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Abstract. The current paper seeks to illustrate the conflict between habituation and moral 
autonomy and explain the Islamic view in this regard. The methodology of this research 
is qualitative and Islamic classical sources have been used to further elucidate Islam’s 
stance, as we have referred to some articles and resources to understand the concept of 
habituation method and its contradictions with moral autonomy. The achievement of the 
paper is realising the contradiction between the habituation method and moral autonomy 
and habituation’s incompatibility with the rational growth and development of the youth 
which is the goal of Islamic education. Therefore, this method cannot be accepted in Islamic 
moral education. On the other hand, there are some narratives in the Islamic sources that 
apparently have recommended this method, so another important achievement of the article 
is the proper interpretation of these narratives, presented for the first time. According to 
this interpretation, these narratives do not recommend the habituation method, but rather 
the continuity and maintenance of the action. Therefore, there is no disapproval in Islamic 
sources in this regard, and these sources reject the use of this method in moral education. 
The paper concludes by saying that the habituation method is not an Islamic method of 
education, and Islamic narrations have not recommended it. This paper comes with a 
suggestion that education scholars and policy makers need to extract other methods from 
the Islamic sources and devise them according to scientific findings instead of using this 
method.

Keywords and phrases: moral autonomy, habituation method, Islamic teaching, Islamic 
perspective, educational methods



Javad Fakhkhar Toosi et al.48

Introduction

While moral education is one of the sub-topics of education and should be introduced 
and defined under this title, it is also related to a particular area of education, 
such as social education, political education, sex education, etc. (Hayden 2017).  
For this reason, moral education is known to indicate transferring of the moral 
values to a recipient (McCamant 2018); or as it is being defined: “Moral education 
is the cultivation of virtues in human beings” (Han et al. 2018).

Following these definitions, it is evident that there are two main approaches to 
achieve the goal of moral education. First, the one that considers education as 
the formation of moral habits in a person. One which claims that internalising 
ethical principles so that they become personal habits and that the agents act upon 
them immediately in any situation without prior thinking. Among the proponents 
of this approach are Auguste Comte (Sanduk 2012, 108), Lucien Lévy-Bruhl 
(Marková and Jesuino 2018) and Émile Durkheim (Prus 2011). They believe 
that moral education prepares learners to behave easily and automatically at any 
given situation requiring the moral act. The second approach is to bring the person 
to an insight and moral understanding. Accordingly, moral education is defined 
as “teaching and instilling the ethical concepts and values to learners” (Mejía 
and Montoya 2017). They see moral education as not one on practising ethical 
behaviours and turning them into habits, but rather creating a person’s moral 
recognition and intuition in a way that they do not need to induce or inculcate 
external moral concepts and values. Hence, they are able to recognise the good and 
the bad at any given circumstance (Mejía and Montoya 2017).

The educational methods are used by educational policy makers and administrators 
to transfer values and education’s content to learners and guide them to the 
objectives (Bredesen et al. 2016). These methods have an instrumental role in 
conveying the values and content. The determination and selection of methods is 
based on the role they play in transferring and the delivery process. Therefore, any 
method playing a more vigorous role in this process will be considered (Al-Attas 
1979, 176).

One of the methods highlighted by scholars in moral education is the use of 
habituation. In this method, people try to get used to moral behaviour and manner. 
They behave normally and spontaneously, without the need for deep thinking or 
decision. In order to achieve a consistent moral state malakah (ملکة), one needs to 
use the normalisation and habituation method. Habit is defined as “an automated, 
orderly and coordinated relation between all the spiritual activities of the individual” 
and “repeating an action in close proximity” is another definition (Singh et al. 
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2015). Scholars also say that it is “encouraging someone to accept getting used to 
a habit, in such a way that it regulates their behaviour in the long run” (Kerr 2011). 
One can also define habituation as “learning the excellences of character through 
engaging in virtuous behaviour and avoiding non-virtuous behaviours” (Kerr 
2011, 644).

The habituation method conflicts with the moral autonomy that symbolises the 
modern education (Rynn 2012). While in Islamic sources, there are some evidences 
that confirm the use of this method. Hence, many scholars have criticised the 
Islamic education from this perspective (see Halstead 2007). In the present study, 
we try to interpret the evidences in a different manner and conclude that Islam does 
not recommend using this method and does not accept it as a training strategy. 
Hence, there is no ground for criticism of Islamic education.

The importance of the article is clarified through the moral autonomy seen as a 
symbol of modern education (see Alamri 2016). If there were any incompatible 
method with moral autonomy recommended in Islam, establishing a dialogue 
between Islamic education and modern education would be difficult. Therefore, 
the present article addresses one of the most significant problems in the way of this 
interaction and dialogue. Firstly, by showing that the method of habituation is not 
an Islamic method, and secondly, by providing a unique interpretation of some of 
the traditions and evidence in the Islamic sources, which apparently approve the 
habituation method. The study also aims to find out which of these narratives do 
not relate to the habituation method.

Literature Review 

Researchers in the field of habituation method from the Islamic perspective can 
be classified into two categories. First, researchers who solely write to criticise 
the Islamic educational system which uses this method. Among these critics are 
Aidaros, Shamsudin and Idris (2013), Elegido (2000), Gillespie (2016) and Moore 
(2012). Second, researchers who write in defence of the Islamic educational system. 
In these studies, habituation is approved and they have divided this method into 
two categories: acceptable and unacceptable. Kerr (2011), Kristjánsson (2016), 
Räihä et al. (2012) and Turgut (2016) are among those who have divided the 
method of habituation into the two types of mechanical and cognitive manners. 
They have sought to show that Islam has recommended the habituation method. 
Morteza Mutahhari (2007) is another scholar who claims that the method of passive 
habituation is rejected by Islamic teachings, and the active habituation method, is 
therefore approved.
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We will further discuss and prove that all these divisions are due to  
misunderstandings of the nature of the habit and habituation. An act, either 
consciously or mechanically, when is adapted in other words habituated, is no 
longer based on active thought or decision-making, hence will be in conflict with 
the moral independence which is the goal of education. In the arguing for an active 
and passive habituation, the same statement can also be put forward.

The difference between the present research and other works so far, and the 
importance of the current study is that by examining the Islamic evidence, we are 
able to prove that habituation cannot be used as an educational method in general, 
and Islam has not accepted it. Hence, one cannot criticise Islam based on this 
method.

Research Methodology

The research method in this paper will be qualitative. The reason for using this 
method is that, in order to assess Islamic stance regarding the use of the habituation 
method, there is a need for theoretical and fundamental discourse. Therefore, we 
need a qualitative research, which is the proper method for creating theories (Lane 
2011). Using the qualitative method, instead of testing the existing theories, it will 
enable us to obtain new original theory in this field (Atkinson 2017).

Findings and Discussion

According to Aristotle, the habit, not only simplifies action and eliminates the 
suffering of effort, but also intensifies it (Singh et al. 2015). In his view, repetition 
produces habits and habits produce inclination, and desire, in turn, raises action, 
the result of this, is a certain type of knowledge (Kerr 2011). Aristotle’s phrase 
shows his view in this regard, saying in the essay, Nicomachean Ethics:

Virtue cannot be found except through habit. Our nature has given us 
several talents. We convert these talents to a steady state through the 
use of them and their continued maintenance. Because no one can do 
good unless he does is constantly. The most significance belongs to the 
habit; so one needs to get used to good behaviour from one’s childhood. 
Because virtue is virtuous divided into rational and ethical, and rational 
virtue is acquired through learning and therefore requires experience and 
time. But moral virtue comes from the way of habit and nature. (Aristotle 
1921, 1: 27).
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Muslim thinkers influenced by the Aristotelian tradition, chose habituation as 
the most important form of education (Attaran 2015, 44). The method was raised 
in the Islamic ethics and education, as a way for the creation of the stable state 
of malakah (ملکة). What the Muslim scholars have meant by the state malakah, 
is a constant and permanent mental and spiritual state of the human soul  
(see Suhrawardi 1997). Many Islamic scholars have mentioned worship such 
as prayer or ṣalāt (صالة), fasting or ṣawm (صوم), remembrance of God or dhikr 
 and so on, as evidence for the acceptance of habit as one of the educational (ذکر)
methods in Islam. They believe that habit includes accompaniment, perseverance 
and protection, and all of them are essential; because continuity without 
constructive protection is not useful, and the protection of your constancy is not 
at all constructive, because although it is very transcendental, it will disappear by 
time (Al-Razi 1999).

The problem with utilising the method of habituation in the field of moral education 
lies in the inverse relationship between this method and reasoning and thinking. 
According to the scholars, the use of this method leads to the diminishing of the 
power of reason (Kristjánsson 2014, 34).

At the same time, other researchers believe in this method as a useful way in moral 
education. Although in the current paper we are seeking to understand the position 
of Islam on this method, first let’s examines what these scholars have done in 
defending the habituation method. Afterwards we provide the grounds for the next 
step to examine the Islamic evidence.

The critical discussion with the supporters of the habituation method

The scholars who have sought to defend the habituation method could not overlook 
the many weaknesses of this method, which can be summarised in undermining 
rationality and individual independence. For this reason, they have tried to divide 
the habits into good and bad. In the next step, they have attempted to associate the 
disadvantages only with the bad habits, and conclude that, good habits are free of 
such flaws.

Some of them have divided habits into two categories: mechanical and cognitive 
manner (see Burnyeat 1999; Lännström 2006; Sherman 1999). These scholars only 
insist on the point that, practice and repetition must be carried out consciously. 
According to Nancy Sherman (as quoted in Kerr 2011, 648): “The exterior  
moment of action cannot be isolated from the ‘interior cognitive and affective 
moments which characterize even the beginner’s ethical behaviour”.
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We believe that the division of habits into mechanical and cognitive cannot solve 
the problem of the incompatibility of the habituation method with moral autonomy. 
The two types of habits are different only in the sense of the exercise and practice. 
They share a common goal which is to elevate a person to a point that they perform 
good deeds on the basis of habit. What confirms our point here is the views of 
many scholars who have considered the lack of decision making and prior thought 
as the main indicator of habit (Ersche et al. 2017). We know that the critique of 
the habituation method in both mechanical and cognitive is exactly at this final 
stage (thinking-decision). The critique is that, this method disregards the position 
of human reason, and what the person performs is not based on reasoning and 
following the laws of wisdom. In fact, in this method, the first and most important 
element of the moral autonomy is abandoned, and the person who performs deeds 
in a normal way and not based on previous thinking.

Some other defender scholars divide habits into two types of active and passive 
habits (Mutahhari 2007, 57). In their opinion the active habit is that, humans are 
not influenced by an external agent, but rather, do things in the form of repetition 
and continuity. Mutahhari says, “Writing is a habit, not a knowledge. Our ability 
for writing is a result of habit. By practice we get used to writing gradually”  
(2007, 57). He believes that Islamic education, in the sense of habituation and 
creation of steady state (الملکات النفسانیة) is related to this kind of habit (Mutahhari 
2007). He further stated his view:

The steady state (الملکة) is an example of active habits. For example, 
the courage is a steady state that is formed by repeating positions and 
situations. When someone repeatedly confronts a dangerous situation 
and shows his stability, he will reach the steady state of courage. 
(Mutahhari 2007, 58)

According to Mutahhari, these types of habits have no problems and their usage 
as an educational method is not wrong. Because in this kind of habits, one does 
not get accustomed to a particular act, but he only strengthens the resistance 
towards the phenomenon, that is, until he is not used to it, his will is weak against 
this phenomenon, and after he becomes accustomed, his will becomes stronger 
(Mutahhari 2007).

The inaccuracy of Mutahhari’s view is clear and needs to be explained. Firstly, the 
nature of active habits is not different from the nature of passive habits. In either 
case, the human nature becomes adapted to a particular task or a phenomenon, 
and it is not done based on any form of decision making or thought. What comes 
forward regarding active habits as a reinforcement of the will is the same in the 
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passive habits. Basically, those who defend the habituation as an educational 
method emphasise the impact of this method on strengthening the will as the 
benefit of this method, so it does not devote to the active habits (see for example, 
Al-Zahrani 2015; Coles 2017; Trenberth 2005). 

Secondly, Mutahhari puts these habits against knowledge and concludes that, these 
are like art and techniques (2007, 59). This is also incorrect; art and techniques 
are types of practical skills and essentially different from morality and moral 
education. As in the example of writing (that he mentioned before), we learn how 
to write different words and lines, this is a form of learning and education. The 
method of learning in the theoretical science is indeed different from practical 
sciences. In order to learn in this type of knowledge, the organs must also 
accompany the mind. But this does not make the nature of these skills identical to 
the nature of ethical habits. Attention to practical knowledge along with theoretical 
knowledge is the focus of most of the scientists who have studied this field (see for 
example, Katajavuori, Lindblom-Ylänne and Hirvonen 2006; Tynjälä et al. 2016). 
Therefore, ethical issues and moral education are fundamentally different from 
those of practical skills, and Mutahhari made a mistake by confusing the two. In 
other words, our subject is moral education which has nothing to do with practical 
skills such as writing and so on. 

Thirdly, it seems that Mutahhari does not have a proper perception and interpretation 
of the concept of habit. He stated that:

Imagine someone who’s got accustomed to getting up early. It’s hard for 
one to get up early before internalizing this habit. So he tries to make it 
easy. For a while, he practices, then he becomes accustomed to waking 
up early in the morning, and it’s nothing but getting it easy. In other 
words, it was previously captured by nature. By virtue of this habit, a 
force that is found equal to the force of nature, and it gets free between 
the two forces, then it deliberates with its wisdom and decides to sleep or 
wake up. This cannot be harmful. (Mutahhari 2007, 58) 

In the example that Mutahhari has put forward, the person has not yet been 
habituated. If he is in the habit, he will be woken up naturally early in the morning. 
We cannot say that he is in the pre-habit stage which encourages him to sleep 
equally as the force of his habit that wakes him up early. The truth is, when a 
person needs to use the power of reason and thinking to wake up or sleep, means 
that he has not yet reached the habituation stage. Basically, the habit makes one do 
things naturally without thinking or making decisions.
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On the other hand, according to Mutahhari, the habit is considered as secondary to 
the nature of man, and one should not weaken his nature to strengthen the power 
of reason and his will. He says: “This is like eradicating the human instincts to 
strengthen the faith and ethics, as some do by sterilizing themselves to prevent 
sexual provocations” (Mutahhari 2007, 58). What is clear in Mutahhari’s words 
is a false understanding of the habit (as we have mentioned before). How can we 
get used to doing something, and at the same time decide on the basis of free will 
and thought? He himself acknowledges that the habit is considered as secondary 
to the nature of man, so the act done based on habit, as well as other natural acts of 
human being, is exported. 

Fourth, the second kind of habits that Mutahhari has raised is passive habits. 
According to him, passive habits are “habits that human beings acquire under the 
influence of an external agent. Like smoking, that is, man always wants to smoke. 
The passive habits usually make man accustomed to things and captivate them” 
(Mutahhari 2007, 58).

While we know that, our critique of the habituation method does not relate to 
the source of the habit, but rather the nature and the function of the habit. It does 
not matter whether the habit is shaped by external factors or the inner influence 
(practice and repetition). The significance of it is leading the person to a stage that 
it is done in an impulsive way, without the need for thinking or decision making, 
and this contradicts moral autonomy. 

Habituation method in the Islamic sources

We are confronted with two sets of Islamic evidence. Many of them have prohibited 
the use of this method. But in some, the use of this method is recommended. 
We must study the two categories and resolve their apparent contradictions and 
conflicts in order to obtain the position of Islam in this regard.

Traditions that apparently accept the use of habituation 

Many narrations have been quoted from Ali Ibn Abi Talib that emphasise the 
use of habituation. For example, saying: “تخیر لنفسک من کل خیر أحسنه فإن الخیر عادة”  
(Ibn Salamah 1983, 68) means “give of the good things the best of them, because 
good will come from habit”. Another saying is “اْلَمَكاِرم فِْعَل  نَْفَسَك  ْد   Al-Amidi) ”َعّوِ
1987, 232) means “get used to doing good things”. Or “اْلَكاَلم ِلیَن  ِلَسانََك  ْد    ”َعّوِ
(Al-Amidi 1987, 435) which means “get used to your tongue to say good things”. 
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Another saying “َعادَة ُحْسُن  اْلَخْیِر  بِِفْعِل   would bring the (Al-Amidi 1987, 105) ”َكفَى 
meaning of the “habit of doing good is enough to make a person good” and  
ْد أُذُنََك ُحْسَن اِلْستَِماعِ َو َل تَْصغِ إِلَى َما َل يَِزيدُ فِي َصاَلِحَك اْستَِماُعه“  (Al-Amidi 1987, 215) ”َعّوِ
means “use your ears to hear good words, and avoid listening to bad words”.

We do not want to discuss these narrations in terms of their sources. None of 
these narrations have been quoted from the authentic sources of Ahl al-Sunnah  
الجماعة) و  السنة   Assuming that we can accept these narratives – that are .(اهل 
quoted in non-Sunni sources – we will go through them. When confronting these 
narrations, it should be considered that, by these narratives what is intended is the 
continuity of action and impulsively doing it. Needless to say, that the purpose of 
the habit is automatically performing, without thinking or decision making. So, 
what has been said in these narratives, is the continuation of its practice and its 
continuous pursuit, which does not necessarily mean mechanical and impulsive 
behaviour. Someone may continuously behave throughout his lifetime, but always 
on the basis of previous thinking, always taking it on the basis of the task, in 
which, he or she feels, and doing it with the previous decision. This is a desirable 
Islamic moral education, not blind, automatic behaviour based on habituations.  
This is an important point in understanding the narrations that seem to support 
the habit. All these narratives emphasise the continuity and duration of action, 
and there is no reason to recommend habituation in such a way as to act without 
thought and decision.

The narratives that we mention in the following, reinforce this interpretation.  
For example, Abu Hurairah has quoted from the Prophet (Ibn Hanbal 1991, 2:350):

کلفوا من العمل ما تطیقون فان خیر العمل ادومه

which means “Make yourself, do your tasks, because the best thing is that have 
more continuity”. Bukhari has quoted from Aisha from the Prophet (Bukhari 1981, 
1:16):

کان احب الدين الیه ما داوم علیه صاحبه

which means “God’s most beloved is that its doer does it more and more”.

This is an important point for understanding the narrations that seem to support the 
habit. All these narratives emphasise the continuity and duration of the action, and 
there is no reason to recommend habituation in such a way as to act impulsively 
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or without making a decision. In Islamic sources, there are also statements that 
confirm this interpretation. For example, in a narrative quoted by Bukhari (1981, 
2:44) the Prophet says: 

 أحب الصالة إلى اللَّه صالة داود، وأحب الصیام إلى اللَّه صیام داود، وكان ينام
ً  نصف اللیل ويقوم ثلثه وينام سدسه، ويصوم يوماً ويفطر يوما

Which means:

The most cherished prayer in the sight of God was David’s prayer, and 
the most cherished fasting in the sight of the Lord was also the fasting 
that David did. He sometimes slept half of the night and left one third of 
it worshiping, and sometimes he slept one sixth of the night, and David 
would fast for a day and not fast another day.

Based on this tradition, David did not allow worship to become his daily habit and 
to lose its effect. It is interesting that Al-Ghazali, who is an attentive follower of 
the habituation method in moral education, describes this tradition the same way as 
we did. According to him the reason for the popularity of David’s prayer is that, it 
was not based on his habit. Al-Ghazali as al-Munawi has quoted says: 

The reason for the popularity of David’s worship is that, to a person 
who has fasted for a long time, usually fasting becomes his daily habit, 
then he does not feel the effects of fasting in his heart. Fasting will make 
a difference when one feels that he is not yet used to it, and it will not 
have any effect when he is practicing fasting. Like doctors recommend 
that one should not be used to taking medicine, and they say that it is 
not beneficial for someone who is accustomed to medicine. Because his 
temperament is accustomed to the medicine and it no longer influences. 
(Al-Munawi 1995, 1:222) 

Upon quoting this statement, al-Munawi accepted it as the best interpretation about 
this narrative. The interesting point is presenting this interpretation by those who 
are themselves proponents of the habituation method in moral education. It is clear 
that these scholars have no choice but to interpret the purpose of the prophet in a 
way that is against the habituation. 

The result of the investigations is that, it cannot be relied on narrations to claim that 
Islam has recommended habituation as a method. Because, these traditions can be 
interpreted in such a way as to be consistent with the continuity and frequency of 
the act, rather than becoming accustomed to it. So, the way to prove this method 
is not available. 
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Traditions that refute the use of habituation

We have seen that, narratives that seem to recommend the method of habituation, 
are all justifiable and interpretable, and it can be said that, the narratives have 
considered repetition and continuity of action rather than it becoming a habit. The 
result of the study is that, the advocates of the habituation method cannot argue 
with these narratives in order to prove the acceptance of the habituation method in 
Islamic teachings.

Contrary to the aforementioned narrations, there are some traditions that advise 
against the use of the habituation method. These traditions are abundant, and 
we only quote some examples here. For example, as quoted from Ali Ibn Abi 
Talib: “متملک عدو   which means “habit is an enemy (Al-Leythi 1997, 248) ”العادة 
that dominates the human being (and takes his freedom)”. Another saying,  
 which means “get rid of your (Al-Leythi 1997, 348) ”غالبوا انفسکم علی ترک العادات“
habits, then gain your control and get your freedom” or another quote from the 
Prophet Muhammad (Al-Hakim Nishapuri 2002, 3:231):

فَلَْو تََرَکهُ ُجِل َو ُسجوِدِه فَانَّ ذِلَک َشْى ٌء اْعتادَهُ  الرَّ  لتَْنُظروا الى طوِل ُرکوعِ 
اْستَْوَحَش ِلذِلَک، َو لِکِن اْنُظروا الى ِصْدِق َحديثِِه َو اداِء امانَتِِه

with the meaning “Do not pay attention to the prayers of a person, because he often 
does this worship in accordance with his habitually. The habit that denouncing is 
irritating, so pay attention to the truth and honesty”. This hadith clearly states that 
even the worship by the habit is worthless.

With these narratives, we can properly understand the interpretation we have 
made about the earlier category of traditions (which were apparently supportive 
for habituation), and it turns out that, the habituation raised in those traditions is 
intended to be the continuity and the frequency of the action. 

So far we learn that the use of the habituation method must be rejected by moral 
education according to the Islamic evidences. Request and insist of mentor for 
the continuation and repetition of the desired behaviour of the student or child 
and adolescent is among the most prominent examples of the habituation method.  
This repetition, which is used extensively in the Islamic educational area and 
especially religious schools, students are attempting to replicate specific acts at 
specific times. The purpose of this repetition is the formation of habits in children 
and students, that we know its incompatibility with moral autonomy and Islamic 
teachings. The repetitious ritual for the purpose of habituation does not lead to the 
formation of ethical behaviour based on reasoning and intuition, and eventually 
leads to an impersonal ritual of continually repeated acts.



Javad Fakhkhar Toosi et al.58

Conclusion

In the present paper, we first examined the concepts of habituation, moral 
independence (autonomy) and moral education. We introduced ethical 
independence (autonomy) as a goal of education. Next, we identified that the use 
of the habituation method in moral education has been raised in many Islamic 
sources, while this method contrasts with the moral independence (autonomy).

The scholars who defended this method, have not been able to ignore the 
weaknesses of this method, including the conflict with independence and individual 
thinking. Therefore, they have often accepted the division of habits into good and 
bad. However, we have shown that habit (in both cases) is an action that is not 
based on decision-making and thinking, hence there is a degree of conflict with 
independence and rationality.

On the other hand, many have claimed that, Islamic narrations have recommended 
the use of this method. We reflected on the traditions to solve this problem, which 
encompasses of two narrative categories. The first one apparently recommends 
using this method; and the second part, which is more explicit and in terms of 
number are much more, has rejected this method. In reviewing the first method, 
we studied the text without considering the unreliability of the source of these 
traditions, since they have not been mentioned in the Sunni sources. It was because 
we showed that even by accepting these narratives, it cannot be proven that Islam 
uses the habituation method. What was said in the review of these traditions 
was that, the aforementioned narrations do not have to do with habituation but 
necessitates the continuity and frequency of the act. Of course, continuity does not 
mean habituating; because it is possible that a person does something continuously 
but thinks about it every time and decides on the benefits of working. The second 
group of narratives, as stated above, have explicitly rejected the habituation method 
and devalued what has been done for habits.

The conclusion leads us to specific suggestions, which are: (1) as a specific 
education policy, the use of habituation methods in homes and schools for the 
moral training of the youth and adolescents must be abolished; (2) to identify the 
common examples of habituation method, teachers and parents must be advised 
to set aside these examples; and (3) instead of these examples, other cases that 
enhance the rationality and thoughtfulness of the youth and adolescents must be 
introduced and recommended to parents and teachers.
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