Essay 2: Examination of Al-Ghazali's Concept of the Nafs and the Path to Purification 

1. Introduction 
Sufism or Tasawwuf is the mystical dimension of Islam, focusing on the inward search for God and spiritual enlightenment. It emphasizes experiential knowledge of the Divine, employing practices such as meditation, chanting, and contemplation to achieve closeness to God. Sufism's teachings emphasize the importance of self-purification, love for humanity, tolerance, and the attainment of inner peace (Khanam, 2006).
Al-Ghazali, a prominent philosopher, theologian, and jurist of the 11th century, is widely regarded as one of the most influential thinkers in Islamic history. His extensive work, "Ihya' 'Ulum al-Din" (The Revival of the Religious Sciences), greatly impacted Islamic theology, Sufism, and jurisprudence. This seminal work is renowned for its comprehensive treatment of the spiritual life and its emphasis on the importance of inner purification, known as "Tazkiyah al-Nafs," to attain spiritual enlightenment and closeness to God.  His insights into human psychology and spirituality are particularly encapsulated in his understandings of the 'lower self' and the path to the Divine.
This essay seeks to discusses the four aspects of the human psyche especially the Nafs, the importance of purification and Al-Ghazali's strategies for overcoming base desires with respect to the “Evils of the tongue” in the following sections.  

2. [bookmark: _Hlk156026566]Concept of Nafs, Ruh, Qalb and ‘Aql
[bookmark: _Hlk156026584]In Islam, the human psyche has four aspects to it that impact how a person behaves.  The self (Nafs), the soul (Ruh), the heart (Qalb) and the intellect (‘Aql). Al-Ghazali believed that these four elements were inter twined and also had stand-alone links to each other. (Rassool, 2023).  Al-Ghazali extensively discussed the concept of "Nafs" (the self or soul) in his works, particularly in his influential book "Ihya'u Ulum al-Din" (The Revival of the Religious Sciences).   He has two meanings for the term ‘Nafs’.  The first meaning is that it is the principle that “unites the irascible and appetitive facilities and constantly enjoins evil” and the second is that it is a person’s soul or essence, an immaterial substance (Shakry, 2017) 
Al-Ghazali delineated the Nafs into various stages or levels.  The first is the Nafs al-Ammara or Commanding Soul, the second is Nafs al-Lawwama or Self-Reproaching Soul and the third phase is the Nafs al-Mutma'innah or Tranquil Soul.  
In Islam, a human has only one soul or self.  The three souls mentioned above are different stages and measures of the same soul.  The Nafs al-Ammara lies at the lowest, at a higher level is the Nafs al-Lawwama and even higher is the Nafs al-Mutma'innah.    
[bookmark: _Hlk156729850]The Nafs is described as the "life force" and can be regarded, particularly in their lower form, as instinctual drives or energies. In their pure state, the actions of the Nafs operate according to Fitra, the natural, inherent inclination towards goodness. (Rassool, 2023)

a. Nafs (Self)
i. Nafs al-Ammara
Nafs al-Ammara known as the commanding soul, represents the base, primal aspect of the self, inclined towards worldly desires, egotism, and impulses. It tends to lead individuals toward selfishness and gratification of desires without moral considerations.  The Nafs al-Ammara is often seen as the “lower self”, the more instinctual aspect of the self. It is the one inciting a person to do evil actions.  It is considered a mental state in which one does not follow rational thought and is impulsively instead led to do sins and corruptions.  (Rassool, 2023)
ii. Nafs al-Lawwama
The second is Nafs al-Lawwama or self-reproaching soul.  This stage signifies a transitional phase where individuals experience self-reflection and remorse for their actions. The soul experiences a growing awareness of moral responsibility and an internal struggle between right and wrong.  The Nafs Lawwama demonstrates a level of self-awareness and accountability for one's actions.  
Al-Lawwama is the “conscience” of a person and feels remorse for its wrongdoings and seeks forgiveness from God.  This is the point at which the soul has reached a level of spiritual awareness and seeks ways to remedy its errors  (Rassool, 2023).
iii. Nafs al-Mutma'innah
The third phase is the Nafs al-Mutma'innah or the tranquil soul.  The highest level Al-Ghazali described, characterized by inner peace, contentment, and harmony with the Divine will. It represents a state of spiritual tranquillity attained through the purification and alignment of the self with God.  The soul is reassured by the knowledge of God’s purpose for him in this and the afterlife, and willing to follow a spiritual and righteous lifestyle. 
 


b. Ruh (Spirit)
"Ruh" is an Arabic word often translated as "spirit" or "soul," and it holds significant importance in Islamic theology and philosophy. Al-Ghazali viewed the Ruh as a divine essence or breath that God breathes into human beings. This view is based on the Quranic verse where God says He breathed His spirit into Adam, the first human. The Ruh is thus considered a direct, sacred, and life-giving aspect from God. (Hassan, 2022)
For Al-Ghazali, the Ruh is the aspect of a human being that is directly connected to the divine. It transcends physical and worldly limitations and is capable of experiencing deep spiritual realities. The Ruh is seen as the seat of spiritual perception and understanding.  While closely related to Nafs (self or soul) and ‘Aql (intellect), the Ruh is distinct. The Nafs is often associated with the ego and base desires, and the ‘Aql with reason and intellect. The Ruh, however, is associated with the deeper, spiritual aspects of human existence. It is through the purification and development of the Ruh that spiritual enlightenment and mystical experiences become possible (Rassool, 2023). 
Al-Ghazali and other Islamic scholars hold that the Ruh is immortal and does not perish with the physical body. Its journey continues after death, reflecting the Islamic belief in the afterlife. The cultivation and purification of the Ruh are seen as central to the purpose of human existence. 
However, there is much debate amongst Islamic scholars on the issue of the concepts of “Nafs” and “Ruh” being used interchangeably or should be considered separate.  For the purpose of this essay, the two terms will be taken as compatible (Rassool, 2023).    

c. Qalb (Heart)
In Islamic philosophy, Qalb represents the spiritual heart. It is considered the seat of consciousness and emotions, where moral and spiritual understanding occurs. The condition of the Qalb is essential in determining one's spiritual state.  The Qalb is described as an "isthmus," a term that metaphorically suggests it acts as a bridge or connection between the self and the Ruh. This aligns with the Islamic belief that the heart is not just a physical organ but a spiritual centre where consciousness and awareness of God reside. It is in the Qalb that one feels the inherent sense of Fitra and the inherent understanding of right and wrong. The heart is also receptive to divine inspiration, making it a critical component of spiritual awareness and experience (Skinner, 2019). 


d. ‘Aql (Intellect)
‘Aql refers to the faculty of intellect or reason. It is seen as a gift from God that enables humans to discern right from wrong and to understand divine revelations. ‘Aql is crucial for making moral decisions and understanding religious teachings. (Skinner, 2019)
In Islamic psychology, ‘Aql is not seen as isolated from the spiritual dimensions of human existence. According to Al-Ghazali, it connects directly with the Qalb, implying that true understanding involves both intellect and spiritual insight. The ‘Aql sees the value in moral conduct and makes decisions imbued with wisdom. This suggests that in the ideal state, human intellect is not just functioning on a rational level but is also deeply informed by spiritual and moral awareness. (Rassool, 2023)

e. Disciplining the Nafs
Lower Nafs, known as Nafs Ammara, which is prone to base desires and impulses, is kept in check through the guidance of the Qalb and ‘Aql, as well as the workings of the Nafs Lawwamma, the self-reproaching aspect of the soul that instils a sense of remorse and helps counteract tendencies towards wrong actions.  In this balanced state, the self is capable of transforming into the state of Nafs Mutmainna, the tranquil or contented self. 
Al-Ghazali used the analogy of the horse and a rider to depict the relationship between the Qalb, ‘Aql and the Nafs.  In this analogy, the human being is likened to a rider, and the Nafs to a horse. The rider's ability to control and direct the horse effectively represents the individual's capacity to manage and guide their own desires and impulses. The Qalb and ‘Aql are akin to the rider's knowledge and skill. The Qalb, with its spiritual insight and moral wisdom, and the ‘Aql, with its reasoning and understanding, work together to guide the Nafs. Just as a skilled rider knows how to control and direct a horse, a person with a well-developed Qalb and ‘Aql can effectively manage their Nafs. (Skinner, 2019)
The ideal scenario, a balanced relationship, is where the rider (Qalb and ‘Aql) has full control over the horse (Nafs), guiding it according to the will of God. This implies a life where desires and impulses are managed and directed towards righteous and ethical ends, in harmony with divine guidance and moral wisdom.  An imbalanced relationship can have several scenarios. Firstly, it could be a case of the “horse (Self) going nowhere” meaning state of apathy or inaction, where the Nafs is reined in excessively or is incapacitated. The individual's desires and drives are suppressed or not utilized effectively, leading to stagnation.  Second case could be the horse (Nafs) is in control, not the rider. It symbolizes a state where desires and impulses run wild, with the Qalb and ‘Aql losing their guiding influence. This can lead to destructive behaviours, as the individual is led by uncontrolled passions and base instincts.  The third case, shows the horse is under control but it is being directed the wrong way. This reflects a situation where a person's intellect and spiritual heart are misguided, leading to the misapplication of desires and efforts towards wrong or harmful ends. 
Al-Ghazali’s analogy encapsulates the dynamics of a harmonious balance between spiritual wisdom, intellectual reasoning, and the management of one’s desires and impulses. Achieving this balance is key to leading a life that aligns with the will of God, marked by ethical conduct, spiritual fulfilment, and personal growth (Skinner, 2019).
Al-Ghazali believed that despite the faults inherent in the soul, it could be disciplined and guided to reach the highest state, Nafs al-Mutma'innah, through a process of purification called Tazkiyah-an-Nafs.

3. Importance of Purification of the Nafs
The idea of worship (Ibada) is a cornerstone of Islamic religious practices. There is a core relationship between humans and God as depicted in the Quranic verse, 
“And recall (O Prophet) when your Lord brought forth descendants from the loins of the sons of Adam, and made them witnesses against their ownselves. asking them: 'Am I not your Lord?' They said: 'Yes, we do testify.'  We did so lest you claim on the Day of Resurrection: 'We were unaware of this.'” (Q 7:172) (Foundation, 2014)
This stanza illustrates that there is an agreement between God and man, established from the time of Adam himself that proclaims man’s allegiance to God and that this acceptance of God is an innate quality of man (Fitra).  This covenant shows that man has stood witness to this truth.  The next verse describes the purpose of the covenant. (Emirahmetoglu, 2022)
“Or say: 'Our forefathers before us who associated others with Allah in His divinity; we were merely their offspring who followed them. And would You destroy us for that which the unrighteous did?' “(Q 7:173) (Foundation, 2014)
This verse addresses a potential excuse that individuals might present on Judgment Day, suggesting that their forefathers practiced associating with God, and they merely followed their predecessors. However, this excuse would not exempt them from accountability for their own actions. (Emirahmetoglu, 2022)
Together, these verses emphasize the concept of the primordial covenant between God and humanity, underscoring human accountability and the individual responsibility to recognize and worship God alone, irrespective of the actions of predecessors. It highlights the significance of personal choices and accountability in one's relationship with the Divine.
The innate nature of man or Fitra is mentioned in other verses such as 
“(O Prophet and his followers), turn your face single-mindedly to the true Faith and adhere to the true nature on which Allah has created human beings. The mould fashioned by Allah cannot be altered. That is the True, Straight Faith, although most people do not know”. (Q 30:30) (Foundation, 2014)
The verse advises believers to turn towards the true religion ordained by God, indicating the importance of sincere devotion and commitment to the path of righteousness.  Fitra refers to the innate natural disposition or primordial nature ingrained in all human beings by God. It is the inclination towards recognizing and submitting to the divine truth. The verse suggests that adhering to this inherent nature aligns with God's design for humanity. (Emirahmetoglu, 2022)
The verse concludes by stating that despite the inherent inclination towards truth, many people remain unaware or misguided, failing to recognize this innate disposition and the true essence of religion.
The Quran depicts man as multifaceted portraying them as a creation endowed with inherent dignity, free will, and the potential for both virtue and fallibility. The purification of the soul, or tazkiyah, is considered essential for returning to the state of Fitra and natural disposition towards Tawhid (the oneness of God) with which every human is born. 

4.  Purification of the soul (Tazkiyah al-Nafs)
Al-Ghazali describes the spiritual journey in terms of stages or "maqamat" that one traverses in the process of purifying the soul. These stages represent different levels of spiritual development and inner growth that a believer must pass through to attain closeness to God.  The journey is deeply personal and unique to each individual's experiences and spiritual condition. Al-Ghazali's work provides a framework for believers to assess their spiritual state, strive for self-improvement, and deepen their relationship with God. (Garden, 2014)
Al-Ghazali's "Ihya" is a comprehensive work that systematically covers various aspects of Islamic spirituality, ethics, and practice. The book is structured into four major sections, each containing several books that deal with specific topics. The first quarter is on Acts of Worship (Rub' al-`Ibadat).   This section focuses on the external aspects of worship and the rituals that are central to Islamic practice.  The second quarter is on the Norms of Daily Life (Rub' al-`Adat).  This part addresses the ethical and moral conduct in everyday life.  The third discusses The Ways to Perdition (Rub' al-Muhlikat).  Here, Al-Ghazali delves into the vices and destructive traits (al-muhlikāt) that can lead individuals away from the path of righteousness.  The final Quarter is on The Ways to Salvation (Rub' al-Munjiyat).  This section is dedicated to the virtues and commendable traits (al-munjiyat) that lead to spiritual salvation and closeness to God.   In order for a person to attain Oneness with God, the agent must remove blameworthy qualities and gain praise worthy ones, to travel from the lower self to the higher self as mentioned in section 2e.
Al-Ghazali discusses the concept of blameworthy qualities or vices that hinder spiritual and moral growth in the 3rd Quarter of the book and identifies these qualities(al-muhlikāt) as stemming from the unchecked and imbalanced inclinations of the lower soul (nafs), often exacerbated by following base desires, neglecting the remembrance of God (dhikr), and being influenced by a materialistic and morally lax environment.  These are destructive traits or actions that can lead a person away from the path of righteousness and towards spiritual and moral ruin so is it crucial that one learns to control and subdue these negative traits.  Only then will he be able to progress forward in his spiritual journey.   Al-Ghazali categorizes these detrimental qualities into major themes, each encompassing specific vices such as Pride, Envy, Anger, Greed and Avarice, Gluttony, Lust, Slander and Hypocrisy. (Garden, 2014).  
In the third Quarter, Book 4 of the Revival of the Religion’s sciences, he explains the “Evil of Tongue” and identifies twenty evils such as “Loud mouthing”, “Cursing”, “False Promise”, “Ridicule and Mockery” and so on.  For each one he explains the evil and advises on how to curb it.  Below is a summary of his points on the first evil to highlight how thorough and practical Al-Ghazali is in his writing.  (Al-Ghazali, 2011)

First Evil of the Tongue “Speaking in what concerns you not”.  
In Book 4 Chapter 2, Al-Ghazali details the importance of guarding one's tongue and avoiding harmful speech, and advises people to speak only when necessary and in a manner that is permissible and harmless. He advises that the time spent in idle talk could be redirected towards beneficial activities such as meditation and reflection, which could open up opportunities for divine mercy and significant personal benefit or to engage in the glorification, praise, and remembrance of God. He says words spoken in praise and remembrance of God can lead to immense spiritual rewards, akin to constructing palaces in Paradise. Conversely, engaging in permissible but unnecessary talk, although not sinful, is deemed a loss as it replaces the potential spiritual gains of celebrating God’s praises.
He describes the ideal believer as 
“The true believer is he, whose silence is meditation, vision a lesson to be learnt, and speech a celebration (of Allah Almighty)” (Al-Ghazali, 2011)
He gives an example of the story involving the martyr at the battle of Uhud.  The martyr's mother, upon seeing her son's sacrifice, expresses certainty about his place in Paradise. However, the Prophet Muhammad responds by questioning this certainty, suggesting that even acts that outwardly appear noble may not guarantee paradise if the individual engaged in unbeneficial talk or withheld what could benefit others. This anecdote serves as a reminder of the importance of sincerity and mindful speech and cautions against making assumptions about one's spiritual status based solely on external appearances or actions.
Another tale recounts an incident involving the Prophet Muhammad, Ka'b (a companion of the Prophet), and Ka'b's mother. The Prophet learns that Ka'b is ill and visits him. Prophet greets Ka'b with glad tidings,
"Receive the glad tidings O Ka'b!" his mother said: "Blessed be you with the Garden O Ka'b!" the Messenger of Allah "Allah's blessing and peace be upon him" asked: "Who is that woman that decides a matter without (knowing the decree of) Allah Almighty?" Ka'b said: "She is my mother O Messenger of Allah." On that he said: "What does make you know Umm Ka’b? perhaps Ka'b has said what concerned him not, and withheld what benefitted him." (Al-Ghazali, 2011)
The Prophet's response to Ka'b's mother serves as a caution against making definitive statements about one's spiritual destiny, emphasizing that ultimate judgments belong to God alone. He subtly reminds her and by extension, all believers that human assumptions about divine rewards or punishments are beyond human knowledge and authority.
Further, the Prophet elaborates that entering Paradise is for those who are not subject to divine reckoning or accountability for their deeds, implying that careless or irrelevant speech could lead to being held accountable on the Day of Judgment. He warns that engaging in speech that does not concern one or withholding beneficial speech could have spiritual consequences, potentially barring one from the unencumbered entry into Paradise.
The mention of reckoning highlights the seriousness of one's actions and words. The Prophet indicates that even though someone may appear pious or worthy of Paradise, their speech and actions could be subject to divine scrutiny. If the speech is impermissible or if one withholds what could benefit others, it could lead to a form of punishment, as it contradicts the principles of mindful and beneficial conduct.
In another example, Muhammad Ibn Ka'ab recounts the Prophet Muhammad's announcement that the first person to enter through a specific gate would be an inhabitant of Paradise, who turned out to be Abdullah Ibn Salam. When asked about the most trustworthy deed he performed in expectation of divine reward, Abdullah Ibn Salam humbly acknowledged his own weaknesses but pointed to two key practices: 
“On that he said: "I am a weak, but the most trustworthy deed for which I expect (reward from) Allah Almighty is the purity of my breast and leaving what concerns me not." (Al-Ghazali, 2011)
This response highlights the spiritual significance of inner purity and mindfulness in one's actions that can lead to immense spiritual reward.  The second narration involves Abu Dharr, another companion of the Prophet. The Prophet offers to guide Abu Dharr to deeds that are easy to perform but carry great weight in terms of spiritual merit. 
He said: "It is to keep silent, adhere to good moral character, and leave what concerns you not." (Al-Ghazali, 2011)
The Prophet's advice is concise yet profound: maintain silence, adhere to good moral character, and avoid involving oneself in matters that are irrelevant or do not concern oneself. Both narrations collectively underscore the value of sincerity, purity of intention, thoughtful speech, and impeccable character in Islam. They highlight that actions and qualities that may seem simple or easy to overlook can hold tremendous weight in the spiritual realm. 
Al-Ghazali expounds on the wisdom of mindful speech and conduct from various sources.  He mentions Ibn Abbas's five qualities such as to refrain from speaking about irrelevant matters to avoid sin and uselessness, speak only when it is appropriate, as improper speech can lead to difficulties, to avoid arguments with the forbearing and with the weak-minded, to treat others, whether present or absent, as you would like to be treated, fostering empathy and fairness and to perform deeds with the understanding that kindness is rewarded and disrespect is accountable. (Al-Ghazali, 2011)
He also highlights advice from respected figures such as Luqman, Muwarriq Al-Ajli, and Umar.  Luqman emphasizes the wisdom of not seeking unnecessary knowledge.  Muwarriq Al-Ajli values the discipline of silence about irrelevant matters.  Umar advises avoiding inquiries about irrelevant matters, cautioning against association with the wicked and stressing the importance of confiding only in those who truly fear God.
Al-Ghazali goes on to define what entails speaking on irrelevant matters.  For example, engaging in conversations about non-essential topics, like personal travels or observations, is not sinful but is considered a waste of time. And even if such speech is free from exaggeration, self-justification, or criticism, it represents a missed opportunity for more beneficial engagements.
He advises caution against engaging in unnecessary inquiries about others' private matters such as asking about personal matters like worship practices or intentions can lead to various negative outcomes. It can compel the person to demonstrate their piety, potentially leading to showing off, or force them to lie, scorn, or exert effort to avoid answering. Such inquiries can also place others in uncomfortable positions, causing them to reveal private information or admit ignorance. (Al-Ghazali, 2011)
He also stresses the value of silence and cites Luqman's encounter with David to illustrate the point. Luqman refrained from asking about the unfamiliar armour, and his patience was rewarded when he learned about its purpose without having to inquire. This story highlights that wisdom often lies in observing and learning silently rather than probing.
Al-Ghazali says the urge to speak on irrelevant matters often stems from curiosity, the desire for social interaction, or the habit of engaging in idle chatter. Recognizing these triggers can help in curbing unnecessary speech. He says on should be aware of mortality, understanding that life is finite and that one is accountable for every word spoken.  A person recognize that words are a means to earn spiritual rewards and should not be wasted on trivial matters.  He suggests techniques like seclusion or placing a pebble in the mouth can help train oneself to speak less and avoid irrelevant topics. 
The overarching message is to practice restraint in speech, valuing silence and meaningful communication, and understanding the spiritual significance of each word. It encourages focusing on personal growth and spiritual development rather than indulging in unnecessary or intrusive conversations. (Al-Ghazali, 2011)

5.  Conclusion
The human psyche has four aspects the Nafs, Ruh, Qalb and the ‘Aql.  All four components as interlinked and in order for the person to realise his innate nature (Fitra), his soul has to be purified.  A person has to remove negative traits and adopt positive ones to move the Self from its lower level to a higher level.  Al-Ghazali provides a detailed guide on how to overcome them through spiritual discipline, ethical conduct, and sincere repentance. The path to overcoming al-muhlikāt involves a deep self-awareness, continual self-examination, and a steadfast commitment to the teachings and practices of Islam. 
According to Al-Ghazali, the practice of manifest acts of worship, combined with the understanding and certainty that obeying God leads to eternal happiness, naturally inclines a person towards goodness and away from evil. This natural inclination, however, needs to be nurtured and reinforced through continuous engagement in acts of obedience and the avoidance of acts of disobedience.  (Sa'ari, 2002)
However, Al-Ghazali’s guidance is not a one-size-fits-all doctrine. He recognizes the uniqueness of each individual's spiritual journey and suggests that the extent of detachment should be tailored to one's personal circumstances and the state of one's heart. 
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