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For centuries, seekers of spiritual depth and moral excellence have turned to the timeless wisdom of Imam Abu 

Hamid Al �Ghazali. His magnum opus, Ihya’ ‘Ulum al �Din(The Revival of the Religious Sciences), remains a

cornerstone of Islamic spirituality and ethics. Within its voluminous chapters, Al �Ghazali delves deeply into the art of

disciplining the soul and the necessity of breaking two primary desires that cloud human judgment. This article

explores these pivotal themes, offering a comprehensive guide to understanding and applying Al �Ghazali’s

teachings in contemporary life.

Who Was Al �Ghazali? A Brief Biography

Imam Al �Ghazali (1058 �1111 CE), born in Tus, Persia, is often hailed as the greatest Islamic theologian, mystic, and 

philosopher of the medieval era. After a rigorous education in jurisprudence, logic, and philosophy, Al �Ghazali 

embarked on a quest to reconcile reason with faith. His most celebrated work, Ihya’ ‘Ulum al �Din, synthesizes legal,

theological, and mystical dimensions of Islam into a coherent guide for personal and communal transformation.

•  Early Life: Al �Ghazali displayed prodigious intellectual talent from childhood, mastering the Qur’an, Hadith, and 

Arabic grammar by adolescence.

•  Academic Career: He taught at the Nizamiyya Madrasa in Baghdad, earning acclaim for his erudition.

•  Spiritual Crisis: Disillusioned by the moral decay of society, he retreated to a solitary life of asceticism, which 

profoundly shaped his later writings.

•  Legacy: His influence spans theology, mysticism, and ethics, with his works studied worldwide in both Islamic 

and Western academic circles.

The Revival of the Religious Sciences: An Overview

Ihya’ ‘Ulum al �Din is divided into four main sections, each addressing a different facet of human life:

1.  Shari’a (Legal Obligations) – covering acts of worship and moral conduct.

2.  Haqiqa (Spiritual Reality) – exploring the inner dimensions of faith.

3.  Adab (Ethics) – detailing proper conduct in social interactions.

4.  Ilm (Knowledge) – discussing the acquisition and application of knowledge.

Within the Haqiqa section, Al �Ghazali dedicates extensive discourse to the soul’s discipline and the eradication of

two pivotal desires: the longing for worldly pleasure and the craving for social status. These concepts form the crux

of his spiritual methodology.

Understanding the Soul in Al �Ghazali’s Thought

Al �Ghazali views the soul (nafs) as a dynamic entity, constantly oscillating between self �awareness and

self �deception. He identifies three states of the soul:

•  Nafs al �Muttaha (The Subdued Soul) – characterized by humility and submission to God.

•  Nafs al �Mushabbaha (The Confused Soul) – prone to self �contempt and doubt.

•  Nafs al �Mutaqabbala (The Accepted Soul) – achieving a balanced state of contentment.



The journey from the lowest to the highest state demands rigorous self �discipline and conscious effort to eliminate

the two destructive desires that Al �Ghazali identifies as the primary obstacles to spiritual progress.

Disciplining the Soul: Core Principles

1. Self �Observation and Reflection

Al �Ghazali emphasizes the importance of muraqaba(introspection) as the first step toward soul discipline. By

regularly examining one’s thoughts, emotions, and actions, an individual can identify patterns of weakness and

areas requiring improvement.

•  Daily journaling of intentions and outcomes.

•  Setting specific, measurable spiritual goals.

•  Seeking feedback from trusted mentors.

2. The Role of Sincerity (Ikhlas)

Sincerity is the linchpin of spiritual practice. Al �Ghazali asserts that all acts of worship must be performed with pure

intent, free from self �congratulation or external validation. This mindset fosters genuine connection with God and

mitigates the influence of the two desires.

Key Practices:

•  Performing prayers with focused attention.

•  Engaging in charity without seeking praise.

•  Reciting Qur’an with an understanding of its meanings.

3. The Power of Repentance (Tawbah)

Al �Ghazali views tawbahas a transformative mechanism that resets the soul’s trajectory. By acknowledging errors

and seeking forgiveness, one can sever the attachment to worldly pleasures and social accolades.

Steps for effective repentance:

1.  Recognition of the sin.

2.  Immediate cessation of the wrongful act.

3.  Feeling genuine remorse.

4.  Seeking forgiveness through prayer and supplication.

5.  Resolving to avoid recurrence.

4. The Practice of Dhikr and Remembrance

Regular remembrance of God (dhikr) serves as an antidote to the distractions of the two desires. Al �Ghazali

recommends specific phrases and times for dhikr, such as:

•  Morning and evening recitations of the Takbir, SubhanAllah, and Alhamdulillah.

•  Nighttime reflection on God’s attributes.

•  Incorporating dhikr into daily routines, e.g., before meals or during commutes.

Breaking Two Desires: The Path to Spiritual Purification

1. Desire for Worldly Pleasure

Al �Ghazali identifies the yearning for material comforts—wealth, status, physical gratification—as a major source of

spiritual stagnation. He argues that the relentless pursuit of such pleasures creates a false sense of identity that

distracts from divine purpose.



Strategies for overcoming this desire:

•  Adopting a minimalist lifestyle.

•  Setting boundaries for consumption.

•  Investing time in spiritual and community service.

2. Desire for Status and Recognition

The craving for social recognition—seeking praise, prestige, or leadership—can lead to hypocrisy and moral

compromise. Al �Ghazali warns that such ambitions often mask underlying insecurities and diminish true humility.

Methods to address this desire include:

•  Voluntary humility in public interactions.

•  Engagement in anonymous charitable acts.

•  Continuous self �evaluation to detect egoic patterns.

Strategies for Overcoming These Desires

Al �Ghazali’s comprehensive approach intertwines the following elements:

1.  Intellectual Awareness: Studying Qur’an and Hadith to understand the futility of worldly pursuits.

2.  Emotional Regulation: Employing mindfulness to recognize and control impulsive cravings.

3.  Social Conditioning: Surrounding oneself with like �minded individuals who prioritize spiritual growth.

4.  Practical Discipline: Implementing structured routines that balance work, worship, and rest.

Practical Application: How to Implement Al �Ghazali’s Teachings Today

Daily Routines

Incorporate the following schedule to align daily life with spiritual discipline:

•  Morning: Recite Al �Mu’minun and set intentions.

•  Mid �day: Perform a brief dhikr session and reflect on personal goals.

•  Evening: Review the day’s actions, engage in repentance if needed, and recite the Tasbih.

Mindset Shifts

Al �Ghazali’s teachings demand a shift from external validation to internal fulfillment:

•  Replace “I do this to gain recognition” with “I do this to please God.”

•  Reframe material consumption as a tool for service, not self �indulgence.

•  Adopt a perspective of gratitude, viewing every experience as an opportunity for growth.

Community Support

Engaging with a supportive community reinforces discipline and accountability:

•  Join study circles focused on Ihya’ themes.

•  Participate in group charity projects.

•  Seek mentorship from spiritually mature individuals.

Modern Relevance: Why Al �Ghazali’s Teachings Matter Now

In an age dominated by digital distractions, consumerism, and instant gratification, Al �Ghazali’s insights offer a

counterbalance to the pervasive culture of excess. His emphasis on self �discipline, sincere worship, and the

eradication of two core desires resonates with contemporary challenges such as burnout, identity crises, and the



erosion of communal values.

By applying his principles, individuals can:

•  Navigate the complexities of modern life with calm and purpose.

•  Reclaim personal agency over impulses and desires.

•  Foster deeper, more authentic connections with others and with the divine.

Conclusion

Al �Ghazali’s profound exploration of disciplining the soul and breaking the two desires—worldly pleasure and status 

craving—offers a timeless roadmap for spiritual renewal. Embedded within the Books of Revival Religious Sciences

by Abu Ham
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