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Abstract

This study provides a comparative analysis of the ethical and
educational methods of Mulla Muhammad Astarabadi and Imam
Muhammad al-Ghazali in shaping religious beliefs (monotheism,
prophethood, and eschatology). Confronting the intellectual
challenges posed by Greek philosophy and esoteric movements, al-
Ghazali proposes a mystical-rational educational approach and
views purification of the soul through spiritual stages (repentance,
patience, fear, hope, and self-examination) as the foundation for
deepening faith. His ethical framework emphasizes gratitude,
remembrance, and the control of moral vices, thereby transforming
belief in divine unity into an inner experiential realization. In
contrast, Mulla Muhammad Astarabadi, the founder of the Shi‘i
Akhbari school in the eleventh century of the Islamic calendar
during the Safavid era, grounds religious education in complete
submission to the narrations of the infallible Imams without rational
interpretation. His ethics are practical and tradition-centered,
seeking to preserve religious beliefs through adherence to
transmitted texts and fear of divine judgment. The comparison
reveals that al-Ghazali conceives education as inward and
experiential, whereas Astarabadi regards it as outward and
preservative. Integrating these two perspectives offers a balanced
framework for contemporary religious education.

Keywords: Mulla Muhammad Astarabadi; Imam Muhammad al-
Ghazali; Islamic moral education; religious beliefs.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Religious beliefs constitute the core of individual

and collective identity in Islamic societies and are
formed, preserved, and transmitted through
complex ethical and educational processes that
extend beyond doctrinal instruction. Classical
Islamic scholarship consistently emphasizes that
faith is not merely cognitive assent but a lived
moral and spiritual orientation cultivated through
disciplined training of the self and adherence to
divine guidance. In the Islamic intellectual
tradition, education (tarbiya) and ethics (akhlaq)
are inseparable components of belief formation,
and without a sound ethical foundation, doctrinal
commitments remain vulnerable to superficiality
and distortion (Najafi, 2006). Historical periods of
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intellectual crisis, particularly during the Seljuq
and Safavid eras, intensified debates over the most
reliable methods for protecting religious belief
from philosophical skepticism, sectarian conflict,
and spiritual decay. Two highly influential figures
who offered fundamentally different yet deeply
consequential responses to this challenge were
Imam Muhammad al-Ghazali and Mulla
Muhammad Astarabadi. Al-Ghazali, confronting
the philosophical currents of Greek rationalism and
the esoteric movements of his time, articulated an
integrated mystical-rational pedagogy that sought
to transform belief into lived spiritual certainty
through purification of the soul and disciplined
self-examination (Ghazali, 2014, 2021). In
contrast, Astarabadi, operating in the Safavid Shi‘i
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milieu marked by intense juridical and sectarian
disputes, advanced an uncompromisingly tradition-
centered methodology grounded in exclusive
reliance on the narrations of the infallible Imams
and the rejection of independent rational
interpretation (Astarabadi, 1980). These divergent
approaches represent two enduring paradigms of
Islamic pedagogy: inward experiential
transformation and outward preservation through
textual submission. Understanding their ethical and
educational logics provides essential insight into
the dynamics of belief formation in both classical
and contemporary Islamic societies (Alam al-
Huda, 2000).

Ghazali’s model of religious education is founded
upon the premise that authentic belief emerges only
after the systematic purification of the soul from
moral vices and the cultivation of spiritual virtues,
a process he conceptualizes as tazkiyat al-nafs. In
Ihya’ ‘Ulum al-Din, he constructs an elaborate
pedagogical system organized into four interrelated
domains—acts of worship, social conduct,
destructive traits, and salvific virtues—designed to
guide the believer from outward compliance to
inward certainty (Ghazali, 2021). Ethical
development, in Ghazali’s view, is not ancillary to
faith but constitutes its very infrastructure:
arrogance, envy, heedlessness, and attachment to
worldly desire obscure the heart’s receptivity to
divine truth, while gratitude, humility,
remembrance, patience, fear, and hope refine the
heart and deepen one’s experiential awareness of
God (Najafi, 2006). Ghazali thus transforms belief
in divine unity from a propositional claim into a
lived consciousness achieved through continuous
self-monitoring, repentance, disciplined worship,
and spiritual struggle. His educational method
integrates reason and revelation but subordinates
both to spiritual practice, asserting that rational
knowledge alone cannot secure certainty without
inner purification (Alam al-Huda, 2000). This
synthesis of intellectual reflection and mystical
training allows belief to mature from imitation
(taglid) into direct conviction (yaqin), providing
resilience against philosophical doubt and spiritual
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stagnation. Ghazali’s system therefore offers a
dynamic model of education in which ethical
formation and belief construction unfold as
mutually reinforcing processes (Ghazali, 2014).
In sharp contrast, Astarabadi’s conception of belief
formation is grounded in absolute submission to
transmitted  authority and  uncompromising
rejection of independent rational inference in
religious matters. As founder of the Shi‘i Akhbari
school, Astarabadi contended that the only
legitimate sources of religious knowledge are the
Qur’an and the authenticated narrations of the
infallible Imams, and that human reason is
fundamentally unreliable in determining divine
intent (Astarabadi, 1980). His ethical framework
is therefore constructed around obedience, fear of
divine judgment, and unwavering adherence to
tradition, which together function as the primary
mechanisms  for preserving faith. Ethical
refinement in Astarabadi’s system does not proceed
through introspective psychological analysis but
through disciplined conformity to narrated
injunctions and prohibitions. By removing rational
interpretation from the sphere of religious
education, Astarabadi sought to protect belief from
innovation,  sectarian  fragmentation,  and
philosophical contamination, especially during the
Safavid period when juridical disputes threatened
Shi‘i cohesion (Najafi, 2006). Education, in this
paradigm, becomes a process of memorization,
imitation, and faithful practice of transmitted
teachings, thereby ensuring continuity of doctrinal
identity across generations (Alam al-Huda, 2000).
His pedagogy emphasizes communal stability,
doctrinal clarity, and preservation of inherited faith,
constructing belief as a collective inheritance
safeguarded through submission to authoritative
tradition (Astarabadi, 1980).

A comparative analysis of Ghazali and Astarabadi
reveals two fundamentally different but
complementary logics of belief formation. Ghazali
approaches belief as an evolving inner reality that
must be cultivated through ethical self-
transformation and experiential knowledge, while
Astarabadi approaches belief as a sacred deposit
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that must be preserved through strict textual fidelity
and external discipline. Ghazali’s emphasis on self-
purification, spiritual struggle, and conscious moral
development equips individuals to internalize
belief with intellectual and emotional depth,
fostering adaptability in the face of philosophical
challenges (Ghazali, 2021; Najafi, 2006).
Astarabadi’s emphasis on submission and fear of
divine accountability, by contrast, constructs belief
as stable and resistant to corruption, shielding the
community from doctrinal erosion and interpretive
chaos (Astarabadi, 1980). Ethically, Ghazali’s
model privileges transformation of character
through love, awareness, and disciplined practice,
whereas Astarabadi’s model privileges obedience,
caution, and conformity to inherited norms.
Educationally, Ghazali’s pedagogy is inward,
dynamic, and developmental, while Astarabadi’s is
outward, preservative, and continuity-oriented
(Alam al-Huda, 2000). These contrasting
orientations reflect the distinct historical contexts
in which they emerged and the specific crises they
sought to resolve, yet both converge on the shared
objective of safeguarding the integrity of Islamic
belief (Najafi, 2006).

In contemporary religious education, where
believers  confront  unprecedented  cultural
pluralism, technological transformation, and
ideological fragmentation, the combined insights
of Ghazali and Astarabadi offer a powerful and
balanced framework for belief formation. Ghazali’s
approach equips individuals with psychological
resilience, ethical self-awareness, and spiritual
depth necessary for sustaining faith under
conditions of intellectual uncertainty and
existential anxiety (Ghazali, 2014). Astarabadi’s
approach provides the structural stability and
doctrinal clarity required to preserve communal
identity and protect inherited belief from dilution
and distortion (Astarabadi, 1980). An integrated
model that draws on Ghazali’s inward spiritual
pedagogy while retaining Astarabadi’s
commitment to textual authority can cultivate
believers who are simultaneously rooted in
tradition and capable of reflective, transformative
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engagement with their faith (Alam al-Huda,
2000). Such synthesis responds effectively to
modern educational challenges, allowing religious
instruction to nurture both the heart and the intellect
while maintaining fidelity to foundational sources
(Najafi, 2006). The dialogue between these two
paradigms thus remains deeply relevant for
constructing  sustainable models of Islamic
education in the twenty-first century.

This study demonstrates that Ghazali and
Astarabadi  represent two enduring and
indispensable dimensions of Islamic pedagogy:
transformation and preservation. Ghazali’s model
cultivates faith as an inner moral and spiritual
reality that evolves through disciplined self-
formation, while Astarabadi’s model safeguards
faith as a sacred inheritance preserved through
unwavering submission to authoritative tradition.
Each approach compensates for the limitations of
the other, and their integration offers a
comprehensive educational vision capable of
addressing both individual spiritual development
and collective religious continuity. Together, they
reveal that authentic belief is neither merely
inherited nor solely constructed but emerges from
the dynamic interplay between ethical formation,
disciplined practice, and faithful transmission.
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