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Abstract

Islamic education, as one of the most important functions of educational systems, aims at cultivating the perfect human being (al-insan al-
kamil) and attaining proximity to God and is introduced in religious texts as one of the principal missions of the prophets. The Mu ‘tazilite
and Ash‘arite theological schools, through their distinct theoretical models, exerted a profound influence on Islamic education from the
ninth to the twelfth centuries CE. Using a descriptive-interpretive method, this study seeks to explicate the theoretical models developed
by the Mu ‘tazilites and Ash ‘arites in the field of Islamic education. By emphasizing rationalism, human free will, and freedom of thought,
the Mu ‘tazilites developed a model that conceptualized education as a process for cultivating autonomous, knowledgeable, and responsible
human beings. Their educational methods, including debate, inquiry, and rational argumentation, focused on strengthening critical thinking
and moral self-cultivation and guided learners toward intellectual independence. In contrast, the Asharites, based on their emphasis on
divine determinism and adherence to religious principles, developed a model grounded in imitation and obedience, regarding the learner
as lacking complete autonomy and largely restricting education to the memorization of religious texts and transmitted traditions. The
findings indicate that the Mu ‘tazilite model, with its emphasis on rationality and the cultivation of creative thinking, is more compatible
with the requirements of contemporary education because it associates societal development with scientific advancement. By contrast, the
Ash‘arite model, because of its emphasis on imitation, appears less applicable in the modern era, in which individuals increasingly seek
to understand causal relationships and the reasons underlying phenomena. The findings of this study may contribute to the development
of contemporary educational models that are responsive to present-day needs.
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Extended Abstract

Islamic education constitutes one of the fundamental intellectual and institutional foundations of Islamic
civilization and has historically been concerned with the comprehensive development of the human person in
intellectual, moral, spiritual, and practical dimensions. Within this tradition, education is not understood
merely as the transmission of information or acquisition of technical competence; rather, it is conceived as a
purposeful process through which human capacities are cultivated and directed toward moral excellence,
intellectual maturity, and ultimate felicity. From this perspective, instruction serves as an essential component
of education because it facilitates the learner’s systematic acquisition of knowledge, while education itself
encompasses the broader formation of personality, ethical dispositions, intellectual capacities, and patterns of
conduct (1, 3, 4). Islamic educational thought has therefore developed through the interaction of theological,
philosophical, ethical, and pedagogical assumptions concerning human nature, knowledge, freedom, moral
responsibility, and the relationship between reason and revelation. Among the theological schools that exerted
a substantial influence on the intellectual history of Islam, the Mu‘tazilite and Ash‘arite traditions occupy
particularly important positions because they articulated significantly different conceptions of human agency,
rationality, divine action, moral value, and epistemological authority. Although neither school formulated a
comprehensive theory of education in the modern disciplinary sense, their theological doctrines contain
numerous pedagogical implications that can be reconstructed through concepts such as instruction, moral
refinement, discipline, purification, intellectual inquiry, and spiritual formation (6, 17). Consequently,
examining these traditions from an educational perspective offers a productive means of identifying conceptual
resources for contemporary Islamic education and assessing whether their underlying assumptions can
contribute to the design of educational models responsive to present-day requirements.

The principal distinction between Mu‘tazilite and Ash‘arite educational orientations derives from their
different understandings of reason, human freedom, and moral responsibility. The Mu‘tazilites, traditionally
associated with the principles of divine unity, justice, promise and threat, the intermediate position, and
commanding right and forbidding wrong, emphasized the authority of reason and the meaningful agency of
the human person (15-17). Their doctrine of divine justice required that individuals possess a meaningful
degree of freedom if moral responsibility, reward, and punishment were to be intelligible; accordingly, they
defended the proposition that human beings perform their actions through choice and are accountable for their
consequences (19, 33). Such assumptions have significant educational implications because they position
learners as active, responsible, and rational agents rather than merely passive recipients of transmitted
knowledge. By contrast, Asharite theology emphasized divine omnipotence, the authority of revelation, and
the limitations of unaided human reason, particularly in determining religious and metaphysical truths. The
Ash‘arite theory of kasb sought to explain human responsibility while preserving the comprehensive scope of
divine causality, thereby establishing a more constrained conception of human agency (25, 26). Although
Ash‘arite scholars did not reject reasoning altogether, they assigned revelation a decisive epistemological
status and resisted the Mu‘tazilite tendency to make rational judgment an independent criterion in theological
matters (21, 24). On this basis, the present study aims to analyze the educational implications of these two
theological traditions and explain how selected components of their thought may be applied in designing a
contemporary model of Islamic education. The study particularly examines rationality, freedom, responsibility,
moral-social commitment, integration of knowledge and action, encouragement and discipline, observation,
reflection, instruction, spiritual development, and the educational implications of divine determinism.

This study employed a descriptive-interpretive approach combined with qualitative content analysis in order
to reconstruct the educational implications of Mu‘tazilite and Ash‘arite theological thought. The study was
library-based, and the relevant data were extracted from primary and secondary works concerned with Islamic
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theology, philosophy, intellectual history, educational thought, Qur’anic interpretation, and the doctrines of
the two schools. The analytical process was organized around the concepts of rationality, logic, reflection,
argumentation, agency, moral responsibility, and educational formation, because these categories provide an
appropriate conceptual framework for identifying the relationship between theological assumptions and
educational consequences. Historical works were also considered in order to clarify the institutional
environments in which the two traditions developed. The Mu‘tazilite movement emerged as an organized
theological school in the intellectual contexts of Basra and later Baghdad, where debate, disputation, rational
inquiry, and engagement with competing intellectual currents contributed to the development of its distinctive
orientation (22, 23). In contrast, Ash‘arite thought acquired increasing institutional influence through Sunni
educational institutions, particularly during the Seljuk period and through the expansion of the Nizamiyya
schools, which strengthened the teaching of Ash‘arite theology and Shafi‘i jurisprudence (21, 28). The study
further examined the Islamic educational method of modeling or exemplary learning because both traditions
developed within a religious framework in which exemplary conduct represented an important pedagogical
mechanism. Qur’anic interpretations of the concept of uswa emphasize conscious emulation of exemplary
conduct, particularly that of the Prophet, while educational writings stress that imitation should be
accompanied by understanding rather than reduced to unreflective copying (2, 30-32). The extracted material
was classified according to major educational components and comparatively interpreted in order to identify
convergences, divergences, strengths, limitations, and possible contemporary applications.

The analysis identified five major components in the reconstructed Mu‘tazilite educational model: reason-
centeredness, cultivation of freedom and responsibility, commanding right and forbidding wrong, integration
of knowledge and action, and the use of encouragement and discipline. Reason-centeredness represents the
most distinctive component of this model. Mu ‘tazilite thinkers attributed substantial epistemological authority
to human reason and maintained that rational reflection enables individuals to recognize important dimensions
of moral value, theological truth, and responsible conduct (33, 34). In educational terms, this orientation
supports forms of learning that encourage questioning, argumentation, interpretation, dialogue, and critical
examination rather than exclusive dependence on memorization and uncritical transmission. The learner is
consequently regarded as an intellectually active subject capable of evaluating evidence and forming reasoned
judgments. Freedom and responsibility constitute the second major component. Since human beings are
understood as possessing choice and as being accountable for their actions, education should cultivate the
ability to make informed and morally responsible decisions rather than merely produce behavioral conformity
(18, 19). The principle of commanding right and forbidding wrong introduces an explicitly social dimension:
education should prepare individuals not only for personal moral improvement but also for participation in
social reform and resistance to corruption, superstition, and intellectual stagnation. The integration of
knowledge and action further indicates that learning should transform conduct; knowledge has educational
value insofar as it contributes to informed and ethically grounded practice. Finally, the Mutazilite doctrine of
divine promise and threat provides a theological foundation for motivational mechanisms involving
encouragement, accountability, reward, and punishment, all of which are linked to divine justice and human
responsibility (36). Taken together, these components present education as an active process of intellectual
development, ethical self-formation, responsible choice, and social engagement.

The reconstructed Ash‘arite educational model was organized primarily around instruction, observation and
reflection, divine determinism, and moral-spiritual cultivation. Instruction occupies an important position
because the transmission and acquisition of religious knowledge provide the learner with access to
authoritative teachings and establish the intellectual foundations necessary for religious and moral
development (18). Observation and reflection are also significant, particularly insofar as contemplation can
contribute to cognitive development and subsequently influence affective and behavioral dimensions of
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personality (37). Nevertheless, Ash‘arite assumptions concerning divine causation and the limitations of
autonomous human reason produce an educational orientation different from that of the Mutazilites. The
theory of kasb preserves a role for human responsibility while maintaining that the ultimate creation and
realization of human acts depend upon divine will; pedagogically, this can direct greater attention toward
adherence to divinely sanctioned norms and less toward unrestricted individual autonomy (25, 26). Ash‘arite
thought also gives substantial importance to spiritual cultivation, moral discipline, and the purification of the
self. Practices of spiritual struggle, detachment from excessive worldly attachments, and disciplined moral
formation can therefore be interpreted as educational techniques intended to deepen religious understanding
and strengthen character (38). Comparative analysis nevertheless indicates that the Mu 'tazilite framework
offers a stronger conceptual basis for educational environments emphasizing critical thinking, intellectual
independence, questioning, creativity, and active social responsibility, whereas the Ash‘arite framework more
strongly emphasizes continuity, religious authority, disciplined transmission, moral stability, and spiritual
formation. The educational significance of these differences should not be reduced to a simple opposition
between reason and revelation, because both traditions employ rational and transmitted forms of knowledge in
different proportions. Rather, the decisive distinction concerns the degree of epistemic autonomy assigned to
the learner and the extent to which human judgment may independently contribute to understanding moral and
religious questions (15, 24).

The findings demonstrate that the educational perspectives embedded in Mu‘tazilite and Ash‘arite theology
provide two distinguishable but potentially complementary frameworks for reconsidering contemporary
Islamic education. The Mu ‘tazilite model is particularly compatible with educational objectives centered on
critical thinking, intellectual independence, creativity, moral agency, social responsibility, and the capacity to
make informed choices. Its emphasis on rational reflection and meaningful human freedom can support
learner-centered environments in which students are encouraged to inquire, analyze, challenge assumptions,
justify judgments, and connect knowledge with responsible action. The Ash‘arite model, although more
restrictive with respect to autonomous reason and human agency, contributes important educational elements
related to moral discipline, religious commitment, continuity of values, spiritual development, respect for
authoritative knowledge, and the formation of character through sustained practice. Therefore, a contemporary
Islamic educational model need not reproduce either historical tradition in its entirety. A more productive
approach would involve selectively integrating their pedagogically valuable elements while reconsidering
those assumptions that are less compatible with the intellectual and social demands of contemporary education.
Such a model should preserve the ethical and spiritual orientation of Islamic education while simultaneously
recognizing learners as reflective, responsible, and developing agents. It should also combine exemplary
learning, moral cultivation, rational inquiry, intellectual dialogue, social responsibility, and the practical
application of knowledge within a balanced educational framework. On this basis, the renewed study of
Mu ‘tazilite and Ash‘arite educational thought can move beyond historical description and contribute to the
construction of an Islamic educational model capable of responding to contemporary demands for creativity,
critical inquiry, ethical responsibility, intellectual autonomy, and meaningful spiritual formation.
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