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ABSTRACT 
 

The late Syed Ali Ashraf was a renowned figure in the modern Islamic Education who made significant 
contributions in the expansion and development of education for Muslims across the world. His outstanding 
views and ideas have been referred by experts of Islamic Education. This article aims to analyse and discuss his 
ideas and thoughts about the educational concepts based on his writings. The author will also analyse how his 
educational thoughts can fit into the education in Malaysia in the process of establishing the system in 
accordance with Malaysia’s design. 
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Introduction 
 

The late Professor Dr. Syed Ali Ashraf was one of the figure and educational experts who has contributed 
his works to the development of educational in the world. He was born in Dhaka, Bangladesh in 1925 where he 
obtained his early education. After completing his Masters in English, he furthered his study in Fitzwilliam 
College, University of Cambridge and obtained his PhD. In 1949, he then returned to Bangladesh and lectured “ 
Reader in English” in the University of Dhaka. He became the Head of English Department in Rajshahi 
University from 1954 to 1956. He later was appointed as a Professor and the Head of English Department, 
Karachi University (1956-1973) and King Abdul Aziz University, Mecca from 1974 to 1977. 

He continued his service in the university as a Professor from 1977 to 1984 and was a Visiting Professor in 
Harvard University (1971) and University of New Brunswick (1974). He was the first Director of the World 
Centre for Islamic Education from 1980 – 1982 and the Chief Director of Cambridge Islamic Academy from 
1984 – 1988, the founder and Vice Chancellor for Darul Ihsan, Bangladesh university. He was also a member of 
the Faculty of Education and the Fellow of Clare Hall, Fitzwilliam College and Wolfson College, University of 
Cambridge. 

He was also a prominent writer in English and Bengali and contributed outstanding works in educational 
apart from critical and creative writing as well as literature. He majored in Islamization of Education in 
particular, the concepts of Islamic Education, curriculum construction, English literature and language teaching 
approaches, Islamic cultures and the relationship between Islam and Westerns. Some of his significant works are 
The Concept of Islamic University (1984) and New Horizons in Muslim Education (1984).  

He was also one of the editors for the six volumes of Islamic Education published by Hodder and Stoughton 
and the co-author of Crisis in Muslim Education (1978). He was also the author of GSCE series and the co-
editor working with Prof. Paul Hirst for Religion and Education: Islamic and Christian Approaches. His biggest 
contribution is the founding of educational journal which was based in Cambridge, Muslim Education Quarterly 
(MEQ); he was the editor since its first publication (1983) until 1998. His ideas and thoughts have been put 
forward in the Editorial section for every volume of the respective journal. He passed away in August, 10, 1998 
and was laid to rest in the campus of Darul Ihsan, University of Dhaka and in honouring his contributions; one 
of the learning centres of Darul Ihsan University was named “Syed Ali Ashraf Institute of Higher Islamic 
Learning”. 

 
 
 



112 
Adv. in Nat. Appl. Sci., 7(2): 111-116, 2013 
 

 

Syed Ali Ashraf's Thought in Education: 
 
Faith and knowledge must go hand in hand. Faith is a spiritual gift and knowledge in an intellectual 

acquisition through the use of man’s intellect `aql. … Islam does not allow the Muslims to dichotomize life and 
divide it into that which belongs to God (Divine) and that which belongs to Caesar (secular). Islam wants 
education to be a process in which curriculum and teaching methods help each individual to unfold its own 
unique potentiality as a representative of God on the earth.(Ashraf 1988:74). 

The above excerpt provided us with on initial views of his thoughts in education. His views emphasized on 
the concepts of education based on the strengths of faith (akidah) which should be the foundations of life. He 
strongly rejected secularism which separated religion and materialism. Faith and knowledge should be 
intergrated to ensure that the individuals can he guided to be the khalifatullah who are credicle in carrying out 
the tasks. The separation of knowledge and akidah will produce imbalanced individuals that lead to desctuctions 
where spiritual elements will be segregated and lead to lack of sources of knowledge, as stressed by him: 

When spiritual element in Man’s nature is neglected or rejected, and the rational element is dissociated 
from the Spirit of Man, logical thinking becomes the only means of acquiring knowledge, that is, of gaining 
`certainty’. (1993:3) 

Knowledge should be relied to permanent sources and not to relative ones to ensure that its existence is in 
line with the ultimate and permanent faith and beliefs. In his views, inteleectual abilities are closely linked to the 
Creator. Most critically, educational system which was not aqidah-oriented will produce imbalanced and less 
harmonious societies due to the lack of the basis of aqidah which should be the guidance of life. This should be 
quickly rectified as  he pointed in his views: 

Such a system of education cultivates doubts, skepticism, and critical openness rather than faith, certainty 
and intuitive realization. It makes man more and more utilitarian and pragmatic or at best narrowly logical and 
rationalistic. (1993: 3) 

The above discussion, pointed out the basis of Islamic Education rooted from Tauhid; Allah as the sole 
Creator. There are connections between Allah the AlMighty and humans’ actions. Tauhid the basic of 
Islamization processes of Muslims’ education which was initially influenced by the secular-liberalism 
ideologies of the Westerns. Tauhid shold be the starting point and followed by some other most challenging 
actions for todays’ Muslims societies. 

His vast experience in education has given him the opportunity to evaluate educational system and the 
condition of modern Western societies especially in United Kingdom. He analyzed how religions have been put 
aside byWestern liberal societies and has led to creating an imbalanced in the societal development where 
humanitarian physical development has been the focus while neglecting the holistic development of individuals. 
Moral, ethics and religions have been neglected, for instance sex education in the Western countries separated 
religion and life. According to him, men are regarded as ordinary animal that need sex in their daily life without 
focusing on proper guidance. Safe sex is preferred over legitimate one. His analysis on the issue of sex 
education in the West is as follows: 

Sexual instinct is considered as a normal animal aspect of the human personality which demands fulfillment 
according to the physical growth of the person.  Modern secularistic education theories therefore have started 
preaching that arrangements should be made in schools for children to know how sexual fulfillment may be 
attained in a healthy way. The spiritual and moral connotation of  “Love” as a beneficial self-sacrificing 
sentiment is ignored. (1996: 1) 

The Western idea contradicted the Islamic legislative since sex has close link with the rules and regulations 
of Islamic marriage. Hence, sex education has to be implemented based on law of marriage and law of Islam. He 
further stressed that:  

…Islam does not permit any kind of educational process that will assume and encourage free sex as 
understood today in the West. …this policy destroys the  possibility of moral and spiritual development of the 
human personality and therefore stunts the growth towards the status of becoming a true representative of God 
on the Earth. (1998: 41-42) 

The debate on the issue of sex education displayed a form of segregation between religion and daily life. 
The principles of Western education are based on the premise of secular-liberalism which focused on rational 
mind as the basis of decision. 

Syed Ali Ashraf proposed an Islamic-oriented concept of education emphasized on Aqidah and the 
functions of human being as khalifatullah (leaders). According to him, an education system with the prespective 
of Islam should be constructed in producing not only ordinary individuals but Al-Insan al-Kamil (1988:75). 
Therefore he came out with a faith-based education system. The main aim of the system is to produce pious 
indivuals who worshipped Allah as accordance to his idea: 

Our interest is in the successful execution of faith-based education policy. We want to produce individuals 
who will become faithful servants of God. … We want them to believe that sovereignty ultimately belongs to 
Allah. (1997b: 1) 
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He also stressed that the Western and Islamic education can be differentiate by the aspect of faith and 
worship to Allah which is the main target. The Western liberal premises stressed on total liberty on rational 
whereas Islamic education system targeted on producing individuals who are obedient to the Creator (1979:38). 
Halstead (1996) elaborated that:  

The Islamic world view, for example, which is based on values drawn from divine revelation, produces an 
approach to education which is at odds at several crucial points with liberalism.  In Islam, the ultimate goal of 
education is to nurture children in the faith, to make them good Muslims, and children are not encouraged to 
question the fundamentals of their faith but are expected to accept them on the authority of their elders. 

He discussed in details the concepts of education which was based on the order of Allah (wahy) and 
Sunnah. He criticized on the liberalism of Western education which separated spiritual with everyday life 
caused by secularism. Education should be based on faith (tawheed) and there should be no separation between 
religion and everyday life and every human beings should perform as leaders (khalifatullah). Therefore he 
elaborated on education as (1994:4): 

Education is therefore defined as the process through which balanced growth of the total personality of 
human being is achieved. According to Islam the end to be aimed at is the attainment of the status of a true 
representative of God on the earth (Khalifatullah)   

Based on the above definition, it is proved that education in Islam aimed at producing leaders with a holistic 
development. Holistic development should be based on spiritual aspects so that its scholars will be obedient and 
abide the rules ordered by Allah the AlMighty. He stressed the idea of human development as: 

It aims at the `balanced growth’ of the total personality of man so that his mind and body, his worldly 
ambitions and bodily desires are kept under the control of his Spirit (ruh) which alone can respond to revelations 
and hence to revealed knowledge and thus have faith in the Quran dan the Sunnah. (1993: 3) 

According to his views, educators, parents, society and the authority should devote a balanced focus in 
educating the younger generations. This will ensure that the process of developing leaders with high dependency 
on Allah can be achieved. 

The above concept of education is clearly parallel with the aims of education as proposed by him. The 
purpose of education is to produce khalifatullah as put forward by him: 

In Islam the purpose of education is to enable man to fulfill the purpose of his creation, of his coming to this 
world. The purpose of the creation is to become a wholehearted servant of God. (1988:74) 

He has specifically elaborated the purpose education and knowledge seeking as not only to become decent 
citizens but most importantly to become good human beings as stated below (1988:75): 

The purpose of seeking knowledge is not just to become a good citizen of a state but to become a complete 
human being who reflects God’s Attributes in his character and conduct and fulfils God’s will through the 
exercise of his will and through action (`amal) in this world’ 

This idea supported an earlier view made by Al-Attas (1979:32) which explained: 
We maintain that it is more fundamental to produce a good man than to produce a good citizen, for a good 

man will no doubt  be a good citizen, but the good citizen will not necessarily also be a good man.  
The above discussions have clearly pointed out significant information on the idea and beliefs of a modern 

Islamic educationist. His ideas should be taken into considerations and can be shared with educational experts 
especially from Islamic countries. His critical analysis on secular-liberalism of education should be seriously 
considered since the idea is widely promoted by Western educationists upon Muslims across the world. The 
threats from these premises should be battled and the values of Islamic should be sacrificed in fulfilling the 
challenges from Western ideas. He clearly stated: 

The future of Islam in the Muslim World, will therefore, depend on the maintenance of the Islamic norm 
not through compromise with liberalism, but through the meeting of this challenge of so-called liberalism and 
secularism by providing a rational Islamic alternative. (1996: 3) 

 
Syed Ali Ashraf’s Thought and Education in Malaysia: 

 
In this section, the similarities of Syed Ali Ashraf thinking with education system in Malaysia will be 

focused on by directly viewing the National Philosophy of Education (NPE) and the concept of integrated 
education. NPE is the basis of Malaysian education system and its contruction became the main element of the 
national education reformation focusing on holistic and balanced human development. Though it was stated as 
ad hoc, before 1987, the vision and mission of education in Malaysia has been separately in lined. The Ministry 
of Education has been able to state the philosophy as presented in the Parliamentary in 1987 in line with the 
needs to state a proper education philosophy to be the basis of national education. The Malaysian Educational 
Philosophy is:  

“Education in Malaysia is continuous efforts towards developing potentials of individuals holistically and 
integratively in intellectual, spriritual, emotional and physical based on the faith and obedience towards God. 
This effort aims to produce a citizen who is outstanding, with high morality, responsible and is able to reach self 
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fulfillment. It is also hoped that this individual will be able to contribute towards harmonizing and wellbeings of 
the family, society and nation” 

  
In this paper, issues on the two most important elements of the philosophy will be discussed, namely 

integrative and holistic self development and also faith dan beliefs towards God. Zarin Ismail et.al. (2003) 
elaborated on these aspects: 

 
1) Integrative and Holistic Self Development: 

 
Every individuals are born with the talents and potential (Figure 1). However, individuals possessed diverse 

potential and some may not be seen by others. Thus, these potentials require some efforts in development 
through education and contact with the surroundings. The role of education is to identify, maintain and increase 
as well as to develop the ability, talent and potential in individuals. 

 
 
 
 
   
   
 
 
 
 
    
     
 
 
 

Fig. 1: Domain of Individual Potential 
 
In the concept of education through the National Philosophy, development of potential is not separately 

done as in western education, as stated by Prof. Naquib al-Attas (1977:2), “is formed of conflicting ideas, 
values, cultures, beliefs, philosophies, dogmas, doctrines and theologies altogether reflecting an all pervasive 
dualistic vision of reality and truth locked in despairing combat.” Development of self potential should be 
linked with other potentials integratively and holisitically. National Philosophy proposed the concepts of 
integrative education, with a transcendental epistemological definition, linking existing knowledge for eternal 
life as well as minds and experience in acquiring a diversity of sophisticated skills for daily requirements. These 
will prevent from mishaps which occurred in western education due to the elements of dichotomy and dualism. 

 
2) Faith and Believe in God: 

 
Integrative education highlighted on the elements of faith and believes in God that will surely produce 

harmonious and balanced individuals. Individuals are educated with central elements of faith and belief in God, 
whereas peripheral aspects are the basis of acquiring and application of positive values towards integrity and 
good ethics. The aspects of faith and belief in God will produce educational output which possess the 
characteristics as mentioned in Figure 2. 

The first aspect to be discussed is integrative and holistic development of potentials. The definition of 
integrative education as mentioned in Integrative Education Forum 1984, “al- Quran and Sunnah based 
education that integrates minds towards developing aqidah-oriented society”. This is an aqidah and wahyu-
based which is fixed and drives towards the worshipping of the AlMighty. It also highlighted on the 
development of intellectual, spiritual, emotional and physical aspects. 

Generally, the concepts fit the idea of Syed Ali Ashraf namely, “the `balanced growth’ of the total 
personality of man”. Individual development as mentioned in the philosophy focused on the development of 
good individuals which will lead to good society, citizen and developed nation. Syed Ali also highlighted on the 
development of good human as more important that producing good citizens. He further elaborated on the 
development of balanced and holistic individuals as:  

 

Emotion 

Intellect Spiritual 

Physical 

Individual 
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Fig. 2: The concepts of faith and believe in God 
 
A balanced development of the total personality is not possible unless we again realize the interrelationship 

between the spirit, the intellect, the reason, the heart and the senses, and reassert the norm of human conduct that 
creates a balanced between the power that generates the love for Good and the power that desires the fulfillment 
of passions and selfish hankerings. (1996: 2) 

According to Syed Ali, education is required to develop holistic potential of humans without neglecting 
other aspects of life. As mentioned in NPE, the aspects of physical, emotional, spiritual and intellectual are 
developed and therefore based on Syed Ali Ashraf’s idea, the development of human intellectual can be 
integrated with religion: 

Islam therefore does not separate human intelligence from its supra-individual transcendence source. 
Intellection therefore connects a human being to God (1994: 5) 

The seond aspect is faith and belief in God, though there is no mentioning of Allah’s name, to Muslims the 
concepts of God is clearly related to Allah. The common term “god” is used due to the diversity of religions in 
Malaysia and it can be seen that the concept of faith and belief in God is the core of educational system and 
secularism should be rejected. Syed Ali, as discussed earlier stressed that faith and knowledge must go hand in 
hand.  

According to him, religions should be the basis of daily life and should not be separated from education. He 
criticized the westerns who shoved religion from their system of life:  

Religion has already lost its authority over the society, even the traditional values that the Western society 
had tried to maintain have been challenged openly, and the people in authority in the West are passing laws 
which undermine the authority religion. (1997a: 1) 

Realising the importance, threats and strengths of secular-liberalism education, Syed Ali Ashraf stressed 
that educators should revert to the concepts of humanity which is based on religion. The concepts of faith-based 
education are suggested as an effort to solve the problems caused by secular-liberalism: 

 We appeal to authorities, intellectuals and educationalist of the whole world to save future generations 
from total confusion by adopting an education policy based on the noblest concept of humanity that religion has 
given us. (1997: 4) 

  
Conclusion: 

 
Clearly, Syed Ali Ashraf stressed on the balanced and holistic development of human based on dependency 

towards Allah the AlMighty in producing good human beings. Hence, there will be threats in reaching these 
goals with the greatest challenge came from secular-liberasm which separated religion from the life of humans. 

Educators in Malaysia should refer to Muslims figures in education all across the globe in getting their 
views and experience in battling the threats of modern ideas. In constructing local education system, ideas and 
experience from externals should be referred to in avoidance of errors and the national philosophy needs to be 
fully appreciated and implemented. The aspiration needs to be fully supported by the ministry, departments, as 
well public and private sector. It should be practice in accordance to what was written in the philosophy and the 
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development of integrative and holistic individuals ahould be focused in planning and the implementation of 
local system of education. 

Lack of dependency towards religious has led to moral delinquencies among younger generations. Syed Ali 
Ashraf suggested that revertion to tawheed will avoid humans from confusions towards ideology brought up by 
the westerns. In Islam, the educational target and objectives are clear, permanent and fit the current 
development. The best reference in planning and strengthening the national system of education is the system 
implemented by the Prophet p.b.u.h. Islamic system education is suitable to its permanent values and originated 
from the same premises of producing leaders and was referring to standard sources; al-Quran and al-Sunnah. 

In can be concluded that the concept of education by Syed Ali Ashraf is based on the paradigm of Tawheed; 
the central aspects of Muslims. This is aimed at producing balanced human beings and became leaders. It is 
through education, human beings can be educated and transformed in developing humans based on the faith to 
Allah.  

It is through education alone, I think, that we can make Muslims and non Muslims aware of the contribution 
that faith in God makes to the growth an development of the human personality. (1996:3)  

Therefore, internal aspects and spiritual should be focused especially in aiming towards a good system of 
education as mentioned by Syed Ali: 

To save human beings from this confusion of ideologies and methodologies and bring purpose into 
education that keeps the goal of being rather than having as the objective, it is necessary to highlight the 
spiritual perspective. (1996:8) 
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