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	ABSTRACT

Islamic ethical thought (akhlāq) provides essential foundations for moral development, yet its relationship with contemporary Islamic Religious Education (IRE) requires an integrated understanding of classical principles and current educational challenges. This study aimed to examine the historical development of Islamic ethical thought from classical scholars to contemporary Muslim thinkers, identify continuities and differences in their perspectives, and analyze their implications for IRE. A qualitative library-based research design was employed through a structured review of relevant scholarly literature and documentary analysis. The collected literature was examined using qualitative content analysis and comparative thematic synthesis to identify recurring ethical concepts, approaches to moral formation, educational objectives, and contemporary applications. The findings reveal three interconnected dimensions of Islamic ethical thought: normative ethical foundations, processes of moral cultivation, and contextual adaptation. Classical perspectives emphasize the complementary roles of rational reflection, spiritual purification, virtue, and habituation, while contemporary scholarship extends these principles to character education, digital ethics, religious moderation, and collaboration among families, schools, and communities. Despite differences in emphasis, both classical and contemporary approaches underscore the importance of integrating ethical understanding with consistent conduct and social responsibility. Based on this synthesis, the study proposes an integrative conceptual framework connecting ethical foundations, educational objectives and curriculum, pedagogical practices, collaborative learning environments, and intended moral outcomes. The study concludes that IRE can benefit from combining moral reasoning, spiritual development, exemplary conduct, habituation, and reflective learning. However, the proposed framework requires empirical examination to establish its applicability and educational effectiveness across diverse contexts.
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INTRODUCTION
Islamic ethical thought (akhlāq) constitutes a fundamental dimension of Islamic teachings because it connects religious belief, moral reasoning, spiritual development, and human conduct. In Islamic education, akhlāq is not merely a body of normative rules but also a process of cultivating dispositions that guide individuals in their relationships with God, themselves, other people, and society. Classical Muslim scholars developed ethical perspectives that continue to inform contemporary discussions of character formation and educational practice. Al-Ghazali’s approach, for example, emphasizes spiritual purification, moral habituation, and the development of virtuous character, while comparative studies of Ibn Miskawayh and Al-Ghazali highlight the complementary roles of rational reflection, habituation, and spiritual cultivation in moral education (Faqih & Widiyastuti, 2021; Hermawan & Sudin, 2025). These perspectives remain relevant as Islamic Religious Education (IRE) responds to changing social conditions, technological developments, and increasingly complex moral challenges.
Contemporary educational discussions emphasize that character education must extend beyond the transmission of knowledge to the development of ethical responsibility and consistent moral conduct. From an Islamic perspective, this requires integrating religious understanding, moral practice, and character formation into educational experiences (Jailani, 2026; Kurniawan et al., 2022). The relationship between Islamic ethical principles and contemporary moral education has also been explored through comparisons between Al-Ghazali and other ethical traditions, demonstrating the potential for dialogue between spiritual and rational approaches to morality (Wahab, 2025). In addition, comparative discussions of Al-Ghazali and Muḥammad Taqī Miṣbāḥ Yazdī emphasize the importance of Qur’anic foundations in explaining moral values and character development (Anwar, 2026). Such discussions suggest that Islamic ethical thought should be examined not only as a historical intellectual tradition but also as a source of concepts that can inform contemporary educational aims and practices.
These concerns have become particularly important in the digital era, when learners encounter diverse sources of information, social influences, and behavioral expectations. Islamic character education therefore needs pedagogical approaches that connect religious principles with learners’ contemporary experiences (Murdianto et al., 2025). Moral education also depends on the presence of credible examples through which learners can observe and practice virtuous conduct, making emulation an important educational consideration (Henderson, 2024). In Indonesian educational contexts, character development has been discussed through the integration of Islamic values into learning activities and school culture (Maslani et al., 2023). Other studies have emphasized the integration of Islamic Religious Education with mathematics as a means of connecting disciplinary knowledge with character formation (Rusydiyah et al., 2023). These perspectives indicate that the effectiveness of Islamic ethical education depends not only on the content taught but also on the ways values are modeled, practiced, and reinforced within educational environments.
Previous studies provide important foundations for understanding the relationship between Islamic ethical thought and educational practice. Muhsi and Nadlif (2021), for example, examined Al-Ghazali’s perspective on moral education and highlighted its relevance to contemporary Islamic education. Mawardi et al. (2021) identified strategies for strengthening Islamic-value-based character education in online learning, including instructional innovation, role modeling, habituation, reinforcement, and assessment. Similarly, Sudarmi and Yusuf (2022) explored an Islamic Religious Education learning model based on emotional intelligence to improve students’ morality. Hilmi et al. (2023) examined Islamic character education in relation to religious moderation, while Sitompul et al. (2023) discussed the role of Islamic Religious Education teachers in shaping students’ character and morals. Together, these studies demonstrate that ethical principles can be translated into teaching strategies, school practices, and educational relationships. Nevertheless, their principal emphasis is on educational implementation rather than the broader historical and conceptual development of Islamic ethical thought.
Other studies have addressed the aims of Islamic education and the comparative ideas of classical scholars. Mukhlis et al. (2024) discussed the relationship between worldly and hereafter-oriented educational objectives and the formation of morally responsible Muslim individuals. Faizin (2025) compared Al-Ghazali’s and Ibn Miskawayh’s approaches to children’s moral education, highlighting habituation and the educator’s role in character formation. Hermawan and Sudin (2025) likewise compared their approaches, identifying differences in emphasis between rationality and habituation, on the one hand, and spirituality and purification of the soul, on the other. Martasila and Abidin (2025) examined the relevance of Al-Ghazali’s educational thought to Generation Z in the digital era. More recently, Fathoni et al. (2026) reconstructed Al-Ghazali’s character education through a framework involving family, school, and community. Although these studies connect classical thought with contemporary educational challenges, their analyses largely concentrate on particular scholars, selected educational models, or specific applications.
Related research has also examined the implementation of akhlāq education in different institutional and social contexts. Studies have discussed moral education in pesantren (Edy et al., 2022), students’ self-control in the digital era (Putri et al., 2024), habituation of commendable behavior through Akidah Akhlak learning (Syafi’i et al., 2024), and teachers’ responses to changing student behavior (Fitriyah et al., 2024). Research on bullying prevention further emphasizes the importance of empathy, responsibility, and respect in moral education (Humaida et al., 2024). Other contributions highlight the integration of Islamic moral values into holistic education involving classrooms, peers, families, and communities (Maulida et al., 2025), as well as the relationship between Islamic-value-based education and students’ moral development (Murtadlo et al., 2025). Living Values Education has also been discussed as a means of developing ethical, social, and emotional dimensions of character in Islamic schools (Hidayatulloh et al., 2024).
Additional studies emphasize religious habituation in primary education (Nurizah & Amrullah, 2024), character formation through Islamic Religious Education (Aditya Maulana & Purba, 2024), the relationship between Al-Ghazali’s rationality and Islamic education (Mahdany et al., 2025), and ethical and social responsibility in Islamic character education during the digital era (Dimyathi et al., 2025). The integration of Islamic teachings into school character education has likewise been associated with strengthening morality and ethics (Romzi et al., 2024). Meanwhile, Al-Ghazali’s educational philosophy has been discussed in relation to character formation and contemporary social needs (Kurniawati et al., 2023), and Indonesian studies have emphasized the development of digital ethics through Islamic Religious Education (Setiawan et al., 2025). Collectively, this literature establishes the continuing relevance of Islamic ethics but also reveals that historical-philosophical inquiry and practical educational research are often addressed separately.
The principal research gap, therefore, concerns the insufficient integration of historical development, conceptual comparison, and contemporary educational implications within a single analytical framework. Although previous studies have examined classical scholars, contemporary character education, and the implementation of Islamic moral values, they have largely focused on individual thinkers, particular educational strategies, or specific institutional contexts. Consequently, the relationships between classical ethical foundations, contemporary Muslim interpretations, and their implications for the aims, content, methods, and assessment of Islamic Religious Education remain insufficiently synthesized. This limitation matters because educational practices may adopt moral concepts without adequately explaining their intellectual foundations or how those concepts should be interpreted in changing circumstances. Addressing this gap requires an analysis that distinguishes continuity from change while avoiding the assumption that classical and contemporary perspectives are either identical or fundamentally incompatible.
To address this gap, the present study examines the dynamics of Islamic ethical thought from classical scholars to contemporary Muslim thinkers and its implications for Islamic Religious Education. Its principal novelty is integrative and conceptual: rather than focusing exclusively on one scholar or a particular instructional intervention, it brings historical-philosophical perspectives into dialogue with contemporary discussions of character education. The study considers how ethical concepts, including spiritual cultivation, rational reflection, habituation, exemplary conduct, and social responsibility, can inform contemporary IRE. It also seeks to clarify the similarities and differences between classical and contemporary perspectives and to identify their implications for educational objectives, learning content, pedagogical approaches, and character assessment. Accordingly, the study addresses three interconnected questions: how Islamic ethical thought has developed from classical scholars to contemporary Muslim thinkers; what similarities and differences characterize their understandings of akhlāq; and how these perspectives can inform the development of Islamic Religious Education. By connecting intellectual history with educational application, the study aims to contribute a more coherent conceptual foundation for understanding Islamic moral education in contemporary contexts.
METHODS
1. Research Approach and Design
This study employed a qualitative library-based research design to examine the development of Islamic ethical thought from classical scholars to contemporary Muslim thinkers and its implications for Islamic Religious Education (IRE). A qualitative approach was appropriate because the study focused on interpreting concepts, comparing intellectual perspectives, and synthesizing their educational significance rather than measuring variables statistically. Creswell and Creswell (2023) explained that qualitative inquiry enables researchers to explore meanings and interpret complex issues within their broader contexts. Similarly, Zed (2018) described library research as a systematic process of locating, reading, recording, and analyzing relevant literature. Accordingly, the study adopted a conceptual and comparative orientation to identify continuities, differences, and transformations in Islamic ethical thought across historical periods.
2. Data Sources and Selection Criteria
The data consisted of relevant scholarly publications concerning Islamic ethics (akhlāq), classical Muslim ethical philosophy, contemporary Muslim thought, and character formation in IRE. The materials identified for this study included the 25 relevant articles and the 10 previous studies provided in the research materials, together with relevant primary texts by classical and contemporary thinkers where these had been consulted and were accessible. The literature was selected according to its relevance to the research questions, its contribution to explaining ethical concepts, and its usefulness for examining educational implications. Yin (2018) emphasized the importance of establishing a clear logic for selecting and examining documentary evidence in research. In the Indonesian methodological context, Sidiq and Choiri (2019) likewise presented qualitative inquiry as an interpretive process that requires relevant sources and systematic procedures. The selection process therefore prioritized materials that directly addressed ethical foundations, comparisons between thinkers, and the application of moral ideas to education.
3. Data Collection Procedures
Data were collected through documentary review and structured note-taking. The researcher examined the selected publications to identify their central arguments, conceptual definitions, explanations of moral development, and discussions of educational practice. Particular attention was given to recurring concepts such as spiritual purification, rational reflection, habituation, exemplary conduct, self-discipline, and social responsibility. The information was recorded in a literature matrix containing the author and year, the thinker or ethical perspective discussed, the principal argument, the research findings, and the relevance to IRE. Ravitch and Carl (2020) emphasized the importance of connecting conceptual frameworks with research questions and methodological decisions in qualitative inquiry. Hardani et al. (2020) also described qualitative research as an interpretive process requiring systematic collection and organization of textual information. These principles guided the organization of the literature into comparable categories.
4. Data Analysis Techniques
The collected data were analyzed using qualitative content analysis and comparative thematic synthesis. First, the researcher read the selected materials repeatedly to become familiar with their arguments. Second, relevant statements were coded according to their ethical concepts, underlying assumptions, educational purposes, and proposed methods of character formation. Third, related codes were grouped into broader themes representing classical perspectives, contemporary interpretations, areas of continuity and difference, and implications for IRE. Saldaña (2021) explained that coding helps researchers organize qualitative material into meaningful categories that support subsequent interpretation. Sugiyono (2022) similarly outlined the importance of organizing, categorizing, and interpreting qualitative data to develop conclusions grounded in the collected material. The analysis then compared the themes across sources to identify conceptual relationships and differences without assuming that all scholars shared identical positions.
5. Trustworthiness and Analytical Rigor
Analytical rigor was supported through careful comparison of claims across sources, attention to differences in historical and intellectual contexts, and the separation of authors’ arguments from the researcher’s interpretations. Where sources addressed similar concepts, their definitions and reasoning were compared rather than treated as automatically equivalent. The analysis also considered whether educational implications were explicitly discussed in the literature or were derived interpretively from the ethical concepts examined. Braun and Clarke (2022) emphasized the importance of coherence between research questions, analytic procedures, and the interpretation of themes. Moleong (2022) likewise stressed the need for systematic procedures and careful interpretation in qualitative research. These principles informed the effort to maintain consistency between the selected literature, the comparative analysis, and the conclusions regarding the relevance of Islamic ethical thought to contemporary IRE.




RESULTS
1. The Dynamics of Islamic Ethical Thought from Classical Scholars to Contemporary Muslim Thinkers
Islamic ethical thought has developed through continuing engagement with religious principles, philosophical reasoning, spiritual cultivation, and changing social circumstances. The literature provided for this study indicates that akhlāq has been discussed both as a philosophical concern and as a foundation for educational practice. Classical perspectives remain important because they provide conceptual resources for understanding moral virtue, the cultivation of character, and the relationship between ethical knowledge and conduct. Contemporary scholarship, meanwhile, has revisited these ideas in response to challenges involving digital culture, social interaction, and the changing responsibilities of educational institutions. Muhsi and Nadlif (2021) examined Al-Ghazali’s perspective on moral education, while Mukhlis et al. (2024) connected the objectives of Islamic education with moral character and positive social contributions. Taken together, these studies suggest that Islamic ethical thought can be understood as a tradition that maintains its normative foundations while allowing different interpretations of how moral development should be pursued.
a. The Foundations of Islamic Ethical Thought in Classical Muslim Scholarship
Classical Islamic ethical thought places moral development within a broader understanding of human purpose, religious responsibility, and the cultivation of virtuous conduct. From this perspective, ethical education involves more than acquiring knowledge of right and wrong; it also requires developing dispositions that enable individuals to act consistently with moral principles. Faqih and Widiyastuti (2021) discussed Al-Ghazali’s educational philosophy in relation to the formation of an Islamic character, while Muhsi and Nadlif (2021) examined his perspective on moral education and its relevance to contemporary Islamic educational practice. These studies establish Al-Ghazali’s thought as an important reference point for understanding the relationship between moral formation and Islamic education.
The educational significance of classical ethical thought is also evident in discussions of the objectives of Islamic education. Mukhlis et al. (2024) emphasized the relationship between worldly responsibilities, orientation toward the hereafter, and the development of Muslim character. This perspective positions ethical formation within a comprehensive educational purpose that includes both personal development and positive contributions to society. Accordingly, the study of classical Islamic ethics can provide a conceptual basis for examining how religious commitments become moral dispositions and socially responsible behavior.
However, classical scholarship should not be treated as a completely uniform body of thought. Differences among scholars concerning rational reflection, spiritual cultivation, and methods of moral development demonstrate the intellectual diversity within the tradition. Recognizing this diversity is necessary for avoiding simplified accounts of Islamic ethics and for examining how classical concepts can be interpreted meaningfully in contemporary educational contexts.
b. The Ethical Perspectives of Ibn Miskawayh and Al-Ghazali
The ethical perspectives of Ibn Miskawayh and Al-Ghazali provide a useful basis for examining the diversity of classical Islamic moral thought. Although both scholars are associated with the cultivation of virtue and the improvement of human character, their approaches are not identical. Hermawan and Sudin (2025) compared their approaches to moral education, highlighting the importance of rationality and habituation in Ibn Miskawayh’s thought and the prominence of spirituality and purification of the soul in Al-Ghazali’s approach. These distinctions suggest that moral development involves interconnected intellectual, behavioral, and spiritual dimensions rather than a single educational mechanism.
Faizin (2025), through a comparison of Al-Ghazali’s Ayyuhal Walad and Ibn Miskawayh’s Tahdhīb al-Akhlāq, likewise examined their approaches to children’s moral education. The study highlighted the importance of habituation and the educator’s role in developing commendable conduct. Such approaches suggest that ethical understanding becomes educationally meaningful when learners have opportunities to practice virtuous behavior and receive appropriate guidance. In this respect, moral education requires both an understanding of ethical principles and sustained efforts to translate them into everyday conduct.
The comparison also has implications for how Islamic ethics can be understood in educational practice. Rational reflection may help learners understand why certain actions are morally appropriate, while habituation can support the development of consistent behavior. Spiritual cultivation, meanwhile, situates moral conduct within a broader religious orientation. These dimensions can be examined together without erasing the distinctive emphases of each scholar. For Islamic Religious Education (IRE), the comparison offers a conceptual basis for integrating moral reasoning, religious reflection, and practical character formation rather than relying exclusively on memorization or the transmission of moral prescriptions.
c. The Development and Reinterpretation of Islamic Ethical Thought in Contemporary Muslim Scholarship
Contemporary Muslim scholarship has revisited classical ethical ideas in response to changing educational environments and emerging social challenges. Rather than treating classical thought solely as a historical inheritance, some studies have explored its potential relevance to contemporary learners and institutions. Martasila and Abidin (2025), for example, examined Al-Ghazali’s concept of Islamic education in relation to the character formation of Generation Z in the digital era. Their focus illustrates how classical educational thought can be reconsidered in relation to the circumstances of a generation whose learning and social interactions increasingly involve digital technologies.
Fathoni et al. (2026) further developed this discussion by reconstructing Al-Ghazali’s character education through a framework involving family, school, and community. Their analysis identified habituation (taʿwīd), exemplary conduct (uswah), and spiritual struggle (mujāhadah) as important educational methods, alongside the values of adab and amanah. This framework highlights the importance of understanding moral development as a process shaped by multiple educational environments rather than by classroom instruction alone. It also suggests that the effectiveness of ethical education depends on the consistency between the values taught and the conduct demonstrated in learners’ everyday surroundings.
Other contemporary studies emphasize the practical implications of Islamic ethical principles for character development. Mawardi et al. (2021) identified instructional innovation, role modeling, habituation, reinforcement, and assessment as strategies for strengthening Islamic-value-based character education in online learning. Similarly, Sudarmi and Yusuf (2022) explored a learning model that connected Islamic education and character formation with emotional intelligence. These studies address different educational settings, but both indicate that moral development requires pedagogical strategies that connect religious values with learners’ experiences and behavior.
Contemporary reinterpretation is also visible in studies of digital ethics and religious moderation. Dimyathi et al. (2025) discussed Islamic character education in the digital era, while Hilmi et al. (2023) examined Islamic character education as a means of developing religious moderation in a vocational school context. These studies indicate that contemporary ethical education must address not only individual conduct but also the capacity to engage responsibly with others in socially diverse environments. Nevertheless, these educational applications should not automatically be interpreted as evidence that classical ethical concepts themselves have changed. A more precise interpretation distinguishes the enduring ethical principles under discussion from the pedagogical strategies used to apply them in new circumstances.
d. The Continuity and Transformation of Islamic Ethical Principles Across Historical Periods
The relationship between classical and contemporary Islamic ethical thought can be understood through the interaction of continuity and transformation. Continuity is reflected in the sustained importance of moral character, religious responsibility, virtuous conduct, and the relationship between individual development and social well-being. Muhsi and Nadlif (2021) connected Al-Ghazali’s moral thought with contemporary Islamic education, while Mukhlis et al. (2024) emphasized the relationship between Islamic educational objectives, moral formation, and positive social contributions. These perspectives suggest that ethical development remains central to the educational purposes of Islam, even when the contexts in which education takes place change.
Transformation, however, becomes apparent in the ways ethical principles are interpreted and implemented. Classical discussions of virtue, habituation, and spiritual cultivation are increasingly considered alongside contemporary concerns such as online learning, digital behavior, and institutional collaboration. Mawardi et al. (2021) examined character education in online learning, whereas Martasila and Abidin (2025) considered the relevance of Al-Ghazali’s educational thought to Generation Z. Fathoni et al. (2026) extended the discussion by examining the contribution of family, school, and community to character formation. These studies demonstrate that contemporary applications of Islamic ethics must account for changes in educational settings and social relationships.
The distinction between continuity and transformation is important because adapting ethical education to new contexts does not necessarily require abandoning its classical foundations. Instead, it requires careful consideration of how established moral principles can guide responses to contemporary problems. For instance, exemplary conduct remains relevant, but educators may need to consider how role modeling operates in face-to-face and digital environments. Similarly, habituation remains an important educational concept, while its implementation may require coordination between formal instruction, family practices, and wider social environments.
The literature also indicates that the relationship between ethical principles and educational outcomes requires further conceptual clarification. Sitompul et al. (2023) discussed the role of IRE teachers in shaping students’ character and morals, while Aditya Maulana and Purba (2024) examined character formation through Islamic Religious Education. These studies reinforce the importance of educational practice but do not, by themselves, establish a direct historical progression from classical to contemporary ethical thought. Therefore, the development of Islamic ethics should be understood as an interpretive relationship between inherited intellectual foundations and changing educational needs, rather than as a simple linear transition from classical to modern perspectives.
Overall, the literature reviewed in this section indicates that classical Muslim scholars provide important foundations for understanding virtue, habituation, rational reflection, and spiritual cultivation, while contemporary scholarship examines how these ideas can inform education under changing social and technological conditions. The central analytical task is consequently to distinguish the ethical principles that remain influential from the interpretations and educational practices that have developed in response to contemporary circumstances. This distinction provides the basis for the next stage of the discussion, which examines the similarities and differences between classical and contemporary Muslim ethical thought and considers their implications for strengthening Islamic Religious Education.
2. Similarities and Differences Between Classical and Contemporary Muslim Ethical Thought
The relationship between classical and contemporary Muslim ethical thought can be understood through two interconnected dimensions: continuity in foundational moral principles and differences in the approaches used to cultivate ethical character. Classical Muslim scholars emphasized the formation of virtuous character through religious commitment, rational reflection, spiritual purification, and the cultivation of good habits. Contemporary scholarship continues to draw on these foundations while examining how they can be applied within modern educational institutions, family environments, communities, and digital spaces. Studies comparing Ibn Miskawayh and Al-Ghazali, for example, identify both shared commitments to moral formation and differences in their respective emphases on rationality, habituation, and spirituality (Faizin, 2025; Hermawan & Sudin, 2025). Contemporary studies further demonstrate that Islamic ethical education is being discussed in relation to character development, religious moderation, social responsibility, and emerging technological challenges (Hilmi et al., 2023; Martasila & Abidin, 2025; Setiawan et al., 2025). Thus, the comparison should not be interpreted as a complete separation between classical and contemporary thought, but as an ongoing dialogue between enduring ethical principles and changing contexts of moral education.
a. Shared Foundations of Islamic Ethics in Religious Values and Moral Virtues
A fundamental similarity between classical and contemporary Muslim ethical thought lies in the understanding that moral development is closely connected to religious values and the cultivation of virtuous character. In the classical tradition, ethical education was not limited to teaching rules of conduct; it also involved developing dispositions that enabled individuals to act appropriately and responsibly. The comparative studies of Ibn Miskawayh and Al-Ghazali indicate that, despite differences in their philosophical and pedagogical emphases, both thinkers regarded moral formation as a central educational concern (Faizin, 2025; Hermawan & Sudin, 2025). This shared orientation establishes a basis for understanding Islamic ethics as a process of cultivating character rather than merely transmitting moral knowledge.
The educational objectives associated with Al-Ghazali’s thought also connect moral development with religious commitment and the broader purposes of human life. Muhsi and Nadlif (2021) examine moral education from Al-Ghazali’s perspective, while Mukhlis et al. (2024) discuss Islamic education in relation to worldly well-being, the hereafter, and the formation of morally responsible Muslim individuals. Taken together, these studies suggest that Islamic ethical education involves a relationship between personal virtue, religious orientation, and conduct that contributes positively to society. Moral education, therefore, encompasses both the development of the individual and the consequences of individual behavior for others.
Contemporary research retains this emphasis on the relationship between Islamic values and character formation. Hilmi et al. (2023), for instance, examine Islamic character education in connection with the development of religious moderation, while Sitompul et al. (2023) discuss the role of Islamic Religious Education teachers in shaping students’ character and morals. These studies extend the discussion of ethical formation into educational practice, where religious values are expected to inform students’ behavior, relationships, and responses to social differences. The emphasis on religious moderation also illustrates that ethical character has a social dimension: religious commitment is educationally significant not only in personal worship but also in how individuals interact with people who hold different views or backgrounds.
A further point of continuity is the view that moral education requires more than the acquisition of theoretical knowledge. Ethical values need to become part of individuals’ dispositions and everyday conduct. The comparative literature on Ibn Miskawayh and Al-Ghazali emphasizes the importance of guidance, habituation, and the cultivation of character, although the two scholars differ in the explanations and methods they prioritize (Faizin, 2025; Hermawan & Sudin, 2025). Contemporary research on Islamic character education similarly addresses the implementation of values within educational institutions rather than treating moral instruction as an isolated intellectual activity (Kurniawan et al., 2022; Maslani et al., 2023).
The shared foundation between classical and contemporary approaches can consequently be summarized in three related commitments: the importance of religious values as a moral orientation, the development of virtuous character as an educational objective, and the translation of ethical understanding into responsible action. Nevertheless, this continuity does not mean that all scholars define virtues identically or employ the same pedagogical methods. Rather, it indicates that contemporary Islamic ethical education continues to engage with central concerns of the classical tradition while adapting their educational application to different institutional and social conditions.
b. Differences in Spiritual, Rational, and Social Approaches to Moral Formation
Although classical and contemporary Muslim ethical thought share foundational commitments, they differ in the emphasis placed on the processes through which moral character is developed. Within classical scholarship, Ibn Miskawayh and Al-Ghazali provide complementary perspectives on ethical formation. Ibn Miskawayh is commonly associated in the comparative literature with rational reflection and the cultivation of character through habituation, whereas Al-Ghazali’s approach places stronger emphasis on spiritual purification, religious commitment, and the inner dimensions of moral conduct (Faizin, 2025; Hermawan & Sudin, 2025). These differences represent distinct emphases within a shared concern for developing virtuous individuals rather than mutually exclusive understandings of Islamic ethics.
The rational approach highlights the importance of understanding moral conduct and developing the capacity to distinguish appropriate from inappropriate behavior. From this perspective, ethical education should not depend exclusively on external instruction or obedience. Learners also need guidance that enables them to understand the reasons behind moral expectations and develop stable dispositions toward good conduct. The discussions of Ibn Miskawayh’s educational thought in Faizin (2025) and Hermawan and Sudin (2025) provide a basis for examining rational guidance and habituation as important dimensions of moral formation.
By contrast, the spiritual emphasis associated with Al-Ghazali foregrounds the relationship between outward conduct and the condition of the inner self. Moral development involves cultivating religious awareness and refining the dispositions that influence behavior. Muhsi and Nadlif (2021) examine Al-Ghazali’s perspective on moral education, while Faqih and Widiyastuti (2021) discuss his educational philosophy in relation to the formation of an Islamic character. These studies support the interpretation that spiritual development is central to Al-Ghazali’s educational orientation. However, his approach should not be reduced to spirituality alone, because moral instruction, habituation, and the practical cultivation of character are also important within discussions of his thought (Faizin, 2025).
Contemporary scholarship broadens the discussion by giving greater attention to the social and institutional environments in which moral development occurs. Fathoni et al. (2026), for example, reconstruct Al-Ghazali’s character education through a tri-center framework involving the family, school, and community. This approach highlights that ethical development cannot be understood solely as an individual or internal process; it is also influenced by relationships, educational practices, and the surrounding social environment. Similarly, Sitompul et al. (2023) examine the role of Islamic Religious Education teachers in shaping students’ character and morals, emphasizing the significance of educational actors in the practical development of ethical behavior.
These differences reveal a shift in analytical emphasis rather than a straightforward historical replacement of one approach by another. Rational reflection and spiritual cultivation remain relevant, but contemporary educational discussions also examine how these principles can be implemented through institutional practices, interpersonal relationships, and coordinated educational environments. A comprehensive approach to Islamic ethical education can therefore bring together rational understanding, spiritual awareness, and social responsibility. Such integration allows moral education to address the inner motivations of learners, their capacity to make ethical judgments, and their responsibilities toward others without assuming that one dimension alone is sufficient.
c. The Role of Habituation, Exemplary Conduct, and Self-Discipline in Ethical Development
Habituation and exemplary conduct represent important points of connection between classical ethical thought and contemporary Islamic education. Both approaches recognize that moral development requires repeated practice and consistent guidance, not simply the communication of abstract principles. Faizin (2025) identifies advice, stories, habituation, and role modeling among the approaches associated with Al-Ghazali’s moral education, while the discussion of Ibn Miskawayh includes guidance, habituation, and disciplinary measures. Hermawan and Sudin (2025) likewise identify habituation as a significant element in comparing the two scholars’ approaches to moral education. These findings suggest that ethical development is understood as a gradual process through which appropriate conduct becomes an established disposition.
Habituation is educationally important because knowledge of a moral principle does not automatically guarantee consistent behavior. Learners may understand the importance of honesty, responsibility, discipline, or respect but still need repeated opportunities to practice these values in everyday situations. Within Islamic ethical education, habituation can connect religious understanding with observable conduct, enabling students to develop consistency between what they learn and how they behave. The relevance of this principle is reflected in contemporary research on character education in Islamic educational institutions, which examines the implementation of values through structured educational practices (Kurniawan et al., 2022; Maslani et al., 2023).
Exemplary conduct complements habituation by providing learners with concrete examples of how ethical principles are practiced. Teachers, parents, and community figures can demonstrate the values they seek to cultivate through their own behavior. The importance of role modeling in Al-Ghazali’s moral education is discussed by Faizin (2025), while Mawardi et al. (2021) identify exemplary conduct as one of several strategies for strengthening character education based on Islamic values in online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. The latter study also identifies instructional innovation, habituation, reinforcement or sanctions, and assessment as relevant strategies. These findings illustrate how a classical concern with moral example can be incorporated into contemporary educational arrangements.
Self-discipline is closely related to both habituation and exemplary conduct. It concerns the learner’s ability to regulate behavior, maintain commitments, and act responsibly even when immediate external supervision is absent. In this sense, the aim of moral education is not merely to secure temporary compliance with rules but to encourage the internalization of ethical values. The emphasis on character development in Islamic education, as discussed by Mukhlis et al. (2024), supports an understanding of education that extends beyond the transmission of information toward the formation of morally responsible individuals.
Nevertheless, habituation and discipline should not be equated with unquestioning obedience. For educational purposes, repeated practice is more meaningful when accompanied by explanations of the values being cultivated, opportunities for reflection, and appropriate guidance. This interpretation brings together the rational and spiritual dimensions of classical ethical thought with contemporary concerns about effective educational practice. It also suggests that role modeling, habituation, and self-discipline are most effective when they reinforce one another: exemplary conduct provides a model, habituation creates opportunities for practice, and self-discipline supports the continuity of ethical behavior.
Accordingly, Islamic Religious Education can draw on these principles by integrating regular moral practice, consistent teacher conduct, constructive feedback, and reflective activities. Such an approach preserves the relevance of classical ethical insights while recognizing that contemporary learners require educational environments in which values are demonstrated, practiced, understood, and gradually internalized.
d. Contemporary Responses to Digital Culture and Emerging Moral Challenges
Digital culture introduces new contexts in which longstanding ethical principles must be interpreted and practiced. Digital communication, online learning, and social media create opportunities for learning and social participation, but they also raise questions concerning responsible communication, self-control, interpersonal respect, and the use of technology. The central issue for Islamic ethical education is not simply whether digital technology should be used, but how learners can be guided to use it in ways consistent with religious values and moral responsibility.
Contemporary studies in the supplied literature explicitly connect Islamic character education with digital contexts. Martasila and Abidin (2025) examine Al-Ghazali’s educational thought in relation to Generation Z in the digital era, while Setiawan et al. (2025) address the development of digital ethics from the perspective of Islamic Religious Education. Dimyathi et al. (2025) also examine Islamic character education in the digital age through a study of Indonesian state Islamic universities. Together, these studies establish digital culture as a relevant setting for examining the contemporary educational application of Islamic ethical thought.
The connection with classical scholarship is particularly evident in the continued relevance of habituation, self-discipline, and spiritual awareness. Although classical scholars did not address present-day digital platforms in their historical contexts, their approaches to moral formation can provide conceptual resources for examining conduct in contemporary environments. For example, habituation can be applied educationally to the practice of verifying information before sharing it, communicating respectfully online, and regulating the time spent on digital devices. These are contemporary pedagogical applications of general ethical principles, rather than claims that classical scholars directly discussed modern technologies.
Digital moral education also requires attention to the relationship between individual behavior and the wider educational environment. Mawardi et al. (2021) demonstrate the importance of adapting character-education strategies to online learning contexts, including role modeling, habituation, instructional innovation, reinforcement, and assessment. This suggests that digital education does not eliminate the need for ethical guidance; rather, it changes the conditions under which guidance and character formation take place. Teachers must therefore consider how moral values can be communicated and practiced when interactions occur partly or entirely through digital media.
At the same time, the digital context calls for educational responses that extend beyond prohibitions or behavioral monitoring. Students need opportunities to reflect on the consequences of online actions, evaluate information critically, recognize the dignity of others, and exercise responsibility in digital communication. The broader concern with social behavior in Islamic character education, including the relationship between character formation and religious moderation discussed by Hilmi et al. (2023), provides a relevant basis for connecting ethical learning with respectful participation in diverse social environments. However, the specific effectiveness of individual digital-ethics interventions cannot be established from these studies alone without further empirical evidence.
An important implication is that digital ethics should be integrated into Islamic Religious Education as part of broader character development rather than treated as an isolated technical topic. Curriculum design can connect religious principles with realistic digital scenarios, while teaching methods can combine role modeling, guided discussion, habituation, and reflection. Families and communities can reinforce these practices by establishing consistent expectations for responsible technology use. This direction is compatible with the family-school-community framework discussed by Fathoni et al. (2026), although applying that framework specifically to digital ethics requires further contextual investigation.
In summary, contemporary responses to digital culture illustrate the continuing relevance of classical Islamic ethical thought while demonstrating the need for context-sensitive educational interpretation. Religious commitment, virtue, habituation, and self-discipline remain significant foundations, but educators must translate them into practices that address the realities of digital communication and online learning. The resulting approach connects enduring ethical principles with emerging moral challenges without assuming that historical formulations can be transferred to contemporary settings without interpretation or pedagogical adaptation.

3. Implications of Classical and Contemporary Islamic Ethical Thought for Islamic Religious Education
The discussion of classical and contemporary Muslim ethical thought has important implications for the objectives, curriculum, teaching methods, and broader educational environment of Islamic Religious Education (IRE). Classical scholars such as Ibn Miskawayh and Al-Ghazali emphasized moral formation through the cultivation of virtues, habituation, guidance, and spiritual development. Contemporary scholarship extends these concerns by examining how Islamic values can be implemented in formal education, character-development programs, and responses to emerging social and technological challenges (Faizin, 2025; Hermawan & Sudin, 2025; Martasila & Abidin, 2025). These perspectives suggest that IRE should not be limited to the transmission of religious knowledge or the assessment of students’ understanding of religious concepts. It should also support the development of morally responsible individuals who can translate religious understanding into consistent conduct in their personal and social lives.
This educational orientation requires a connection between ethical principles and pedagogical practice. Religious values become educationally meaningful when students have opportunities to understand them, observe them in practice, reflect on their significance, and apply them in everyday situations. Research on Islamic character education emphasizes the importance of implementation within educational institutions (Kurniawan et al., 2022; Maslani et al., 2023), while Fathoni et al. (2026) highlight the complementary roles of family, school, and community in character development. Accordingly, the implications of Islamic ethical thought can be examined through curriculum design, teaching strategies, student character formation, collaboration among educational environments, and an integrated framework for contemporary IRE.
a. Implications for the Objectives and Curriculum of Islamic Religious Education
The first implication concerns the objectives of Islamic Religious Education. Drawing on classical Muslim ethical thought, IRE should aim not only to develop students’ knowledge of Islamic teachings but also to cultivate virtuous character, religious awareness, and responsible behavior. The comparison of Ibn Miskawayh and Al-Ghazali demonstrates the importance of moral formation in classical Islamic educational thought, although their approaches differ in their respective emphases on rational guidance, habituation, and spiritual cultivation (Faizin, 2025; Hermawan & Sudin, 2025). These perspectives provide a conceptual basis for understanding educational success as involving both the acquisition of religious knowledge and the development of dispositions that guide ethical action.
This orientation is consistent with the broader objectives of Islamic education discussed by Mukhlis et al. (2024), who connect education with worldly well-being, the hereafter, and the formation of morally responsible Muslim individuals. From this perspective, curriculum objectives should integrate religious understanding, personal character, and social responsibility rather than treating them as unrelated outcomes. Students should be supported in understanding Islamic ethical principles, explaining their relevance to everyday decisions, and demonstrating values such as honesty, discipline, responsibility, respect, and concern for others.
At the curriculum level, this means integrating ethical reflection across relevant areas of Islamic learning. Lessons on worship, for example, can include discussion of the relationship between religious practice and the cultivation of discipline, responsibility, and consideration for others. Lessons on Islamic beliefs and moral teachings can connect conceptual understanding with situations involving honesty, fairness, respectful disagreement, and social responsibility. These examples are proposed curricular applications of the ethical principles discussed in the literature, rather than findings about a specific curriculum evaluated by the cited studies.
Contemporary research supports the importance of translating Islamic values into educational practice. Kurniawan et al. (2022) examine the concept and implementation of Islamic character education in educational institutions, while Maslani et al. (2023) discuss character education implementation within Islamic education. Hilmi et al. (2023) further connect Islamic character education with religious moderation, highlighting the relevance of ethical learning to students’ engagement with social differences. Together, these studies support a curriculum orientation in which moral development is connected to educational activities and social conduct.
Curriculum development should also respond to changes in students’ social and technological environments. Martasila and Abidin (2025) consider Al-Ghazali’s educational thought in relation to Generation Z in the digital era, and Setiawan et al. (2025) examine digital ethics from the perspective of Islamic Religious Education. These studies provide a basis for incorporating ethical questions related to digital communication, responsible technology use, and online behavior into IRE. Such integration should preserve the curriculum’s religious foundations while enabling students to consider how Islamic ethical principles can guide decisions in contemporary situations.
Consequently, the objectives and curriculum of IRE should connect three dimensions: religious understanding, personal moral development, and social responsibility. This orientation preserves the classical concern with virtuous character while extending its educational application to contemporary circumstances. It also provides a basis for evaluating IRE not exclusively through students’ ability to recall religious information but through a broader assessment of ethical understanding, reflective judgment, and the application of values in everyday life.
b. Implications for Teaching Methods: Moral Habituation, Role Modeling, and Reflection
The second implication concerns the teaching methods used to translate Islamic ethical principles into educational practice. The classical approaches associated with Ibn Miskawayh and Al-Ghazali emphasize that moral character develops through guidance, habituation, and the cultivation of virtuous dispositions (Faizin, 2025; Hermawan & Sudin, 2025). These perspectives suggest that IRE teaching should combine the explanation of moral principles with repeated opportunities to practice them. Ethical learning becomes more meaningful when students are encouraged not only to understand what constitutes good conduct but also to develop the capacity to apply it consistently.
Moral habituation is one practical approach to this objective. Teachers can integrate regular practices that encourage honesty, punctuality, responsibility, respect, and cooperation into classroom activities. For example, students can be encouraged to complete assigned tasks responsibly, respect agreed classroom rules, maintain cleanliness, and participate constructively in group activities. These practices should be accompanied by explanations of their ethical significance so that students understand why the behaviors matter. This approach is consistent with the attention given to habituation in classical moral education and with contemporary studies of Islamic character education (Faizin, 2025; Kurniawan et al., 2022).
Role modeling is equally important because students observe how teachers enact the values they teach. A teacher who demonstrates fairness, patience, honesty, consistency, and respect provides a practical example of ethical conduct. Conversely, inconsistencies between moral instruction and teacher behavior may weaken the credibility of the educational message. Mawardi et al. (2021) identify exemplary conduct as one strategy for strengthening character education based on Islamic values, alongside habituation, instructional innovation, reinforcement, and assessment. Their study illustrates the relevance of role modeling across different teaching arrangements, including online learning.
A third method is ethical reflection, which enables students to examine the reasons, motivations, and consequences associated with moral decisions. Reflection complements habituation by helping students understand the principles underlying their actions rather than merely following established routines. Teachers can use case discussions, reflective writing, guided questions, and analysis of everyday situations to encourage students to consider questions of honesty, fairness, responsibility, and respect. In digital contexts, for example, students can discuss the ethical consequences of spreading unverified information or communicating disrespectfully through social media. These activities represent proposed teaching applications informed by the literature on Islamic ethics and contemporary digital education (Martasila & Abidin, 2025; Setiawan et al., 2025).
These three methods are most effective conceptually when used together. Habituation creates opportunities to practice ethical behavior, role modeling demonstrates how values can be enacted, and reflection encourages students to understand the significance of their choices. Reinforcement and assessment can support this process when they provide constructive feedback and encourage improvement rather than relying exclusively on punishment or compliance. Mawardi et al. (2021) provide a relevant basis for considering these strategies in combination, although their specific effectiveness may vary across educational settings.
For IRE teachers, the practical implication is to design learning experiences that connect religious knowledge, observable practice, and reflective understanding. Assessment can therefore consider students’ understanding of ethical concepts, their reasoning in response to moral situations, and evidence of responsible participation in educational activities. Such assessment should be conducted carefully, recognizing that character development is gradual and that isolated behaviors do not necessarily establish a student’s enduring moral disposition.
c. Implications for Students’ Character Formation and Social Responsibility
Classical and contemporary Islamic ethical thought also have implications for the relationship between students’ personal character and their responsibilities toward others. Moral education is concerned not only with the cultivation of individual virtues but also with how those virtues shape participation in family life, educational communities, and wider society. The classical emphasis on moral formation, together with contemporary discussions of Islamic education and character development, supports an approach in which personal conduct and social responsibility are treated as interconnected educational outcomes (Mukhlis et al., 2024; Sitompul et al., 2023).
At the individual level, IRE can support the development of self-discipline, honesty, responsibility, perseverance, and awareness of the consequences of one’s actions. These qualities are relevant because students regularly encounter situations that require them to manage their behavior, fulfill obligations, and make decisions in accordance with ethical principles. The approaches associated with Ibn Miskawayh and Al-Ghazali offer complementary conceptual resources: rational guidance can help students understand moral expectations, while spiritual cultivation and habituation can support the development of consistent ethical dispositions (Faizin, 2025; Hermawan & Sudin, 2025).
At the interpersonal level, character education should encourage students to respect others, communicate constructively, cooperate, and respond appropriately to differences. Hilmi et al. (2023) examine Islamic character education in relation to religious moderation, demonstrating the relevance of character formation to interactions within diverse social environments. This perspective suggests that religious education should help students understand that ethical responsibility includes the treatment of other people, not merely individual adherence to rules of conduct. Respectful disagreement, fairness in group activities, and opposition to harmful interpersonal behavior can therefore become relevant contexts for ethical learning.
Social responsibility also involves participation in activities that benefit the wider community. Students can be encouraged to contribute to collaborative projects, assist peers, maintain shared facilities, and participate in appropriate community-service activities. These are proposed educational applications of the relationship between moral character and positive social contribution discussed by Mukhlis et al. (2024). Such activities can provide opportunities for students to connect ethical concepts with practical responsibilities while learning that individual actions affect the well-being of others.
Importantly, character formation should not be assessed solely through visible conformity to school rules. Students may comply with expectations because of external pressure without fully understanding or accepting the values involved. A stronger educational approach combines behavioral guidance with opportunities for reflection, explanation, and responsible decision-making. In this respect, the combination of habituation, exemplary conduct, and reflective learning can support the development of ethical understanding alongside responsible behavior (Faizin, 2025; Mawardi et al., 2021).
The implication for IRE is that character formation should be understood as a continuing educational process involving personal discipline, interpersonal conduct, and social participation. Its purpose is to support students in becoming individuals who understand Islamic ethical principles and can apply them thoughtfully in different situations. Nevertheless, the literature discussed here provides a conceptual and educational basis for this approach; further empirical research would be needed to determine which combinations of teaching strategies produce the most sustained changes in students’ behavior across different contexts.
d. Integrating Islamic Ethical Values into Family, School, and Community Environments
The formation of moral character does not occur exclusively in the classroom. Students encounter ethical expectations and behavioral examples in their families, schools, peer groups, religious institutions, and wider communities. Consequently, the educational implications of Islamic ethical thought extend beyond individual teaching methods to the relationships among these environments. Fathoni et al. (2026) address this issue through a tri-center framework that connects family, school, and community in reconstructing Al-Ghazali’s character education for contemporary moral challenges.
The family provides an important environment for introducing and reinforcing ethical values through everyday relationships and routines. Parents and other family members can demonstrate honesty, responsibility, respectful communication, self-discipline, and concern for others. These practices can complement formal religious instruction by providing students with opportunities to observe and practice values in daily life. Within the framework discussed by Fathoni et al. (2026), the family has an important role in initiating habituation and establishing the foundations of ethical conduct. The educational implication is that communication between teachers and parents can help maintain greater consistency between school expectations and home practices.
The school provides a structured environment in which ethical principles can be explained, practiced, and evaluated. Islamic Religious Education teachers can integrate moral reflection into lessons, demonstrate the values being taught, and establish classroom practices that promote fairness, responsibility, and respect. School rules and character-development activities can reinforce these objectives when they are applied consistently and explained in educationally meaningful ways. Research on Islamic character education and the role of teachers supports the importance of institutional practices in translating moral principles into educational activities (Kurniawan et al., 2022; Maslani et al., 2023; Sitompul et al., 2023).
The community provides a broader social environment in which students encounter moral expectations and opportunities for participation. Religious institutions, community organizations, and local leaders can support ethical development through appropriate collective activities, examples of responsible conduct, and cooperation with schools and families. Fathoni et al. (2026) emphasize the community as part of the wider environment that can reinforce or weaken character development. This observation implies that the effectiveness of school-based moral education may be influenced by the consistency between educational messages and the practices students observe in their surrounding communities.
Integration among these environments requires more than the separate implementation of similar programs. It involves communication, shared expectations, and coordination around educational goals. For example, schools can communicate character-development objectives to parents, involve community figures in appropriate educational activities, and provide opportunities for students to practice values through collaborative projects. These measures are proposed applications of the family-school-community framework rather than evidence that a single model will be equally effective in all settings.
Consistency is particularly important when students encounter conflicting messages. A school may emphasize honesty and respect, for example, while students observe behavior in other environments that contradicts these values. Such inconsistencies can complicate ethical development. Collaboration among families, schools, and communities can help address this challenge by reinforcing common principles while acknowledging differences in responsibilities and circumstances.
The integration of these environments also has implications for contemporary digital culture. Families can support responsible technology use at home, schools can provide instruction in digital ethics, and communities can encourage respectful online and offline participation. This proposed application connects the tri-center framework discussed by Fathoni et al. (2026) with contemporary concerns about Islamic character education in digital contexts (Martasila & Abidin, 2025; Setiawan et al., 2025).
Overall, family, school, and community should be regarded as complementary environments for Islamic ethical education. Their integration can provide students with more consistent opportunities to observe, practice, and reflect on moral values. However, successful coordination depends on local conditions, available resources, and the willingness of educational stakeholders to cooperate. Further empirical investigation is needed to establish how different forms of collaboration influence students’ long-term character development.


e. A Conceptual Framework for Strengthening Islamic Religious Education in Contemporary Contexts
The preceding discussion suggests the need for a conceptual framework that connects the foundational principles of classical Islamic ethics with the educational requirements of contemporary society. Such a framework should preserve the importance of religious values and virtuous character while providing practical guidance for curriculum development, teaching methods, student development, and collaboration among educational environments. The framework proposed here is a synthesis derived from the literature discussed in this article, not a model already empirically validated by the cited studies.
Figure 1 illustrates a conceptual framework for strengthening Islamic Religious Education by integrating classical Islamic ethical principles with contemporary educational practices. It presents the interconnected dimensions that support students’ moral development and social responsibility.
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Figure 1 presents five interconnected dimensions, beginning with foundational ethical principles, including Islamic religious values, moral virtues, spiritual awareness, and responsibility. These principles inform the objectives and curriculum of Islamic Religious Education, which are implemented through teaching practices such as moral habituation, role modeling, reflection, constructive feedback, and assessment. The framework also emphasizes collaboration among families, schools, and communities, including responsible participation in digital environments. These dimensions are intended to promote ethical understanding, self-discipline, virtuous conduct, and social responsibility. Overall, the framework highlights the importance of connecting Islamic ethical foundations with practical educational strategies to support students’ character development in contemporary contexts.
The first dimension, foundational ethical principles, provides the normative basis of the framework. It draws on classical Muslim ethical thought, particularly the concern with virtue, rational guidance, spiritual cultivation, and habituation associated with Ibn Miskawayh and Al-Ghazali (Faizin, 2025; Hermawan & Sudin, 2025). These principles establish the values that educational objectives and practices are intended to support.
The second dimension, educational objectives and curriculum, translates these principles into explicit learning goals. Rather than limiting IRE to the acquisition of religious knowledge, this dimension connects religious understanding with ethical reasoning, character development, and responsibility toward others. This orientation is consistent with discussions of Islamic education’s broader objectives (Mukhlis et al., 2024) and the implementation of character education in educational institutions (Kurniawan et al., 2022; Maslani et al., 2023).
The third dimension, teaching and learning practices, concerns how the curriculum is enacted. Habituation, role modeling, reflection, constructive feedback, and assessment provide complementary means of supporting ethical development. The relevance of these strategies is reflected in research on classical moral education and contemporary Islamic character-education practices (Faizin, 2025; Mawardi et al., 2021). Their application should be adapted to students’ developmental needs and the conditions of particular educational settings.
The fourth dimension, collaborative educational environments, recognizes that ethical development is influenced by more than classroom instruction. Family, school, and community can reinforce one another by providing consistent guidance and opportunities for students to practice ethical values. This dimension draws particularly on the tri-center framework discussed by Fathoni et al. (2026). It also accommodates contemporary digital environments, in which ethical conduct requires the application of religious values to new forms of communication and interaction (Martasila & Abidin, 2025; Setiawan et al., 2025).
The fifth dimension, intended educational outcomes, identifies the capacities the framework seeks to support: ethical understanding, self-discipline, virtuous conduct, and social responsibility. These are intended outcomes, not guaranteed results. Their development should be assessed through appropriate combinations of students’ ethical reasoning, participation, reflection, and observable conduct over time. Evaluating the framework empirically would require further research across different educational contexts.
The framework presents a connected sequence from ethical foundations to educational outcomes. However, the dimensions should not be understood as a strictly linear process. Students’ experiences, teachers’ observations, family participation, and changing social conditions may require curriculum adjustments and revisions to teaching practices. Feedback from educational outcomes can therefore inform subsequent decisions about objectives, methods, and collaboration.
In practical terms, the framework offers a way to connect the enduring concerns of classical Islamic ethical thought with contemporary educational needs without treating historical theories as ready-made solutions to every modern problem. Its contribution lies in organizing existing insights into a coherent educational structure that links religious values, pedagogical practice, institutional cooperation, and character development. Further empirical testing is needed to assess its feasibility, identify contextual variations, and determine whether its coordinated dimensions contribute to sustained improvements in students’ ethical understanding and conduct.
Overall, the implications of classical and contemporary Muslim ethical thought for IRE extend across curriculum design, teaching methods, character formation, and educational collaboration. The central educational task is to connect religious knowledge with reflective understanding and consistent ethical practice. By combining classical insights into virtue and moral cultivation with contemporary attention to institutional environments and digital challenges, Islamic Religious Education can develop a more integrated approach to preparing students for responsible participation in personal, social, and technological contexts.
DISCUSSION
1. Results Analysis
a. The Historical Dynamics and Conceptual Foundations of Islamic Ethical Thought
This study aimed to examine the development of Islamic ethical thought from classical Muslim scholars to contemporary Muslim thinkers, identify the continuities and differences between their perspectives, and explain their implications for Islamic Religious Education (IRE). The findings indicate that Islamic ethical thought is best understood as an evolving intellectual tradition in which enduring moral principles are continually interpreted in response to changing educational and social circumstances. Three interconnected dimensions emerge from the analysis: the normative foundations of akhlāq, the processes through which moral character is cultivated, and the contextual adaptation of ethical principles to contemporary educational challenges. These dimensions suggest that the development of Islamic ethical thought cannot be adequately explained as a linear transition from classical philosophy to modern educational practice. Rather, it involves the reinterpretation of established principles within new social, institutional, and technological environments.
A central analytical finding concerns the complementary relationship between rational reflection, spiritual cultivation, and moral habituation. The comparison of Ibn Miskawayh and Al-Ghazali illustrates that Islamic ethical thought encompasses different explanations of how individuals develop virtuous character. Rational reflection enables individuals to understand the reasons underlying moral judgments, whereas spiritual cultivation emphasizes the relationship between ethical conduct, religious consciousness, and the refinement of the inner self. Habituation connects these dimensions with everyday behavior by providing repeated opportunities to practice moral principles (Faizin, 2025; Hermawan & Sudin, 2025). The significance of this relationship lies in the recognition that ethical knowledge, spiritual commitment, and observable conduct are related but not interchangeable. An individual may understand moral principles without consistently practicing them, just as repeated compliance may occur without reflective understanding or sincere moral commitment.
This distinction provides a more nuanced interpretation of moral education. Rather than privileging either intellectual understanding or behavioral discipline, Islamic ethical thought can be interpreted as addressing the relationship between moral judgment, internal motivation, and habitual action. From this perspective, the educational value of classical scholarship lies not in prescribing a single universal teaching method but in providing complementary conceptual resources for understanding moral development. The relationship between religious commitment, ethical conduct, and educational purpose is also reflected in discussions of Al-Ghazali's moral education and the broader objectives of Islamic education (Muhsi & Nadlif, 2021; Mukhlis et al., 2024). These perspectives support an understanding of akhlāq as a multidimensional educational concern involving the formation of the person as well as the consequences of personal conduct for others.
The findings further indicate that contemporary reinterpretations of Islamic ethics primarily involve changes in educational application rather than the wholesale replacement of classical moral principles. Contemporary discussions address digital communication, online learning, generational differences, and collaboration among families, schools, and communities (Fathoni et al., 2026; Martasila & Abidin, 2025). These developments require educators to reconsider how ethical principles are communicated, practiced, and reinforced. For example, self-discipline can be applied to responsible technology use, while respect and social responsibility can inform interactions in digital environments. Such applications should be understood as contemporary educational interpretations of established ethical concerns, not as claims that classical scholars directly addressed modern technologies.
These findings directly address the first research question concerning the development of Islamic ethical thought from classical scholars to contemporary Muslim thinkers. They indicate that this development involves both continuity in normative orientation and transformation in pedagogical application. Theoretically, the relationship can be understood through a distinction between ethical foundations and educational enactment: religious values and moral virtues provide the normative orientation, while teaching methods and institutional arrangements determine how these values are interpreted and practiced within particular contexts. This interpretation offers a conceptual synthesis of classical ethical thought and contemporary educational concerns without assuming that all Muslim scholars share identical philosophical positions.
b. Continuities, Differences, and the Processes of Moral Formation
The second research question concerned the similarities and differences between classical and contemporary Muslim ethical thought. The findings reveal that the strongest continuity lies in the centrality of moral character, religious responsibility, and the cultivation of virtuous conduct. However, differences emerge in the explanations of moral development and the educational environments considered necessary to support it. Classical perspectives represented by Ibn Miskawayh and Al-Ghazali emphasize complementary dimensions of rational guidance, habituation, and spiritual purification, whereas contemporary educational discussions give additional attention to institutional practices, social relationships, and the challenges of digital life (Faizin, 2025; Hermawan & Sudin, 2025; Setiawan et al., 2025). These differences are better interpreted as variations in analytical emphasis than as evidence of a fundamental opposition between classical and contemporary thought.
The distinction is particularly important when examining habituation, exemplary conduct, and self-discipline. Habituation provides opportunities for repeated moral practice, exemplary conduct makes ethical principles visible through the behavior of teachers and other significant figures, and self-discipline concerns the learner's capacity to sustain appropriate conduct beyond immediate supervision. These processes are conceptually interdependent. Habituation without reflection may produce routine compliance, while moral instruction without practical reinforcement may fail to translate knowledge into consistent action. Similarly, exemplary conduct may lose its educational credibility when educators' behavior contradicts the values they communicate. The analytical implication is that moral formation requires coherence between what learners are taught, what they observe, and what they repeatedly practice.
This interpretation extends the discussion beyond the assumption that character education can be achieved through the transmission of religious knowledge alone. Instead, it positions ethical development as a process involving the interaction of cognition, motivation, practice, and social reinforcement. The relevance of this interpretation is supported by research examining role modeling, habituation, instructional innovation, reinforcement, and assessment in Islamic-value-based character education (Mawardi et al., 2021). Nevertheless, these elements should not be treated as universally effective techniques independent of context. Their educational value depends on how they are implemented, whether learners understand their moral significance, and whether the surrounding educational environment consistently supports the intended values.
A further synthesis concerns the relationship between individual moral development and the social environment. Contemporary discussions of family, school, and community suggest that ethical dispositions are formed through interconnected experiences rather than through classroom instruction alone (Fathoni et al., 2026). This insight helps explain why character education requires coordination among educational actors. Families provide everyday examples and routines, schools offer structured opportunities for ethical learning, and communities provide broader contexts in which social responsibility can be practiced. These environments may reinforce one another, but they may also communicate conflicting expectations. Accordingly, the formation of akhlāq depends not only on the quality of individual instruction but also on the coherence of the relationships through which moral values are communicated and enacted.
The digital context makes this relationship particularly significant. Ethical responsibility increasingly involves decisions about online communication, information sharing, respectful disagreement, and self-regulation. Although these situations differ from those encountered by classical scholars, they can be examined through established concerns with responsible conduct, discipline, and consideration for others. Contemporary Islamic ethical education therefore requires contextual interpretation rather than the mechanical transfer of historical prescriptions to new circumstances. This approach preserves the conceptual relevance of classical thought while acknowledging that contemporary moral problems may require new pedagogical responses.
Taken together, the findings answer the second research question by identifying both continuity in ethical purposes and variation in the mechanisms and contexts of moral formation. They also suggest a conceptual relationship among three processes: understanding ethical principles, internalizing moral commitments, and enacting responsible conduct. These processes are mutually reinforcing rather than strictly sequential. Ethical understanding can guide practice, repeated practice can strengthen moral dispositions, and reflection on experience can deepen understanding. This reciprocal relationship constitutes an important analytical contribution because it connects the philosophical dimensions of Islamic ethics with the educational processes through which moral character may be cultivated.
c. Educational Implications and an Integrated Conceptual Framework for IRE
The third research question concerned the implications of classical and contemporary Islamic ethical thought for Islamic Religious Education. The findings suggest that IRE should be understood as a process of connecting religious knowledge with moral reasoning, spiritual development, habitual practice, and social responsibility. This interpretation has implications for curriculum objectives, teaching methods, character assessment, and collaboration among educational environments. Its central proposition is that ethical education becomes more coherent when the principles informing the curriculum are aligned with the methods used to teach them, the behavior modeled by educators, and the opportunities provided for learners to practice them in everyday situations.
At the curricular level, this approach requires learning objectives that extend beyond the recall of religious concepts. Students should also be encouraged to explain the ethical significance of religious teachings, evaluate moral situations, and consider the consequences of their decisions for other people. Lessons concerning worship, for example, can connect religious understanding with discipline, responsibility, and social concern. Similarly, discussions of Islamic moral teachings can incorporate situations involving honesty, fairness, respectful disagreement, and responsible digital communication. These examples represent proposed educational applications derived from the conceptual synthesis, rather than empirically verified outcomes of a particular curriculum. Their underlying rationale is that religious knowledge acquires practical educational significance when learners can connect it with ethical judgment and everyday conduct.
At the pedagogical level, the findings support the integration of habituation, exemplary conduct, and reflective learning. Habituation creates structured opportunities to practice ethical behavior, while role modeling demonstrates how moral principles can be enacted in concrete situations. Reflection enables learners to examine the reasons behind their actions and consider their consequences. Constructive feedback can connect these processes by helping learners recognize progress and identify areas requiring further development. This integrated approach is consistent with the importance attributed to role modeling, habituation, and reinforcement in character education (Mawardi et al., 2021). However, assessment should not equate isolated acts of compliance with the internalization of moral values. Instead, it should consider multiple forms of evidence, including ethical reasoning, reflective responses, participation, and patterns of conduct over time.
The findings also indicate that the implementation of IRE requires attention to the wider environments in which learners develop. Collaboration among families, schools, and communities can reinforce the ethical principles taught in formal instruction, particularly when learners encounter moral questions beyond the classroom. The family-school-community framework discussed by Fathoni et al. (2026) provides a conceptual basis for understanding this shared responsibility. In contemporary settings, such collaboration may also include guidance on digital conduct, responsible technology use, and respectful participation in online communities. Nevertheless, cooperation should not be assumed to produce identical results across all educational settings; its effectiveness may depend on institutional resources, family participation, community expectations, and the consistency of educational practices.
The principal theoretical contribution of this study is an integrated conceptual framework linking ethical foundations, educational enactment, and intended moral outcomes. The framework brings together three analytical levels. The first concerns the normative foundations of Islamic ethics, including religious values, virtue, rational reflection, and spiritual cultivation. The second concerns the processes through which these foundations are translated into educational practice, including curriculum design, habituation, role modeling, reflection, assessment, and collaboration among educational environments. The third concerns the intended outcomes of ethical education, particularly ethical understanding, self-discipline, virtuous conduct, and social responsibility. Feedback from educational practice and learners' experiences can inform adjustments to curriculum and pedagogy, making the framework iterative rather than strictly linear.
The framework's contribution lies in clarifying the relationships among elements that are frequently examined separately. Classical ethical thought provides resources for explaining why moral formation matters and how it may be understood, while contemporary educational research helps identify the contexts and practices through which ethical principles can be addressed in present-day learning environments. The proposed synthesis does not claim that the framework has already been empirically validated or that the cited studies establish causal relationships among its components. Rather, it offers a theoretically informed structure for guiding curriculum development, teacher practice, and future empirical investigation.
Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the study was based on library research and therefore depended on the scope, accessibility, and interpretive quality of the selected literature. Second, the analysis drew on studies with different theoretical orientations and educational contexts, limiting the extent to which their arguments could be treated as directly comparable. Third, the contemporary literature reviewed does not establish that particular educational strategies consistently produce long-term improvements in students' moral behavior. Finally, the proposed framework remains conceptual and requires empirical evaluation across different educational levels, cultural settings, and institutional environments.
Future research could examine how the proposed framework operates in specific IRE contexts through classroom observations, interviews with teachers and students, curriculum analysis, and longitudinal assessment of character development. Comparative studies could also investigate how different combinations of rational reflection, spiritual cultivation, habituation, and family-school-community collaboration influence ethical learning. Such research would help distinguish the conceptual plausibility of the framework from its practical effectiveness.
Overall, the findings indicate that the contemporary relevance of Islamic ethical thought depends on maintaining a productive relationship between its normative foundations and context-sensitive educational application. By integrating ethical understanding, spiritual awareness, habitual practice, reflective judgment, and social responsibility, IRE can move toward a more coherent approach to moral formation. The proposed framework provides a basis for that integration while recognizing the need for further empirical research to establish its feasibility and educational outcomes.
2. Comparison with Previous Studies
The findings of this study are broadly consistent with previous research emphasizing the importance of moral formation, habituation, and the integration of Islamic values into educational practice. However, the present study extends this discussion by bringing classical ethical thought into dialogue with contemporary educational concerns within a single conceptual analysis. Previous studies have frequently examined particular scholars, instructional strategies, or institutional contexts, whereas this study considers how the intellectual foundations of akhlāq relate to contemporary pedagogical approaches and the broader objectives of Islamic Religious Education (IRE). This distinction provides a basis for identifying both continuity with existing scholarship and the additional conceptual contribution of the present study.
The present findings are consistent with research highlighting the continuing relevance of Al-Ghazali's ethical and educational thought. Muhsi and Nadlif (2021) examined Al-Ghazali's perspective on moral education and its relevance to contemporary Islamic education, while Faqih and Widiyastuti (2021) discussed his educational philosophy in relation to Islamic character formation. Both lines of inquiry support the view that ethical education involves more than transmitting normative knowledge; it also concerns the cultivation of moral dispositions and the development of responsible conduct. The present study reinforces this understanding by situating Al-Ghazali's contribution within a broader comparison of classical ethical foundations and contemporary educational applications.
The findings also correspond with Faizin's (2025) and Hermawan and Sudin's (2025) comparative discussions of Ibn Miskawayh and Al-Ghazali. These studies identify important differences in their emphases on rational reflection, habituation, spirituality, and purification of the soul. The present analysis develops this comparison by interpreting these dimensions as complementary analytical resources for understanding moral development, rather than as mutually exclusive educational approaches. Rational reflection can support learners' understanding of ethical judgments, spiritual cultivation can strengthen the religious orientation of moral conduct, and habituation can provide opportunities to translate moral understanding into practice. This interpretation offers a more integrated account of their educational relevance while preserving the distinctive emphases associated with each scholar.
Nevertheless, the present study differs from research that concentrates primarily on reconstructing the educational ideas of individual classical thinkers. Its focus is not simply to establish the relevance of Al-Ghazali or Ibn Miskawayh to contemporary education, but to examine how their ethical perspectives can be connected conceptually with contemporary discussions of curriculum, pedagogy, character development, and social responsibility. The contribution therefore lies in the synthesis of distinct intellectual perspectives into a broader analytical framework for IRE.
The findings also align with studies examining the practical implementation of Islamic values in educational settings. Mawardi et al. (2021) identified instructional innovation, role modeling, habituation, reinforcement, and assessment as strategies for strengthening Islamic-value-based character education in online learning. Similarly, Sudarmi and Yusuf (2022) examined an Islamic Religious Education learning model associated with emotional intelligence and students' morality. These studies support the importance of pedagogical approaches that connect religious instruction with students' behavioral and personal development.
The present study extends this literature by explaining the conceptual relationship between these educational strategies and the ethical foundations from which they may derive their significance. Role modeling, for example, can be interpreted as a practical expression of exemplary conduct, while habituation provides a mechanism through which ethical principles may become part of everyday behavior. Reflection and constructive assessment can complement these processes by helping learners understand the moral reasons underlying their actions. This interpretation connects pedagogical strategies with broader questions about how moral understanding, internal motivation, and observable conduct interact in character formation.
A related point of convergence concerns the social dimensions of Islamic character education. Hilmi et al. (2023) examined Islamic character education in relation to religious moderation, while Sitompul et al. (2023) discussed the role of Islamic Religious Education teachers in shaping students' character and morals. These studies indicate that character education has implications beyond individual religious understanding, particularly for students' relationships with others and their participation in educational communities. The present study incorporates this concern into a broader conceptual interpretation in which ethical development includes personal discipline, interpersonal responsibility, and socially responsible conduct.
However, an important distinction concerns the level of analysis. Studies of particular teaching models, teachers' roles, or institutional practices provide context-specific insights into educational implementation. The present study, by contrast, offers a conceptual synthesis intended to explain the relationship between the intellectual foundations of Islamic ethics and the educational practices associated with character development. It therefore complements implementation-oriented research rather than replacing the need for empirical studies of instructional effectiveness.
The present findings are also consistent with contemporary research examining Islamic ethical education in changing social and technological environments. Martasila and Abidin (2025) explored the relevance of Al-Ghazali's educational thought to Generation Z in the digital era, while Setiawan et al. (2025) addressed digital ethics from the perspective of Islamic Religious Education. These studies establish the relevance of interpreting Islamic ethical principles in relation to contemporary forms of communication and social interaction. The present study develops this discussion by distinguishing enduring ethical principles from the pedagogical applications required to address new circumstances.
For example, self-discipline and responsibility can inform educational discussions of online communication, information sharing, and technology use. Nevertheless, these applications should not be understood as direct historical extensions of classical scholars' writings on contemporary digital platforms. Instead, they represent context-sensitive interpretations of broader ethical concerns. This distinction helps avoid anachronism while explaining how classical ethical thought can remain relevant to contemporary moral education.
The findings further correspond with Fathoni et al. (2026), who reconstructed Al-Ghazali's character education through a framework involving family, school, and community. Their approach supports the understanding that moral development is influenced by multiple educational environments. The present study incorporates this insight into its conceptual framework by connecting the cultivation of individual character with the consistency of ethical guidance across institutional and social settings. It also extends the discussion by relating these environments to the curriculum, teaching practices, and intended outcomes of IRE.
3. Implications of Findings
The findings contribute to Islamic educational scholarship by establishing a conceptual connection between classical Islamic ethical thought, contemporary interpretations of akhlāq, and the pedagogical requirements of Islamic Religious Education (IRE). Theoretically, the study proposes an integrative framework comprising three interconnected dimensions: ethical foundations, educational enactment, and contextual adaptation. This framework clarifies how rational reflection, spiritual cultivation, and habituation can inform educational objectives and teaching practices while accommodating contemporary challenges, including digital ethics and social responsibility. Rather than treating classical and contemporary perspectives as separate traditions, the study demonstrates their potential to inform a coherent understanding of moral formation.
Practically, the findings suggest that IRE should integrate religious knowledge with reflective learning, exemplary conduct, moral habituation, and constructive assessment. Teachers can connect ethical principles with students' everyday experiences, while families and communities can reinforce these values through consistent guidance and opportunities for responsible participation. These implications should be understood as theoretically informed recommendations rather than empirically verified interventions. The proposed framework therefore provides a basis for curriculum development, teacher preparation, and future empirical research examining how Islamic ethical principles can support meaningful and sustained character development.
4. Research Limitations
This study has several limitations. First, its library-based qualitative design means that the findings depend on the selection, accessibility, and interpretation of the literature rather than on direct empirical observation of educational practices. Second, the reviewed studies differ in their theoretical orientations, methodological approaches, and educational contexts, limiting the comparability and generalizability of their conclusions. Third, the proposed conceptual framework has not been empirically tested; consequently, the relationships among ethical foundations, pedagogical practices, and intended educational outcomes remain theoretically proposed rather than causally established.
Future research should examine the framework through empirical studies involving classroom observations, interviews, curriculum analysis, and longitudinal assessments of character development across diverse educational settings. Such investigations could clarify the contextual applicability of the framework and assess how different combinations of rational reflection, spiritual cultivation, habituation, and educational collaboration contribute to students' ethical understanding and conduct.
CONCLUSION
This study examined the historical development of Islamic ethical thought from classical scholars to contemporary Muslim thinkers, the continuities and differences between their perspectives, and their implications for Islamic Religious Education (IRE). The findings indicate that classical ethical thought provides complementary foundations for moral formation through rational reflection, spiritual cultivation, and habituation. Although scholars such as Ibn Miskawayh and Al-Ghazali differ in their emphases, their perspectives collectively highlight the importance of developing virtue through the integration of ethical understanding and consistent practice. Contemporary interpretations extend these foundations to current educational concerns, including character development, family–school–community collaboration, religious moderation, and digital ethics. Thus, the development of Islamic ethical thought is better understood as an ongoing process of reinterpretation than as a linear transition from classical to contemporary approaches.
The study proposes an integrative conceptual framework connecting ethical foundations, educational objectives and curriculum, teaching and learning practices, collaborative educational environments, and intended moral outcomes. This framework suggests that effective IRE should move beyond the transmission of religious knowledge toward the integration of moral reasoning, exemplary conduct, habituation, reflection, and social responsibility. Its principal contribution lies in connecting classical ethical principles with contemporary pedagogical challenges while distinguishing enduring moral foundations from context-specific educational applications. Nevertheless, because this research employed a qualitative, library-based approach, the proposed framework remains conceptual and does not establish causal relationships or demonstrate educational effectiveness. Future research should empirically examine its applicability through classroom-based case studies, interviews with teachers and students, curriculum analysis, and longitudinal investigations across diverse educational contexts. Such studies would help determine how the integration of classical ethical thought and contemporary educational practices can contribute to sustained moral development in Islamic education.
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Figure 1. Proposed conceptual framework for strengthening Islamic Religious
Education in contemporary contexts.
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