those holding senior positions or formerly holding 
senior positions in government that are still drawing a 
sizeable income from the government. Among them are also 
producing many tonnes of rice but for whom, only for 
themselves and not for the country. Issues such as this 
should not be happening.” 

 
1 Russ Vince and Tahir Saleem, "The Impact of Caution and Blame on Organizational Learning," Management learning 35, 
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What can be seen here is an OML trajectory (sustainable production of rice 
supplies) has been highjacked with parasitic external parties and distort it 
to become partly and OIL trajectory. This is a good example of corruption 
to what was initially moral. It takes only a few individuals in power to corrupt 
it. 

Conclusion 
The central contribution of this paper is the elucidation of the crucial 
processes underpinning moral strategic renewal by combining insights 
from the two concepts ‘purification of the heart’ and ‘organisational 
learning’. A framework is then devised to set the parameter of moral 
strategic renewal containing essential factors. At one end is OML, and the 
other OIL. Both extremes are framed together to show the naturally 
antagonistic relationships.  

There are a number of implications for management that can be drawn. 
First, there is a need for continual shift from OIL to OML, and this entails 
the continuous moral development of individuals, groups and organisation 
involving all the four sub-learning processes. Improvements, after all, are 
continuous until the end of time: OIL trajectory can be rectified to become 
OML, and an existing OML trajectory can always be improved. This brings 
us to the second implication: the shift places emphasis on the role of agents 
with wisdom to ensure that the process of strategic renewal is geared 
towards the ultimate purpose of serving Allah subḥānahu wa ta>āla. It is 
thus imperative for management to ensure the development of wisdom 
within their employees. This can be done through continuous and holistic 
training that not only targets the brains (i.e. theoretical knowledge) and 
hands (i.e. skills) but also the heart (i.e. character). His Majesty calls for 
such continuous improvement when he talks about to education and 
religion: 

“Education and religion must progress onward. I want to see 
general education and religious education to continue 
improving. Education is one element that is constantly 
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evolving and not static. It develops from time to time; do not 
let these two educations weaken particularly religious 
education. Ensure that society’s interest towards religious 
education remains strong and not rise and fall.” 

Even though His Majesty was referring to the Ministry of Education and the 
Ministry of Religious Affairs respectively, the spirit of the message is still for 
continuous holistic improvements. 

However, there are a number of limitations to this paper that can be 
pursued further in the future. First, there is a lack of in-depth discussion of 
the role of socio-environmental factors in shaping the moral development 
of an organisation. There are indeed many factors that contributes, such 
as stakeholder engagement, societal pressure, globalisation and 
technological advancements. Due to its extensive nature, in-depth 
discussion is abstained, and treated as an avenue for future research. 
Second, the types of corruption covered is very limited. The ones 
mentioned above include vices, corruption of knowledge and action. But 
there are so many forms of corruption that needs to be identified with their 
specifications, so that proper measure can be taken to combat it. This is a 
huge task, and is thus treated as an agenda for future research. 

In conclusion, the role of wise agents is imperative to ensure moral 
strategic renewal of an organisation, and it is important that training 
provided is geared towards inculcating wisdom in these change agents. 
Their role for Brunei’s progress has been a recurring theme through His 
Majesty’s titah. This paper concludes with His Majesty’s call for purification 
from negative elements beyond the organisational level up to the national 
level: 

“Brunei must remain Brunei. Its beautiful environment must 
be maintained. Brunei’s environment is welfare. We will not 
allow it to be tainted by any form of harm including dishonesty 
and falsity. Brunei must be clean from all negative elements.” 


