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Abstract: This article explores the methodological convergences between the Sufi concept of spiritual perfection
and the constructivist approach that has shaped much of contemporary learner-centred pedagogy. Classical Sufi
authors describe education as a gradual unfolding of the spiritual capacities already deposited in the human heart,
a process that requires a competent guide, dialogical companionship, constant self-observation and participation
in a value-saturated community. Constructivism, building on the works of J. Piaget, L. Vygotsky and J. Bruner,
likewise maintains that the learner is not a passive receiver of information but an active constructor of meaning
whose prior experience, social interaction and reflective activity condition all genuine learning. By placing these
two traditions in a conceptual dialogue, the article shows that both give priority to process over product, to inner
motivation over external pressure, to guided interaction over authoritarian transmission and to the holistic
formation of the person over narrow cognitive achievement. At the same time, the paper underscores the
different teleological horizons of Sufism and modern constructivism and proposes a way to integrate Sufi-inspired
values into learner-centred curricula in Muslim educational contexts.
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they surprisingly rest on several similar anthropological
assumptions. Constructivism rejects the deposit model
of teaching in which the teacher transmits finished
knowledge to passive students. It argues instead that
understanding is always built, not poured in; that every
learner brings to the classroom a network of previous
experiences, cultural images and linguistic schemes
that influence how new material will be interpreted;
that social interaction is the medium through which
higher mental functions appear; and that motivation
grows when the learner sees personal meaning in the
task. In this vision, education is a guided process of
meaning-making rather than an external imposition of
content.

Introduction: In classical Sufi thought the human being
is portrayed as a creature of noble origin who has
momentarily lost awareness of the primordial covenant
and whose lifelong task is to remember, purify and
perfect the self. Spiritual perfection (al-insan al-kamil,
komil inson) is therefore not an esoteric luxury
reserved for a spiritual elite but an educational horizon
that is, in principle, open to every person willing to
submit to guidance. The writings of Jalal al-Din Rumi, al-
Ghazali, lbn al-‘Arabi, Ahmad Yassawi and Nagshbandi
masters from Central Asia are filled with pedagogical
pages in which the seeker is urged to rediscover the
divine trust placed in him, to discipline the lower soul,
to refine perception and to transform knowledge into

character. Education in this perspective is an interior
journey whose success depends on the right intention,
on continuous self-assessment and on a trustworthy
guide who is able to teach mainly through presence and
example.

Modern educational debates, especially those that
have adopted the constructivist paradigm, arise from a
very different historical and intellectual context, yet
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Because Sufi pedagogy emerged in a premodern
religious milieu and constructivism in a late-modern,
often secular, academic environment, they are
sometimes perceived as incommensurable. Yet both
are, at their core, pedagogical projects. Sufism aspires
to form the God-centred, ethically responsible and
emotionally balanced person. Constructivism seeks to
form the self-regulating, thinking, collaborative person.
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The initial hypothesis of this article is that the Sufi
discourse on spiritual perfection can be reread as a
culturally specific and spiritually charged variant of
learner-centred education, and that constructivism can
in turn benefit from the Sufi insistence on
intentionality, virtue and transcendence.
Demonstrating this hypothesis is important for
contemporary Muslim educators who want to
humanise their curricula without cutting themselves off
from their own intellectual heritage.

The study is qualitative, conceptual and comparative in
design. First, a hermeneutical reading was carried out
of key Sufi texts that are widely recognised as
pedagogical: al-Ghazali’s lhya’ ‘Ulum ad-Din, Rumi’s
Mathnawi, Nagshbandi treatises devoted to suhba
(companionship), muragaba (spiritual vigilance) and
service, as well as several hagiographical narratives
that describe concrete relationships between a master
and a disciple. From these works a set of recurrent
educational categories was extracted: the primacy of
intention (niyya), the necessity of purification (tazkiya),
the role of supervision (muraqaba), the importance of
remembrance (dhikr), the formative power of
companionship and the idea of gradual advance
through stages (magamat).

In a second stage these categories were compared with
the central notions of constructivist and social-
constructivist educational theory, especially as
expounded by J. Piaget, L. Vygotsky and J. Bruner, by
the experiential learning tradition represented by J.
Dewey and D. Kolb, and by more recent humanistic and
social-emotional learning frameworks. The comparison
was made not at the level of vocabulary but at the level
of structure. Four analytical planes were selected:
anthropological presuppositions concerning human
potential; epistemological views on how knowledge is
acquired; methodological  prescriptions  about
teaching—learning  processes; and  axiological
orientations regarding the aims of education. This
procedure is legitimate, first, because Sufism is not only
a spirituality but also a historical system of moral
education with institutions, roles, exercises and
assessment  practices; and second, because
constructivism, though born as a theory of cognition,
has become in classroom practice a theory of caring for
and guiding learners. A dialogical comparison can,
therefore, reveal both deep convergences and real
limits.

At the centre of the Sufi concept of spiritual perfection
stands the conviction that the human being has been
created with an innate disposition toward truth and
goodness. Islamic theology names this disposition fitra,
and Sufi authors presuppose it whenever they urge the
seeker to “return to what he already knows.” This
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conviction is close to the constructivist insight that no
learner comes to the learning situation as a blank slate;
every person approaches new knowledge with pre-
existing cognitive schemes and affective tendencies.
Sufi teachers insist that the spiritual journey must begin
from the actual state of the seeker, from his real habits
and emotional condition, not from an abstract ideal.
Constructivism says the same from another angle when
it demands that teaching start from the learner’s zone
of actual development. In both cases, education
honours what is already present and builds on it.

A further level of harmony can be seen in the role of
guided interaction. Sufi educational practice s
unthinkable without the murshid, the spiritually alert
guide who knows the path not only theoretically but by
having walked it. This guide accompanies the seeker,
corrects misunderstandings, prescribes appropriate
exercises, gives timely encouragement and, as the
disciple gains maturity, slowly withdraws his support.
Vygotsky described this dynamic as the work of the
“more knowledgeable other” within the “zone of
proximal development”: the learner can perform at a
higher level and acquire new functions when assisted
by someone more advanced. The murshid—murid
pedagogy is a premodern illustration of scaffolding. It is
dialogical, responsive and individualised. It seeks to
awaken, not to dominate.

Both Sufism and constructivism are strongly process-
oriented. Classical manuals seldom depict perfection as
a fixed and completed state; they describe instead a
journey (sulik) made up of successive stations and
temporary illuminations. What matters is not how far
the seeker has reached compared to others but
whether he is moving with sincerity at this very
moment. Constructivist pedagogy likewise prioritises
inquiry, exploration, reflection and re-construction
over the mechanical reproduction of correct answers.
Learning is considered successful when the student can
explain, apply, transfer and reshape knowledge for new
situations. This process view allows mistakes to be
interpreted not as final failures but as occasions for
deeper understanding, just as Sufism interprets
spiritual lapses as opportunities for tawba and renewed
commitment.

The two traditions also converge in recognising the
affective and moral conditions of meaningful learning.
Sufi writings constantly connect knowledge with love,
humility, awe, gratitude and compassion. Knowledge
without a softened heart is viewed as dangerous
because it may strengthen the ego and produce
spiritual arrogance. Constructivist theory, although
more restrained in expression, agrees that cognition
cannot be isolated from motivation, interest and a
sense of belonging. Social-emotional learning
430
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paradigms, humanistic education and the emphasis on
psychological safety in classrooms show that modern
pedagogy has moved closer to what Sufism always
affirmed: people learn better when they feel seen,
respected and inwardly at peace. In this sense a Sufi-
inspired climate of gentleness, sincerity and non-
judgment can reinforce constructivist methods by
providing the emotional soil in which active learning
can take root.

Another significant point of contact is the social nature
of learning. Sufi lodges did not educate seekers in
isolation; they educated them through circles of
remembrance, collective readings, shared travel and
even communal labour. These practices generated a
stable community of practice in which novices
absorbed the vocabulary, gestures, rhythms and
evaluative standards of the group long before they
could articulate them. Social constructivism maintains
that higher mental functions first appear on the social
plane, in interaction with others, and are then
internalised. The Sufi concept of suhba shows that
centuries before Vygotsky, Muslim mystics were
already organising learning as participation in an
intentional community whose ethos forms the person.

There is, however, an essential difference in teleology.
Constructivism usually understands learning as an
open-ended construction of meaning. Its highest aim is
often described in terms of autonomy, social
participation, problem-solving or personal fulfilment.
Sufism is radically theocentric. The end of education is
nearness to God, conformity to the Prophetic model
and the realisation of one’s ontological poverty. This
difference does not cancel the convergences noted
above, but it does set a limit to how far the two
discourses can be merged. A spiritually neutral
constructivism may stop at personal meaning; Sufism
insists on transcendent meaning. For Muslim educators
this can be turned into an advantage. Constructivist
strategies can be adopted for their proven
effectiveness in activating prior knowledge, in
promoting collaboration and in encouraging reflection,
while Sufi values can supply the transcendent direction
that keeps learning from becoming purely utilitarian or
relativistic.

Seen from the angle of curriculum design, this harmony
suggests a concrete strategy. Learning units may be
organised around authentic tasks, inquiry projects and
problem situations that require the learner to mobilise
previous experience, cooperate with peers and
articulate understanding in his or her own words. At
the same time, these tasks can be framed within Sufi-
inspired intentions such as seeking beneficial
knowledge, remembering the Creator through service
to people, cultivating gratitude and avoiding egocentric
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display. The teacher in such a classroom would act as a
facilitator who listens, asks open questions and
encourages independent thinking, but who also, like a
Sufi master, embodies sincerity, humility and
compassion. Reflection journals could be linked to Sufi
practices of muhasaba, and moments of silent thinking
or value clarification could echo tafakkur without
becoming confessional or exclusionary.

The comparison also illuminates teacher education. In
Sufism the effectiveness of instruction is inseparable
from the moral and spiritual state of the guide. A
master cannot lead a disciple to a station that he
himself has not reached. Similarly, constructivist
pedagogy presupposes a teacher who is reflective,
emotionally intelligent and capable of creating a
supportive environment. If teachers have only
experienced transmissive, authoritarian schooling, it is
difficult for them to model agency and dialogue. Here
the Sufi disciplines of self-purification, intention-setting
and service (tazkiya al-nafs, ikhlas, khidma) can enrich
professional development by insisting that educating
others is a moral act that flows from inner work. Thus
the harmony between the two traditions is not only
theoretical but also practical.

Finally, the analysis has implications for intercultural
pedagogy. It shows that learner-centred education is
not exclusively a Western creation but that some of its
intuitions are anticipated in non-Western intellectual
traditions. Recognising this fact can reduce cultural
resistance to educational reforms in Muslim societies,
because educators, parents and religious authorities
can see familiar concepts—guidance, companionship,
gradual growth, service—reappearing in modern
methodology. It also opens the way to a broader
philosophy of education in which knowledge, virtue
and spiritual awareness are treated as mutually
reinforcing rather than competing aims.

The study has demonstrated that the Sufi concept of
spiritual perfection and the constructivist approach to
learning, although they arise from different
civilisational projects and are oriented toward different
ultimate goals, share several methodological
foundations. Both regard the learner as an active
subject whose prior experience must be respected and
activated. Both give a central place to guided, dialogical
interaction in which the more mature person scaffolds
the efforts of the novice. Both interpret learning as a
gradual, processual, self-reflective journey rather than
a once-for-all reception of information. Both underline
the importance of affective and moral conditions for
meaningful learning. What Sufism adds to
constructivism is a strong teleological and axiological
axis: learning is not only to make sense of the world but
to draw nearer to the Source of meaning, to purify the
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self and to serve others. What constructivism adds to
Sufi-inspired education is a set of pedagogically tested
strategies for activating prior knowledge, promoting
collaboration and assessing understanding. An
integrated model that takes Sufi spirituality as a value
framework and constructivism as a methodological
toolkit can therefore contribute to the humanisation of
education in Muslim contexts and, more broadly, to an
interculturally sensitive philosophy of learner-centred
pedagogy.
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