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Abstract: This article examines the Sufi concept of personal perfection (al-insān al-kāmil) as a pedagogical and 
anthropological idea and analyses its resonance with the value-oriented tendencies of modern pedagogy. Classical 
Sufi sources present human formation not as a merely cognitive process but as a holistic tarbiya aimed at 
transforming consciousness, moral character and social behaviour through remembrance, service, self-discipline 
and companionship with a spiritual guide. Contemporary education, especially in the context of globalization and 
the digitalization of learning, is increasingly confronted with the problem of fragmentation of personality, loss of 
meaning and moral relativism. On this background, the Sufi ideal of a balanced, God-oriented and socially 
responsible person offers a conceptual framework for humanistic, learner-centred and reflective models of 
instruction. The article employs a descriptive-analytical and comparative approach, correlating Sufi notions such 
as tazkiya (purification), adab (ethical comportment), suhba (educative companionship) and muḥāsaba (self-
assessment) with modern pedagogical categories like value education, experiential learning, dialogic pedagogy 
and teacher as moral model. It is argued that while Sufi education is rooted in a theocentric worldview, many of 
its pedagogical mechanisms can be adapted to secular educational settings to strengthen character education, 
interior motivation and community-based learning.    
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Introduction: One of the most persistent dilemmas of 
contemporary education is the tension between rapid 
technological progress and the relatively slow moral, 
spiritual and cultural growth of learners. Schools and 
universities often succeed in transmitting information 
and developing functional skills, yet they struggle to 
form an integral personality capable of ethical choice, 
self-government and meaningful social participation. 
Educational theorists point to a growing 
“anthropological deficit,” that is, a weakening of views 
on what a human being is and what kind of human 
being education should strive to cultivate. When the 
image of the educated person becomes blurred, 
curricula become overcrowded with techniques but 
poor in direction, while students fall into consumerist 
and instrumental attitudes toward knowledge. 

The Islamic intellectual tradition, and Sufism in 
particular, offers a markedly different starting point. It 
assumes that the human being is not merely a rational 
or social unit but a created being with a vertical 

orientation toward the Absolute. In classical Sufi 
manuals, the aim of human life is expressed through 
proximity to God, polishing of the heart and realization 
of fitra, the primordial purity inherent in each person. 
This process is described as sulūk, a conscious journey 
of formation that takes the seeker from egocentrism to 
servanthood, from dispersion to unity. The ideal 
outcome of this journey is the figure of al-insān al-
kāmil, the perfected human, who mirrors divine 
attributes in his or her character and becomes a source 
of benefit for creation. Such an ideal is explicitly 
pedagogical because it presupposes guidance, 
instruction, graduality, discipline, modelling and 
dialogue. 

Modern pedagogy, although originating in a different 
epistemological framework, is once again turning 
toward whole-person education. Humanistic 
psychology, reflective education, competency-based 
and value-oriented approaches seek to integrate 
cognitive, emotional, ethical and social dimensions of 
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learning. Therefore, it is meaningful to explore to what 
extent Sufi tarbiya, as an integrated system of spiritual-
moral education, can illuminate current pedagogical 
debates, and which of its principles can be translated 
into contemporary educational language without 
forcing religious adherence. 

The aim of this study is to reveal the pedagogical 
potential of the Sufi concept of personal perfection and 
to demonstrate its resonance with modern educational 
paradigms that prioritize holistic development, ethical 
formation and dialogic teacher–student interaction. 

The research is based on classical Sufi sources, 
primarily al-Ghazālī’s “Iḥyā’ ‘ulūm al-dīn,” al-Qushayrī’s 
“Risāla,” and Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī’s poetic-didactic 
heritage, which articulate the aims, means and stages 
of spiritual education. These are examined alongside 
contemporary pedagogical and psychological literature 
that deals with value education, learner-centred 
instruction, reflective practices and the role of the 
teacher as a moral and emotional authority. The 
methodological framework is descriptive-analytical, 
involving textual analysis, conceptual clarification and 
reconstruction of Sufi pedagogical notions. A 
comparative interpretive method is also used to 
correlate Sufi categories with modern educational 
concepts, with attention to both convergences and 
limitations. Since the study operates in two different 
paradigms—religious-spiritual and secular-
pedagogical—it employs hermeneutic caution, 
avoiding simplistic one-to-one identifications and 
focusing instead on functional equivalences, such as 
spiritual exercise versus reflective practice, suhba 
versus mentorship, or tazkiya versus character 
education. 

In Sufi teaching the point of departure for personal 
perfection is the ontological nobility of the human 
being. God is said to have honoured Adam, breathed 
into him of His spirit and made him His vicegerent on 
earth. This original dignity, however, is veiled by the 
lower soul, habits, social pressures and forgetfulness. 
Tarbiya therefore is not the production of an artificial 
ideal but the gradual removal of veils that hide the 
latent perfection of the human heart. Al-Ghazālī 
portrays the heart as a mirror; when rusted by sins, 
worldly distractions and uncontrolled passions, it 
cannot reflect the light of truth, but through 
repentance, discipline, dhikr and righteous action it is 
polished and recovers its reflective capacity. This image 
is pedagogically important because it shifts the 
emphasis from external control to internal awakening. 
The learner is not filled like an empty vessel but aided 
in recovering what is already present in potential form. 

Another central element of the Sufi model is the 

mediating role of the murshid, or spiritual guide. 
Education in this context is dialogic and relational; 
knowledge is transmitted not only through verbal 
instruction but through living example, proximity and 
imitation. The student observes the balance, humility, 
service and God-consciousness of the teacher and 
gradually incorporates them. Modern pedagogy 
similarly speaks about the teacher as a facilitator and 
co-participant in learning, but Sufism radicalizes this by 
insisting that the teacher must first be educated and 
purified before educating others. Pedagogical authority 
thus rests on moral credibility, not on bureaucratic 
status. This is highly relevant for contemporary 
education, in which students increasingly resist formal 
authority but respond to authenticity, empathy and 
embodied values. 

Sufi personal perfection is not an individualistic project. 
The perfected person is described as one who benefits 
others, shows compassion, keeps social ties and 
restrains harm. This social orientation corresponds to 
the current educational shift toward competencies of 
collaboration, social responsibility and global 
citizenship. In Sufism, service to creation (khidma) is a 
means of refining the ego and acquiring altruistic 
dispositions. In modern terms, it can be seen as an early 
form of service-learning, in which learners grow 
morally by voluntarily engaging in meaningful social 
action. The interiority-exteriority dialectic is crucial: 
inner purification without social engagement is 
considered incomplete, just as activism without inner 
discipline is considered shallow. 

A further aspect of Sufi tarbiya is its gradual, stage-by-
stage character. Classical authors describe maqāmāt 
(stations) and aḥwāl (spiritual states) that the seeker 
goes through, each requiring specific exercises, virtues 
and tests. This resembles, at the level of educational 
logic, the spiral curriculum or developmental models in 
psychology where competencies are built 
progressively, each level presupposing mastery of the 
previous one. The difference is that Sufi stages are 
defined teleologically, with the ultimate end being 
proximity to God, whereas modern educational stages 
are often defined functionally or socially. Yet the 
pedagogical lesson is similar: authentic formation 
cannot be rushed, and assessment must be sensitive to 
the learner’s current stage of readiness. 

When we look at modern pedagogy, especially its post-
industrial and humanistic strands, we find a growing 
emphasis on holistic education. Authors influenced by 
humanistic psychology stress the unity of cognition and 
affect, the importance of intrinsic motivation and the 
centrality of meaning-making in learning. Sufism 
anticipated this by integrating knowledge (‘ilm), 
practice (‘amal) and inner states (aḥwāl) into a single 
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formative process. For the Sufi, knowledge that does 
not transform character is incomplete. For the 
contemporary educator, knowledge that does not 
translate into competences, values and life projects is 
equally insufficient. Both perspectives criticize rote 
learning, formalism and purely utilitarian approaches 
to education. 

A particularly productive point of contact is the practice 
of self-accounting (muḥāsaba) and remembrance 
(dhikr). In Sufi training, the disciple is encouraged daily 
to review thoughts, intentions and actions, to identify 
deviations and to renew orientation to the divine. This 
practice develops metacognition, emotional regulation 
and accountability. In a secular classroom, the same 
function is fulfilled by reflective journals, portfolios, 
peer feedback and mentoring sessions. The 
mechanisms are comparable: the learner pauses, 
observes, names, evaluates and re-orients. Thus, even 
though dhikr in its original form is a devotional act, the 
pedagogical structure behind it—regular, disciplined, 
conscious return to what is considered most 
important—can inspire modern techniques of 
reflective learning. 

Another area of resonance concerns the educational 
climate. Sufi circles emphasize suhba, companionship 
in a safe, trustful and morally supportive micro-
community. Learning occurs through participation in a 
shared ethos, through conversation, storytelling, 
chanting and collective service. Contemporary 
pedagogy, especially socio-constructivist approaches, 
also underscores the social nature of learning: 
knowledge is constructed in interaction, identities are 
negotiated in communities of practice, and motivation 
is sustained when learners feel belonging. The Sufi 
model adds to this a strong moral and affective 
colouring, reminding modern educators that 
communities should not only be collaborative but also 
compassionate, generous and truth-oriented. 

It must be noted, however, that direct transplantation 
of Sufi educational models into public or secular 
schooling is not always feasible. Sufi tarbiya is 
embedded in an explicitly theocentric and 
eschatological worldview. Its ultimate criterion of 
success is nearness to God, not examination scores or 
economic productivity. Modern schooling operates 
under pluralistic, often secular frameworks and is 
accountable to state standards. For this reason, the 
article proposes not a confessionalization of education 
but a selective adaptation of Sufi pedagogical insights. 
Elements such as teacher’s moral example, reflective 
practice, service-learning, community-based 
mentoring, graduality of personal growth and 
integration of cognition with affect can be incorporated 
without violating the institutional neutrality of 

education. What must be preserved from Sufism at the 
level of principle is its insistence that education is first 
of all about becoming, not merely about knowing or 
doing. 

The findings of the analysis suggest that the Sufi 
concept of personal perfection and modern 
pedagogical aspirations meet most clearly in three 
zones. The first is the zone of aims: both seek an 
integrated, socially responsible, self-aware and 
ethically grounded person. The second is the zone of 
means: both recognize the formative power of 
modelling, dialogue, experiential participation and 
constant reflection. The third is the zone of context: 
both understand that personality is formed in 
communities and that learning environments must be 
value-saturated. These convergences open the way for 
interdisciplinary curricula in Islamic pedagogy, 
comparative religious education and moral education 
that draw on Sufi anthropology to enrich current 
practices. 

Sufi teaching conceives personal perfection as a 
dynamic, relational and socially engaged process of 
becoming that unites inner purification, ethical 
cultivation and service. This process is profoundly 
educational in structure and can be read as an early, 
spiritually grounded theory of holistic formation. 
Modern pedagogy, confronted with crises of meaning 
and the over-instrumentalization of schooling, can 
benefit from this vision by re-centring the learner as a 
moral and spiritual subject, strengthening the role of 
the teacher as an exemplar, and building learning 
communities that educate not only the mind but also 
the heart and will. At the same time, any attempt to 
integrate Sufi tarbiya into contemporary curricula must 
be sensitive to pluralism, to secular legislative 
frameworks and to the need for intercultural dialogue. 
The most fruitful path is therefore not mimicry but 
creative appropriation: extracting pedagogically 
universal mechanisms from the Sufi heritage and 
rearticulating them in today’s educational language. In 
this way, the resonance between a centuries-old 
spiritual pedagogy and present-day educational 
reforms can contribute to forming learners who are 
intellectually competent, morally responsible and 
inwardly alive. 
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