
  
Title Humanism, Islamic education, and Confucian education 
Author(s) Charlene Tan and Azhar Ibrahim 
Source Religious Education, 112(4), 394-406 
Published by Taylor & Francis (Routledge) 
  
 
Copyright © 2017 Taylor & Francis  
 
This is an Accepted Manuscript of an article published by Taylor & Francis in Religious 
Education on 31/01/2017, available online: 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00344087.2016.1225247 
 
Notice: Changes introduced as a result of publishing processes such as copy-editing and 
formatting may not be reflected in this document. For a definitive version of this work, please 
refer to the published source. 
 
Citation: Tan, C., & Azhar Ibrahim. (2017). Humanism, Islamic education, and Confucian 
education. Religious Education, 112(4), 394-406. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00344087.2016.1225247 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00344087.2016.1225247


1	  
	  

Tan, C. & Ibrahim, A. (2017). Humanism, Islamic Education, and Confucian Education. 
Religious Education, 1-18. DOI:10.1080/00344087.2016.1225247 

 
 

PROOF 
 

Humanism, Islamic Education and Confucian Education 
 

Charlene Tan & Azhar Ibrahim 
 
Abstract 
 
This article explores and compares salient characteristics and educational influences of 
humanism in both Islam and Confucianism. It is argued that the humanist tradition in both 
belief systems upholds the development and transforming ability of human beings. A 
common aim of education is to develop God/Way-conscious and virtuous individuals who 
fulfil their calling on earth by achieving perfection. Rather than advocating textual 
transmission, didacticism and rote-memorisation, the humanist tradition in both Islam and 
Confucianism supports a broad-based curriculum and promote active learning engaging 
pedagogies.   
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There is a common perception that education in both Islam and Confucianism is characterised 
by textual transmission (of the Qur’an or Confucian classics), didacticism and rote-
memorisation. For example, researchers such as Rahman (1967), Ahmad (1990), Talbani 
(1996) and Sikand (2005) maintain that passive learning through memorisation and 
regurgitation is generally the norm in Islamic educational institutions. Likewise, scholars 
claim that educational systems influenced by Confucianism promote rote memorisation and 
transmission of knowledge via teacher-centredness (e.g. Dahlin and Watkins 2000; Aguinis 
and Roth 2005; Hui 2005; Aoki 2008; Han and Scull 2010). While the above perception 
accurately describes the dominant historical developments in Islamic and Confucian 
education, it does not capture all aspects and manifestations of both traditions. In particular, it 
ignores the rich diversity of the existence and evolution of different and even competing 
schools of thought within each belief system. An essentialising, simplistic view of Islamic 
and Confucian education as fostering rote-learning and passive learning may lead some 
readers to conclude that the humanist tradition – one that underscores the development and 
transforming ability of human beings – does not exist in both Islam and Confucianism. This 
belief is erroneous as humanism has played a prominent role in underpinning and shaping the 
educational philosophies and practices in both Islam and Confucianism.  

This article explores and compares salient characteristics and educational influences 
of humanism in both Islam and Confucianism. At the outset, it is important to clarify that the 
doctrines, assumptions and educational thought expounded in this article do not represent or 
encapsulate Islam and Confucianism in their entirety. We are well aware of plural and 
competing discourses within both Islam and Confucianism, as well as diverse interpretations 
of and mixed receptions towards ‘humanism’ in both belief systems. The divergence of views, 
priorities and practices within Islam and Confucianism testifies to an absence of a single or 
monolithic thought that could represent the Islamic or the Confucian thought. We choose to 
focus on a particular tradition within Islam and Confucianism – that of humanism. We are 
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aware that even within the humanist tradition, there exist sub-divisions in terms of different 
proponents, historical origins, strands and emphases of key concepts. Here, we highlight the 
general features of humanism in Islam and Confucianism. The first part of the article 
expounds the concept of humanism from the perspectives of Islam and Confucianism. This is 
followed by a discussion of humanist education in Islam and Confucianism in terms of 
curriculum, teaching and learning. 
 
Humanism in Islam and Confucianism  
 
Humanism, as the word implies, draws attention to the significance and special role of human 
beings in society. In the words of Berdayev (1949), “true humanism not only states the 
question of the human person but also that of society, that is to say, of the relations between 
men, the problem of ‘us.’” (23). Humanism emphasises the “development of the individual, 
and the ability of individuals to change and transform themselves, the community around 
them, and possibly the world” (Havens 2003, 34).  

It is useful to distinguish secular humanism from religious/spiritual humanism. 
Havens (2013) describes the former as “a divergence from views in the supernatural to 
explain phenomena or morality in favour of reason and rationality” (34). Such a view rules 
out the supernatural, seeing it as incompatible with or irrelevant to reason and rationality. 
Religious/spiritual humanism, on the other hand, posits compatibility between the 
religious/spiritual element and reason/rationality, as we shall elaborate further in the case of 
Islam and Confucianism. Related to the question of religion is that of ethics. Some people 
conceptualise humanism as asserting that human beings can achieve self-actualisation 
without the need for an objective morality imbued in them (ibid.). Rejecting this view, neither  
Islam and Confucianism necessarily separate human being’s self-actualisation from the 
inculcation of an objective morality, although what qualifies as ‘objective morality’ differs 
between the two belief systems.  

That both Islam and Confucianism locate humanism within a religious/spiritual 
framework does not mean that there is no critical or emancipatory component in their 
understanding of humanism. On the contrary, critical humanism is a cornerstone in both 
belief systems. Critical humanism refers to “reflections on the nature of humanity that 
theorise what it means, and how it is possible, for interdependent beings to attain dignity, 
worth, and freedom” (Manzo 1997, 384). The task of critical humanism is “to make more 
things available to critical scrutiny as the product of human labour, human energies for 
emancipation and enlightenment, and, just as importantly, human misreadings and 
misinterpretations of the collective past and present” (Said 2004, 438). Vidyasagar (2005) 
adds that critical humanism emancipates human beings “from the clutches of ecclesiastical 
orthodoxy and dogmatism; positively humanism stands for the values like happiness, love, 
kindness, compassion, tolerance, pleasure, freedom, and removal of fanaticism, rigourism, 
intolerance, feudalism, despotism, egoism and self-aggrandisement” (60). In short, critical 
humanism, from both the Islamic and Confucian perspectives, gives primacy to human 
being’s realisation of one’s existence, duties, roles, rationality, strengths and potentials 
(Author 2, 2008).  

 
Islam  
 
The humanistic tradition is featured prominently in classical Islam, be it in the theological, 
philosophical, ethical, legal or literary tradition (Boisard 1988; Madjid 2003; Author 2, 
2008). Abu Hayyan al-Tauhid’s pronouncement that “Man has become a problem for man” 
(ashkala-l-insan’ala-insan) succinctly conveys the message that human beings have become 
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the focus in philosophy, ethics and education in Muslim thought. Islamic humanism contains 
at least three central characteristics.  

First, it celebrates human existence by highlighting human beings’ calling as God’s 
stewards on earth.  Human beings should be infused with God-consciousness so that they are 
able to fulfil this noble task. The Qur’an states that: “It is He Who has made you [His] agents, 
inheritors of the earth (khala’if); He has raised you in ranks, some above others, that He may 
try you in the gifts He has given you” (cited in Al Najjar 2000, 21). The Muslim scholar, 
Ismail Bardhi (2002) defines Islamic humanism as  
 

the conformation that the human being can be fully understood only in existential 
relation with God, with other persons, and with the created world. This truth makes 
more relative the anthropocentricism of Islamic humanism and puts it in the place 
that it should really have….According to the Islamic understanding, the human 
being is not the absolute ruler of the created world but simply God’s vicegerent on 
earth. Almost all values that Islamic humanism accepts as its own are general human 
values, such as freedom, justice, peace, peaceful coexistence in the society, 
solidarity, tolerance, etc. (67). 

 
Rather than seeing the supernatural as dispensable in or inimical to human being’s exercise of 
rationality, Islam underscores God as the source of reason for humankind. Humanism in the 
Islamic tradition affirms the centrality of religion in human and societal enlightenment 
without succumbing to scriptural orthodoxy. The Muslim reformist Muhammad Abduh 
advocates what he calls ‘humanism with God,’ i.e., a religious-oriented humanism that does 
not limit a human being’s virtuous achievements (Vatikiotis 1957). Explaining Abduh’s 
Islamic humanism, Vatikiotis (1957) notes that this formulation is “free of rigid traditional 
formulations and invigorated by rational and historical methods of criticism,” premised on 
the assumption that “human values are largely formulated by earthly experience” (126). The 
attainment of saadah (happiness) liberates human beings by mitigating their sufferings and 
rejecting thoughts that fetter conscience and freedom to think.  

Secondly, Islamic humanism gives human beings the hope of achieving perfection in 
this life. The perfection of human beings can only be possible through their integration with 
society, as guided by religion. In other words, the social dimension is an integral part of 
humanistic ideals where human beings’ reasoning power, ethical accountability and spiritual 
freedom are nurtured. Human beings’ perfection includes love of common humanity, 
reverence for human well-being and life, and an emphasis on reasoning power and ethical 
accountability.  

Thirdly, Islamic humanism teaches that cultivation of the virtuous person is possible 
through the appropriation of various branches of knowledge. The objective morality imbued 
in human beings by God is essential for them to obtain self-actualisation. There is an accent 
on the nurturing of moral–ethical integrity through knowledge acquisition, training and 
socialisation. The term humanism may have its parallel meaning in the concept of adab. 
Initially related to rules of conduct and customs inherited from one’s ancestors, adab later 
assumed the meaning of “ethical and practical rules of conduct” from the 8th century onwards 
(Günther 2005, 643). According to the Muslim humanist al-Jahiz, adab basically refers to 
“the total education system of a cultured Muslim who took the whole world for his object of 
curiosity and knowledge” (cited in Khalidi 1985, 57). The adab tradition of classical Islam is 
emblematic of Islamic humanism that flourished from the 8th to 11th century. Adab literature 
is an intertextually rich anecdotal and narrative literature encompassing Quranic verses, 
hadiths, poetic selections, and anecdotes (Malti-Douglas 1997; Carter 1997). It was also a 
period where the imperial Islam was at its height, alongside its robust cultural, intellectual 
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and scientific developments. It was this exuberant intellectual and scientific growth in 
classical Islam that arguably provided the model for Italian Renaissance (Makdisi 1997).  
 
 
Confucianism 
 
Like Islam, the humanistic tradition has a strong presence in Confucianism. The primary 
focus of Confucius is the nature of humanity in terms of the potentials, emancipation and 
interdependence of human beings. Confucianism echoes Islam’s teaching that the perfection 
of human beings can be achieved through their integration with the society. Confucius 
underlines the human world as the source of knowledge and reality. Hall and Ames (1987) 
observe: 
 

For Confucius, knowledge is grounded in the language, customs, and institutions that 
comprise culture. Culture is the given world. Thinking is cultural articulation that 
renders this givenness effective. There is no knowledge to be gained of a reality which 
precedes that of culture or transcends its determinations. The ‘world’ is always a human 
world (67).  

 
But the humanistic accent in Confucianism does not mean that spirituality has no place 

in it. On the contrary, there is a strong spiritual (rather than supernatural or religious) 
dimension in the Confucian worldview. A central concept is that of tian (heaven). Confucius 
himself proclaims that heaven is the author of his virtue (Analects 7.23), that only heaven 
understands him (Analects 14.35), and that it is possible for one to offend heaven (Analects 
3.13). The Confucian scholar Tu Wei-ming (1989, 2015) introduces the term 
‘anthropocosmic’ to describe the relationship between human beings and tian, where human 
beings are embedded in the cosmic world under the banner of the “unity of Heaven and 
Humanity” (tianren heyi). Havens (2013) points out that the idea of anthropocosmic “arises 
out of the Confucian emphasis within cosmology of the ideal harmony between tian 
(heaven/nature) and ren (persons), the ren-tian continuum, and the triad (tian, ren, Earth)” 
(33).  

Confucius’ point about heaven being the source of his virtue implies the possibility for 
human beings to achieve moral goodness. The Confucian vision of human excellence is 
further embodied in the concept of dao (Way) (Cua 1989). The ‘Way’ covers all the 
manifestations of Zhou culture, including its knowledge base, values, beliefs, and practices 
that have been passed down through the generations and expressed in various forms such as 
traditional texts and the exemplary conduct of virtuous rulers (Author 1, 2013).  

Human beings, according to Confucius, are called to “broaden the Way” (Analects 
15.29) and “be firmly committed to love learning, hold fast to the good Way till death” 
(Analects, 8.13; all translations of the Confucian classics are by Author 1 unless otherwise 
stated). The word ‘broaden’ refers to the act of attaining, continuing and propagating the Way 
on earth to future generations. Human beings broaden the Way by developing the virtue 
endowed by heaven (Analects 7.23) through emulating the praiseworthy behaviours, 
thoughts, and actions of sage-kings such as Yao and Shun who ruled China before Confucius’ 
time. The Way is never a static category signifying something external and objective.  Tu 
(1985) describes it as “a process, a movement, and, indeed, a dynamic unfolding of the self as 
a vital force for personal, social, and cosmic transformation. 

Mencius (372-289 B.C.E.), a disciple of Confucius’ grandson Zisi, echoes Confucius’ 
humanistic perspective by expanding on the teaching in the moral perfectibility of all human 
beings. Mencius asserts that “everyone can become a Yao and Shun” (Mencius 6B:2) – sage-
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kings who are exemplary in attaining harmony with tian and human beings. Mencius further 
claims that the possibility for human beings to become a junzi (noble or exemplary person) or 
sage is due to the inherent virtue in them. He teaches that all human beings have the ‘four 
beginnings’ in their nature (Mencius 2A:6): 

People have these four beginnings just as they have their four limbs. One who has these 
four beginnings and yet says that one cannot [develop them] is to rob from oneself; one 
who says that the ruler cannot [develop one’s four beginnings] is to rob from the ruler. 
If anyone who has these four beginnings in oneself knows how to [develop and] expand 
[them] fully, [one will be] like a fire beginning to burn and a spring beginning to shoot 
forth. [One who] is able to fully [develop one’s four beginnings] is capable of 
protecting [all within] the four seas; [one who] is not able to fully [develop one’s four 
beginnings] is incapable of serving [one’s] parents. 

 
However, Mencius teaches that our innate good nature is insufficient for us to become a junzi 
or sage. Instead, we need to consciously develop ‘seeds’ of humanity, righteousness, 
normative behaviours, and wisdom. This process requires not just theoretical knowledge of 
these ‘seeds’ but also and more importantly, one’s social interaction with and demonstration 
of benevolence towards fellow human beings, be it serving one’s parents or protecting all 
within the four seas (i.e., everyone on earth).  
 
 
Humanist Influences on Islamic and Confucian Education  
 
From a humanist viewpoint, education in both Islam and Confucianism is directed towards 
making a God/Way-conscious and virtuous person who achieves perfection in one’s life. We 
shall further explore the nature of Islamic and Confucian humanism in terms of the 
curriculum, teaching and learning. 
 
Islamic Education  
 
The humanists of classical Islam highlight the importance of Muslims developing and 
appreciating the systems of knowledge and modes of thinking inherited from ancient 
societies, whether Indian, Greek or Persian. Al-Jahiz asserts that “it came down to us and we 
were the last to inherit it and examine it,” since “mankind will retain their well-being so long 
as the last learns from the first” (cited in Khalidi 1997, 143).  The search for and reverence 
towards knowledge are central to Islamic doctrinal teaching. As observed by a Muslim 
scholar:  
 

Islam gave a great deal of importance to reading, writing and learning. Ilm’ 
(knowledge/science) is repeatedly stressed in the Qur’an. [. . .] The Qur’an in fact 
equates ilm’ with nur (light) and jahl (ignorance) with darkness. The Prophet also 
encouraged learning by his famous saying that the ink of a scholar is more 
precious than the blood of a martyr (Engineer 2001, 28). 

 
The rationalistic tradition in Islam arguably is the forerunner of humanistic thought (Ali, 
1967). Al-Tauhidi avers, “The wealth of knowledge or religiousness shall never be sufficient 
to mould a good and divine human [character] unless with the reasoning power” (cited in 
Arkoun 2000, 92).  

But acquisition and mastery of knowledge are only meaningful if they serve the 
purpose of maximising human beings’ potentials to be stewards of God. The pursuit of 
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knowledge for its own sake is criticised, as argued by the Islamic philosopher al-Ghazali, “Be 
sure that knowledge alone is no support [. . .] If a man reads a hundred thousand scientific 
subjects and learns them but does not act upon them, his knowledge is of no use to him, for 
its benefit lies only in being used” (cited in Halstead 2004, 520). Furthermore, cultivation of 
morality is a fundamental objective of Islamic education and forms part of adab that 
encapsulates various branches of humanistic science and wisdom (Sagadeev 2002). 

A broad-based curriculum is recommended by humanists in Islam. Ibn Khaldun, a 
prominent medieval Islamic historian and sociologist, rejects the dominant pedagogical 
practices during his time as detrimental to the development of human intellect and overall 
humanity. In particular, he disapproves of the practice of providing Muslim children with 
Qur’anic instruction only. Writing positively of the educational approach practised in Muslim 
Spain (Andalusia), Ibn Khaldun singles out the comprehensive training of language, poetry 
and rhetoric, apart from the study of Qur’an and the prophetic tradition (hadith), resulting in 
an environment conducive to intellectual growth. He concurs with the Muslim mystic and 
philosopher, Ibn Arabi that children should be taught poetry and philology first, followed by 
arithmetic and then the study of the Qur’an, as this would make it easier for them to 
understand the Qur’an (ibn Khaldun 1967). Another Islamic scholar al-Jahiz, in his book The 
Teachers, proposes that the obligatory subjects to be taught should include reading and 
writing, arithmetic, the essentials of religion, literature and literary theory, logic and 
disputation, and accounting (Günther 2005). At the advanced level, the curriculum should 
include hunting, sports and martial arts, music, astronomy, medicine, geometry, and training 
of animals of labour such as camels and horses. For the lower strata of society, the teaching 
of farming, trading and other crafts is essential (ibid.).  

Contrary to the perception that Islamic education supports passive learning and rote-
memorisation, a number of Islamic scholars have called for engaged pedagogy using a range 
of active learning strategies. It is noteworthy that engaging teaching methods such as the 
dialogue technique were believed to be used by the Prophet Muhammad in his 
‘conversations’ with the Angel Gabriel when the latter was assigned to explain the religion to 
the Prophet. Many Islamic scholars such as Abu Hasan al-Basri, Wasil Ibn ‘Ata’, Imam Abu 
Hanifah and Imam Malik also made use of dialogue and discussion, and developed them 
further in their teachings. Burhanuddin al-Islam az-Zarnuji, in his tract entitled Ta’alim al-
Muta’allim (Instruction to Students), opposes rote-memorisation in favour of problem posing 
and reflection by students. His views are summarised by Abel and Grunebaum (1946): 

 
The student is admonished not to rely solely on repetition and rote learning. After he 
understands and repeats material, the student should reflect, meditate, and 
continually pose questions to his teachers and his colleagues so as to get a firm grasp 
of what he is doing. Posing questions is better than a “month of repetitions”. 
Furthermore, only reflection and meditation can solve problems. If the student 
merely accepts facts (even though he understands them) without thinking about 
them, the material he learns remains undigested. As a further aid to learning, 
material that is being studied should be abstracted and written down, but only after 
due comprehension and reflection. Writing down half-understood material destroys 
intelligence and wastes time (66). 

 
Another eminent Islamic humanist Al-Jahiz rejects rote-memorisation as hampering 
deductive thinking in learning. He contends that “the one engaged in memorisation is only an 
imitator, whereas deductive reasoning is that which brings the one engaged in it to the 
coolness or certainty and the strength of confidence (Günther 2005, 121). Supporting al-Jahiz 
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is the classical Muslim rationalist philosopher Alfarabi who avers: “If the human being learns 
only the details, he is not secure from going astray” (cited in al-Talbi 2000, 7).  

In his desire to develop the perfect human being (al insan al kamil), Alfarabi calls for 
integration of philosophical, psychological, ethical and pedagogical principles in teaching and 
learning. Techniques of imparting knowledge receive serious attention, where the type of 
instruction must take into account learners’ cognitive abilities and social backgrounds. 
Alfarabi’s learner-oriented perspective puts a high premium on the learner’s posing questions 
and the teacher’s readiness to respond to student needs. Interestingly, apart from elaborating 
extensively on oral instruction, he also stresses the importance of critical reading of written 
works. He castigates blind allegiance to the authority of written words by pointing out that all 
authors may have biases and prejudices, alongside unreliable sources and premises, when 
writing (Haddad 1974). 

Another scholar Ibn Khaldun delineates a number of educational practices for 
achieving desired goals in education. Some key practices include matching one’s teaching 
method to the level of comprehension of students, giving students a good grounding in the 
subject matter, avoiding memorisation, ensuring sufficient interactions with scholars, and 
complementing theoretical learning with practical application (Abel and Grunebaum 1946, 
416–428). Ibn Aqil, a rationalist theologian of classical Islam, argues for the need to see 
reason and revelation as part of God’s grace to humankind, as harmonious and not 
contradictory to each other since “reason is in agreement with revelation and there is nothing 
on revelation except that which agrees with reason” (cited in Makdisi 1974, 654). Al-Jahiz 
also advises teachers to “treat them [their students] gently and in most loving manner – as 
learning is enhanced by love—students are bearers of continuity – [who] will take your place 
amongst your people and will take care of [and continue] what you have left behind” (cited in 
Günther 2009, 22).  
 
 
Confucian Education 
 
Confucian education seeks to develop our innate, good human nature through receiving 
instruction and moral self-cultivation. The motivation for moral self-cultivation is not only to 
benefit oneself but also for the larger social good. Successful self-cultivation therefore 
requires the self to interact with and depend on others; one’s relations with people in the 
community is a mirror that reflects the stage of one’s moral cultivation (Yao, 1996). Rather 
than diminishing the self in a social context, the self is broadened and deepened an ever-
expanding circle of human relatedness (Tu 1985). Starting with loving one’s parents, a child 
gradually learns to love other people in the community, whether as a neighbour, friend, a 
colleague and a subject in society. This progression of loving one’s parents (through filial 
piety) to loving people outside one’s family is noted by Confucius: “A young man should be 
filial at home and respectful towards his elders in public, be cautious in speech, be 
trustworthy, love the multitude broadly” (Analects, 1.6, italics added). 

On instruction, a Confucian classic titled Doctrine of the Mean states, “What heaven 
has conferred is termed ‘one’s nature’; conforming to one’s nature is termed ‘the Way’; 
cultivating the Way is termed ‘instruction’” (section 1). It follows that education is essential 
for human beings to learn to develop their innate good nature. Under the tutelage of a teacher, 
learners should “learn extensively, inquire thoroughly, think carefully, discern clearly [and] 
practise earnestly” (section 20). The humanistic dimension is further seen in the ancient 
Chinese’s faith in the potential of all human beings to succeed in life and overcome one’s 
weakness principally through human effort rather than divine intervention or luck. This is 
noted in a verse in another Confucian classic, Great Learning, that uses the analogy of 
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producing a gem: “‘Cutting and polishing’ refers to the way of learning; ‘carving and 
grinding’ refers to moral self-cultivation” (section 3).  

Complementing instruction is moral self-cultivation, through which one may become 
a junzi (noble or exemplary person). While knowledge can be obtained via transmission from 
the teacher, moral self-cultivation requires not just acquisition of knowledge but more 
importantly, internalisation, appropriation, and application of the knowledge by the learner. 
The process of moral cultivation entails much time and effort spent in self-reflection, self-
correction, and interactions with one’s teacher and other human beings – a process that 
necessitates interdependence of human beings within a communitarian framework (Tu 1985).  

A distinctive feature of Confucianism is the goal to cultivate not only a learner’s 
cognitive abilities but also affective abilities and motivation. Among the essential desired 
attitudes are determination and sincerity. This is seen in the injunction to rectify one’s heart-
mind and be sincere in one’s will. The former refers to the readiness to channel one’s 
emotional and intellectual resources to learning. On being sincere in one’s will, another 
passage in Doctrine of the Mean points out that “only a person who is completely sincere is 
able to fully [realise] one’s nature” (section 22, also see section 20). Sincerity involves “the 
moral integrity that enables one to become a fully developed person” and “puts us in touch 
with ourselves, with our fellow human beings, and with the universe as a whole” (Bloom, 
cited in de Bary and Bloom 1999, 333-334). This reflects the humanistic tradition in 
Confucianism where human beings are empowered to develop themselves holistically. 

It is also significant that a broad-based curriculum comprising the ‘six arts’ (liuyi) is 
recommended by Confucius. The arts are rituals, music, archery, charioteering, calligraphy or 
writing, and mathematics. The idea here is an all-rounded education that celebrates and 
appreciates human excellence from all fields. Confucian humanism also discourages passive 
learning and rote-memorisation. A close reading of Confucius’ teaching methods as recorded 
in the Analects reveals his adoption of a variety of learner-centred approaches, such as 
questioning technique, discussion method and problem-solving (Author 1, 2013). For 
example, Confucius fosters higher-order thinking in his learners through the approach of juyi 
fansan that literally means ‘to raise one corner and return with three corners’.  This is 
recorded in the Analects 7:8: 

 
The Master said, “I do not enlighten a person who is not striving to understand; I do not 
provide the words to a person who is not already struggling to speak. If I have raised 
one corner and the person does not come back with the other three corners, I will not 
teach that person again.” 

 
Essentially, Confucius expects his students to seek to understand what they learn and express 
themselves with the right words. Rather than spoon-feeding his students, he holds that 
teachers should only provide the initial learning point, and inspire students to draw their own 
conclusions. 

As for teaching methods, neo-Confucian scholar Zhu Xi in his commentary of Great 
Learning, introduces the ‘investigation of things’ (gewu) approach that involves the following 
steps:  

 
[T]he first step of instruction in the Great Learning teaches students that, encountering 
anything at all in the world, they must build on what they already know of principle and 
probe still deeper, until they reach its limit. Exerting themselves in this manner for a 
long time, they will one day suddenly become all penetrating; this being the case, the 
manifest and the hidden, the subtle and the obvious qualities of all things will all be 
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known, and the mind, in its whole substance and vast operations, will be completely 
illuminated (cited in Gardner 2007, 7-8).  

 
It is interesting to note that the ‘investigation of things’ approach underlines rational thinking 
by applying both induction and deduction, through which we gain knowledge of phenomena 
around us (Chan 1963). Briefly, deduction is evident in the instruction to “build on what they 
already know of principle,” while induction is alluded to obtaining generalisations such as 
“the subtle and the obvious qualities of all things.” 

Besides adhering to the ‘eight items’, learners receive instruction on the importance of 
taking learning seriously through constant revision. The Doctrine of the Mean reminds all to 
“review what is old so as to know what is new” (section 27), a verse also mentioned by 
Confucius in the Analects 2.11. Highlighting the significance of memorisation with 
understanding, Zhu Xi recommends the following learning strategy, as explained by Gardner 
(2007): 

 
To get at the true intentions of the sages, students had to do more than simply pass their 
eyes over the canonical texts. They had to read each text over and over until they were 
able to recite it front to back from memory. To read a text fifty or even a hundred times 
thus was not too many, according to Zhu [Zhu Xi]. He cautioned, however, that the 
repeated readings must never be allowed to become rote; only if the readings were slow 
and deliberate, penetrating ever deeper layers of significance, could students “savour” 
the true flavour of the text and come to appreciate its true taste. In conversation Zhu 
once described good reading as follows: “You must constantly take the words of the 
sages and worthies and pass them before your eyes, roll them around and around in 
your mouth, and turn them over and over in your mind.” His hope then was that 
students would “experience the text personally,” as he was fond of saying, embodying 
its words and making the sages’ teachings their own (xxvi). 
 
Zhu Xi does not recommend rote-memorisation; in fact, he chides aspiring scholars of 

his time for being fixated with regurgitation of classical texts, at the expense of understanding 
and application. What Zhu Xi advocates, instead, is such familiarity with the text that one is 
able to internalise and appropriate the meanings for oneself. Such a position is consistent with 
the teaching of Confucius himself who asks rhetorically: “If a person can recite three hundred 
Songs but is unable to perform an official duty entrusted to him, and unable to exercise his 
initiative when sent abroad, what good are the many Songs to him?” (Analects 13.5). 
Confucius is not asserting that memorising the Songs is useless. Such an interpretation would 
contradict other verses where he encourages his students to learn the Songs (c.f. Analects 
16.13, 17.9, 17.10). His point, rather, is that one should focus on ethical lessons from the 
Songs that can be applied to one’s life. In other words, the ultimate goal of learning is 
essentially a humanist one that aims at developing and transforming the individuals. 
 
 
Comparison between Islamic Education and Confucian Education 
 
There are a number of similarities between Islamic education and Confucian education. First, 
the mission of human beings is to perform their duty on earth as God’s stewards (in Islam) or 
Way-propagators (in Confucianism). Secondly, both emphasise human perfectibility, whether 
through education and spiritual discernment for Islam or realising and broadening the Way 
for Confucianism. Central to the attainment of perfection for both belief systems is the 
exercise of rationality. Thirdly, both belief systems go beyond mere cognitive development to 
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promote moral education through adab (ethical and practical rules of conduct) or moral self-
cultivation. Confucius’ point about heaven being the source of his virtue parallels Islam’s 
belief in an objective morality given to human beings, making it possible for adherents to 
achieve self-actualisation. The final similarity is that both stress a broad-based curriculum 
fostering active learning and memorisation with understanding. 

 Despite the above-mentioned similarities, Islamic education and Confucian education 
differ in substantial ways too. A key divergence is the religious dimension. Rather than ‘God-
consciousness’ (as in Islam), Confucius calls all human beings to be ‘Way-conscious.’ Islam, 
as a monotheistic religion, stresses the existence of God and allegiance to shared foundational 
doctrines. As mentioned earlier, human beings are called by God to be His stewards on earth 
by utilising the gifts and talents given by Him. The exercise of rationality and autonomy, 
although encouraged in Islamic education, should acknowledge the proper place of God in 
the order of being and existence (Al-Attas 1999) and be within the fold of  Islamic law (Alam 
2003). The world conferences on Islamic Education (1977-1982) states that Muslim students 
should “think precisely and logically but let their thoughts be governed by their spiritual 
realisation of truth as found in the Qur’an and the Sunnah so that their intelligence is guided 
in proper channels and does not stray” (Erfan and Valie, 1995, p. 35, cited in Author 1, p. X). 
The importance of a God-centred education in Islam has given rise to the establishment of 
madrasa (Islamic schools) aiming to educate the ummah (community of believers). Unlike 
secular schools, the madrasah imparts knowledge and worship of God to Muslim students 
within an Islamic ethos, curriculum, assessment and specially trained teachers (for useful 
readings on the history of Islamic education, see Makdisi, 1981). 

In contrast to Islam, Confucianism is not commonly regarded as a religion in the 
sense of being a faith system that centres on God; neither is it governed by institutionalised 
organisations, dogmas, regulations, conversion, and membership. It is more accurately 
described as a living tradition or a cultural system expressed through the lifestyle and 
worldview of people who share a Confucian heritage. Confucian education, therefore, de-
emphasises religious or supernatural aspects, unlike Islamic education. Confucius was not 
interested to discuss the supernatural or the issue of life after death, advising instead that we 
should keep a distance from ghosts and spirits (see Analects 6.22, also see 7.21, 11.12). 
Confucian education, although non-religious, is spiritual in the sense of advocating for human 
beings to go beyond everyday concerns to seek personal authenticity and situate themselves 
as part of some larger whole (Author 1 & Colleague, 2016). This ‘larger whole’ is the appeal 
for human beings to be part of a community of ‘Way-seekers,’ constructing and actualising a 
shared vision of human excellence.  The non-religious dimension of Confucian education 
leads to a strong humanist orientation focusing on human beings’ accomplishments and 
rewards on earth rather than the hereafter. The development of Confucian education is also 
more amorphous and disorganised when compared to that of Islamic education. For example, 
there is no equivalent ‘Confucian schools’ like madrasahs, with a unique ‘Confucian’ 
educational vision, curriculum, assessment and teachers. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 

The humanistic traditions in Islam and Confucianism continue to exert influence on 
the world today through reformist Muslims and Confucians who champion the reconstruction 
of modern society through the adoption of critical pedagogy, curriculum re-envisioning, and 
transformation of the present realities. Prominent Islamic scholar Rahman (1984) asserts that 
modern-day Muslims need nourishment from their own humanism by following the footsteps 
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of 19th century reformist Jamaluddin al-Afghani, his protégé, Muhammad Abduh, among 
others. Likewise, Confucian thinkers in the late 19th and early 20th centuries in China 
propound a radical rethinking of Confucian humanism, with proponents including Qian Mu 
(1895–1990) of Taiwan, Tang Junyi (1909–1978) of Hong Kong, and Feng Youlan (1895–
1990) of Beijing (Tu, 2015). Nothing has been said in this article on the practice of humanist 
education in both Islam and Confucianism. Our focus has been on the theory, basis and value 
of humanist education from the perspectives of Islam and Confucianism. It will be interesting 
for researchers to carry out further studies on various forms and implementation of Islamic 
and Confucian humanism and educational systems across societies. 

Our discussion of religious/spiritual humanism in Islam and Confucianism 
foregrounds the fact that reason and rationality are situated within a convictional community 
from which beliefs develop (Author 1, 2014). Terms such as ‘justification’, ‘evidence’, 
‘critical thinking’, ‘liberty’ and ‘personal choices’ are not context-less and ideology-free; 
rather, they depend on historically concrete languages and practices, and take place in 
specific settings. A person’s freedom of thought and action, conceived within a contingent 
historical context, is consistent with one’s choice to submit to another person or a 
supernatural being or metaphysical concept. In underscoring the role of religion and 
spirituality in human educational endeavours, this article challenges the view that religious 
perspectives in education are necessarily anti-humanistic, anti-rational, anti-scientific or 
parochial. We share Giroux (2004)’s conviction that “religious values in the service of 
humanity do not undermine secular humanism; they simply deepen those compassionate and 
critical values that affirm the social contract between the citizen and the state that lies at the 
heart of a substantive and inclusive democracy” (423).  
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