
 

NUQTAH Journal of Theological Studies 

Editor: Dr. Shumaila Majeed 

(Bi-Annual) 

Languages: Urdu, Arabic and English 
pISSN: 2790-5330 eISSN: 2790-5349 

https://nuqtahjts.com/index.php/njts 

 

The Dynamics of Nafs: The Interplay of Self-Purification and 

Success in Islamic Teachings 

 
 

Dr Hafiz Abdul Ghani 
Associate Professor, Department of Religious Studies,  

Forman Christian College (A Chartered University) 

Email: hafizghani@fccollege.edu.pk   

 

Dr Hafiz Saeed Ahamd  
Assistant Professor, Department of Religious Studies,  

Forman Christian College (A Chartered University) 

Email: hafizsaeed@fccollege.edu.pk   

   

 

Published online: 5th June 2024 

 

View this issue   
 

 

Complete Guidelines and Publication details can be found at: 

https://nuqtahjts.com/index.php/njts/publication-ethics 

Published By: 

Resurgence Academic and Research 

Institute, Sialkot (51310), Pakistan. 

Email: editor@nuqtahjts.com  

https://nuqtahjts.com/index.php/njts
mailto:hafizghani@fccollege.edu.pk
mailto:hafizsaeed@fccollege.edu.pk
https://nuqtahjts.com/index.php/njts/article/view/153
https://nuqtahjts.com/index.php/njts/issue/view/12
https://nuqtahjts.com/index.php/njts/publication-ethics
mailto:editor@nuqtahjts.com


NUQTAH: Vol 4 Issue 1 Jan – June 2024      1 
 

The Dynamics of Nafs: The Interplay of Self-

Purification and Success in Islamic Teachings 
 

Abstract 

This study delves into the intricate dynamics of the human soul, or "Nafs," within 

the framework of Islamic teachings. Focused on the interplay between self-

purification and success, the research draws insights from Islamic philosophy to 

explore how the self-purification influences one's journey towards success—both 

in worldly achievements and the attainment of inner contentment. Grounded in 

Islamic thought, the study aims to uncover the guiding principles that define this 

intricate relationship. Through an in-depth analysis of the three states of the 

Nafs—Ammara, Lawwama, and Mutmainna—the research traces the evolution of 

the human self, unraveling the complexities and nuances outlined in Islamic 

teachings. The study seeks to contribute to a deeper understanding of the trans-

formative practices and the interconnection of self-purification and success within 

the rich psycho-spiritual aspect of Islam. The method employed involves a 

comprehensive examination of Islamic teachings, drawing from Qur’an, Hadith, 

and scholarly interpretations. The study underscores the holistic nature of 

spirituality in Islam, spanning both transcendent and deeply personal aspects of 

the human experience.  

Keywords: Spirituality, States of Nafs, Self-purification, Spiritual Development, 

Pillars of Islam 

Introduction 

Spirituality is a multifaceted concept with diverse interpretations. It encompasses 

self-purification and transformation, likened to spiritual alchemy where inner 

flaws are turned into enlightenment. Another perspective sees it as forging a 

personal connection with a higher power or divine being, exploring the sacred and 

the meaning of existence. Spirituality is also viewed as an inner journey of self-
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discovery, delving into one's values and beliefs for a deeper sense of purpose. 

Harmony with the universe, ethical development, mindfulness, and the 

transcendence of ego are additional dimensions of spirituality. It can be a quest 

for meaning, unlocking human potential, or a commitment to compassionate 

service. Overall, spirituality spans a broad spectrum, embracing both the 

transcendent and deeply personal aspects of the human experience. 

Spirituality profoundly influences an individual's success and happiness 

by fostering self-reflection, personal transformation, and inner strength. For those 

on a spiritual path, the connection to a higher power offers comfort and guidance, 

inspiring the pursuit of goals. Spirituality also involves exploring values and 

ethical principles, promoting integrity and authenticity. The verses from the Holy 

Qur'an emphasize the dual nature of the human "Nafs" acknowledging its 

potential for moral growth and susceptibility to negative temptations. The concept 

highlights the dichotomy between "fujur" (transgression) and "taqwa" (piety) 

within the self. Success is intricately tied to the purification of the self, involving 

the control of negative inclinations, elimination of vices, and cultivation of 

positive habits and virtues. The Holy Qur’an stresses that failure results from 

corrupting the soul by succumbing to transgressions. Success, in this context, 

extends beyond external achievements to include inner contentment, while failure 

is not just a worldly loss but also an ethical and spiritual one with potential 

consequences in the afterlife. The principle of self-purification is essential for a 

truly successful and fulfilling life, aiming to replace impurities with positive 

values such as faith, worship, truthfulness, love, and compassion. 

Spirituality 

Spirituality is a concept that can be understood and defined in various ways, 

depending on one’s perspective and beliefs. Here are different definitions of 

spirituality: 

“Spirituality is seen as a dynamic process where individuals strive to move from 

the lower impulsive and more base desires to the highest state of morality, 
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tranquility, contentment, and blissfulness. Some people call it ‘spiritual alchemy’ 

which is not concerned with physical substances of turning lead into gold but 

rather with inner transformation and self-purification. In spiritual alchemy the 

“base metals” represent the impurities, flaws, and negative habits within an 

individual, while the “gold” symbolizes spiritual enlightenment, wisdom, and 

inner harmony.”1 

Spirituality may be viewed as an inner journey of self-discovery, self-

awareness, and self-realization. It involves exploring one’s inner dimensions, 

values, and beliefs to find a deeper sense of purpose and direction in life.2 Some 

define spirituality as the pursuit of harmony and alignment with the natural world 

or the universe. It involves recognizing the interconnection of all things and 

finding a sense of balance and unity with the broader cosmos.3 Spirituality may 

involve practices of mindfulness and presence as well as mutual independence, by 

focusing on the present moment without judgment as highlighted by Kaiser, L: 

“Spirituality means being in right relationship to all that is and 

understanding the mutual interdependence of all living beings. Physician 

executives should be primary proponents of spirituality in their organizations by: 

Modeling the power of spirituality in their own lives; integrating spiritual 

methodologies into clinical practice”4 

These definitions highlight the diverse ways in which spirituality is 

conceptualized, ranging from the transcendent and divine to the deeply personal 

and introspective aspects of the human experience. 

Significance of Spirituality 

Spirituality (self-purification) can play a profound role in shaping an individual’s 

success, happiness, and fulfillment in several ways. Spirituality often involves 

self-purification, self-reflection, and self-awareness. By understanding oneself on 

a deeper level, individuals can identify strengths, weaknesses, and areas for 
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growth. This self-awareness is the foundation for personal development and 

continuous improvement.5 

Spirituality can provide a source of inner strength and resilience during 

challenging times. Connecting something greater than oneself, whether it’s a 

higher power or a sense of purpose, can help individuals navigate difficulties with 

greater resilience and optimism. Many spiritual traditions emphasize the 

importance of personal transformation. Whether through meditation, prayer, or 

other practices, individuals can undergo profound changes in their perspectives, 

habits, and attitudes. This transformation can lead to a more positive and fulfilling 

life. Many spiritual teachings also emphasize the importance of compassion and 

service to others. Engaging in acts of kindness and contributing to the well-being 

of others not only fosters a sense of community but also enhances personal 

fulfillment, happiness, and the well-being.6 

In essence, spirituality provides a holistic approach to success and happiness by 

addressing not only external achievements but also internal fulfillment and well-

being. It’s a journey that encompasses personal growth, resilience, meaningful 

connections, and a deeper understanding of the self and the world. Ultimately, the 

pursuit of spirituality is a personal journey that can contribute to a more enriched 

and purposeful life. 

The Interplay of Self-Purification and Success  

Allah says in the Holy Qur’an: 

ىهَا   فْسٍ وَّ مَا سَوّٰ
َ
قْوٰىهَا وَ ن

َ
جُوْرَهَا وَ ت

ُ
هَمَهَا ف

ْ
ل
َ
ا
َ
ىهَا ف

ّٰ
حَ مَنْ زَك

َ
ل
ْ
ف
َ
دْ ا

َ
ىهَا  ق ابَ مَنْ دَسّٰ

َ
دْ خ

َ
 7وَ ق

“And by the soul and by Him Who perfectly proportioned it. and imbued it with 

(the consciousness of) its evil and its piety. Whosoever purifies his self shall 

indeed achieve success, and he will indeed fail who corrupts it.” 

These verses present a binary contrast between success and failure based 

on the state of the Nafs. For a successful, happy, and fulfilling life, the Holy 
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Qur’an places a great emphasis on Tazkia-i-Nafs, which translates to “spiritual 

purification” or “purification of the self.” Nafs is an Arabic word which means 

“self”, and has been translated as “psyche”, “ego”, or “soul”. It is also used for a 

whole personality or a being.8 

The concept of human Nafs, as elucidated in the above-mentioned verses, 

illustrates its dual nature. While it has immense potential for moral and spiritual 

growth, it is also susceptible and prone to being swayed by instinctive desires and 

negative temptations such as gratification, arrogance, envy, hatred, miserliness, 

and greed.  

The human Nafs is perfectly proportioned and endowed with a 

consciousness that distinguishes between good and evil, known as “fujur” 

(transgression) and “taqwa” (piety) in Arabic. The verse (91:8) suggests that God 

has inspired the human self to know what is right and wrong. The Nafs, however, 

inherently inclined to fulfill instinctive gratifications as stated in the Qur’an.9 

The afore-mentioned verses (91:7-10) make a profound statement about 

success being tied to the purification of the self. Purification involves gaining 

control over negative inclinations, eradicating immoral vices, and cultivating 

positive habits and moral virtues. On the contrary, failure is the outcome for those 

who corrupt their souls by succumbing to transgressions and acting upon immoral 

gratifications. Choosing the path of wrongdoing and neglecting the moral or 

spiritual compass ingrained in the soul leads to a loss of true success. It is 

important to learn that success is not defined only by external achievements or 

material gains, it also includes the inner state of contentment. Failure, on the other 

hand, is not just a worldly loss but also an ethical or spiritual loss with potential 

consequences in the afterlife.  

Self-purification is an essential principle for a truly successful, happy, 

flourishing, and fulfilling life. Spiritual purification aims to cleanse the human 

self of impurities and replace them with positive habits, moral virtues, and higher 

values such as faith, worship, truthfulness, love, repentance, compassion, 
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humility, patience, duty, service, and contentment. A disciplined and purified 

Nafs can reach the highest possibilities of life. 

Three States of Human Nafs 

The Holy Qur’an meticulously delineates diverse aspects of human Nafs 

underscoring the intrinsic diverse potential and the persistent internal strife that 

human beings encounter throughout their lives. Human life is a battlefield where 

the forces of virtue and vice engage in a perpetual struggle. These states or levels 

of Nafs are articulated as Ammara (inciting self), Lawwama (reproaching self), 

and Mutmainna (contented self).  

Coincidentally, Sigmund Freud a famous Austrian neurologist and the 

founder of psychoanalysis in psychology has also developed the structural 

model of the human psyche, consisting of three entities id, ego, and superego. In 

this psychoanalytical framework, the id represents primal instinctual 

gratifications, the ego referred as social consciousness that serves as the mediator 

between instincts and social norms, and the superego embodies the internalized 

moral values.10 While rooted in different contexts, both Islamic teachings and 

Freudian psychology explore the intricate dynamics of the human self. 

1. The Inciting Self (al-Nafs al-ammara) 

The inciting Nafs is the primitive, unconscious part of the human self that 

operates at physical level on the pleasure principle. It houses our most basic 

instincts and desires, seeking satisfaction of immediate gratification without 

concern for consequences. It is the reservoir of raw energy, the driving force 

behind our impulses and primary motives. This state of self operates without a 

moral filter, pursuing pleasure and avoiding pain at its most primary level.  

Fulfillment of biological, physiological, or instinctive desires is a natural 

requirement for the survival of life. If we ignore our basic needs, we will soon die. 

However, like a flame without a careful hand to tend it, unchecked indulgence in 

pleasure can lead to failure, unhappiness, and destruction. Unregulated, immoral, 
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and excessive indulgence in sensual pleasure is too trivial to satisfy our whole 

being. Impulses that take over our wisdom and disturb our responsible behavior 

must be curbed and tamed.  

Taming this wild force is no small feat. Individuals at this state of Nafs 

may find themselves easily swayed by negative impulses.  Islam emphasizes the 

importance of fighting the inciting Nafs seeking God’s mercy and guidance. The 

Qur’an says that Prophet Yousaf (peace be upon him) said about the negative 

inclination of Nafs:  

يمٌ  فُورٌ رَحِّ
َ
ي غ ِّ

نَّ رَب  ي إِّ ِّ
مَ رَب   مَا رَحِّ

َّ
لَّ وءِّ إِّ

السُّ  بِّ
ٌ
ارَة مَّ

َ َ
فْسَ لَ نَّ النَّ ي إِّ فْس ِّ

َ
ِّئُ ن

بَر 
ُ
 11وَمَا أ

“Yet I claim not that my Nafs is free from blame. Verily, the Nafs is inclined to 

evil, except when my Lord bestows His Mercy. Verily, my Lord is Most Gracious, 

Most Merciful.” 

Inciting Nafs is like an uncontrolled flood of water which brings nothing 

but destruction, death, fear, and sadness to life:  

 
 
هَهٗ هَوٰىهُ

ٰ
ل  اِّ

َ
ذ
َ
خ رَءَیْتَ مَنِّ اتَّ

َ
 -ا

ً
یْل یْهِّ وَكِّ

َ
وْنُ عَل

ُ
ك
َ
نْتَ ت

َ
ا
َ
ف
َ
 12ا

“Have you ever considered the case of him who has taken his carnal desire for 

his god? Can you take responsibility for guiding him to the Right Way?” 

Animal imagery is often used to describe the force of inciting Nafs. A 

popular image is an unruly horse that must be trained and tamed so that eventually 

it will bear its rider to the goal. To gain control over the inciting Nafs, one must 

engage in the process of self-awareness, self-discipline, self-purification, and self-

realization. 

After returning from a war Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) said, 

“We now return from the small struggle (Jihad Asghar) to the big struggle (Jihad 

Akbar)”. His companions asked, “O Prophet of Allah, what is the big struggle?” 

He replied, “The struggle against temptations of Nafs.”13 
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The following verse of Surah An-Nur guides believers to be vigilant and 

cautioning against treading the path illuminated by Satan: 

هَا    يُّ
َ
أ
 يََٰٰٓ

ۡ
ٱل بِّ مُرُ 

ۡ
يَأ هُ ۥ نَّ إِّ

َ
ف نِّ 

َٰ
يۡط ٱلشَّ تِّ 

وَٰ
ُ
ط

ُ
خ عۡ  بِّ

َّ
يَت وَمَن   ِۚ نِّ

َٰ
يۡط ٱلشَّ تِّ 

وَٰ
ُ
ط

ُ
خ  

ْ
عُوا بِّ

َّ
ت
َ
ت  

َ
لَّ  

ْ
ءَامَنُوا ينَ  ذِّ

َّ
ِّ  ٱل

َّ
ٱللَّ ضۡلُ 

َ
ف  

َ
وۡلَّ

َ
وَل رِِّۚ 

َ
نك

ُ ۡ
وَٱلۡ ءِّ 

َٰٓ
ا
َ
فَحۡش

يعٌ عَ  ُ سَمِّ
َّ

 وَٱللَّ
ُۗ
ءُ
َٰٓ
ا
َ
ي مَن يَش ِّ

 
َ يُزَك

َّ
نَّ ٱللَّ كِّ

َٰ
بَدٗا وَل

َ
حَدٍ أ

َ
نۡ أ ِّ

م م 
ُ
نك ىٰ مِّ

َ
مۡ وَرَحۡمَتُهُ ۥمَا زَك

ُ
يۡك

َ
يم  عَل  14لِّ

“O you who have believed, do not follow the footsteps of Satan. And whoever 

follows the footsteps of Satan - indeed, he enjoins immorality and wrongdoing. 

And had it not been for the grace of Allah and His Mercy on you, not one of you 

would ever have been pure; but Allah purifies whomever He wishes, and Allah is 

Hearing, Knowing.” 

The verse highlights that succumbing to Satanic steps leads one towards 

immorality and wrongdoing. It’s a stark warning against the gradual descent into 

darkness and hell. Yet, there’s a ray of hope and mercy in the verse. The mention 

of Allah’s grace and mercy serves as a lifeline for believers. Allah, in His 

wisdom, purifies those who sincerely seek it. The reminder that Allah is Hearing 

and Knowing reinforces the idea that our struggles and endeavors are not 

unnoticed. Every step, every plea for purification, is heard and understood by the 

All-Knowing. 

The vital force of inciting Nafs is essential for active life but unguided 

impulses can manifest as aggression, transgression, sin, and violence. One must 

develop Nafs-e-lawwama to ensure that the pursuit of pleasure doesn’t veer into 

perilous territories. It will recognize the importance of balancing short-term 

pleasures with long-term meaningful goals. 

2. The Reproaching Self (al-Nafs al-lawwama)  

Nafs-e-lawwama refers to the human conscience, wisdom, or the soul that 

has the capacity to distinguish between good and bad. It can recognize its own 

strengths, weaknesses, shortcomings, sins, and wrongdoings. It serves as an inner 

moral compass, guiding individuals towards righteousness and encouraging self-

reflection.  
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The concept of Nafs-e-lawwama emphasizes the internal struggle between 

good and evil within an individual. When the holder of this Nafs commits a 

morally questionable act, Nafs-e-lawwama prompts a sense of guilt, repentance, 

and remorse. It highlights the importance of self-awareness and accountability. 

The soul that reproaches itself is seen as a positive force, urging individuals to 

seek forgiveness, make amends, strive for social adjustment and spiritual growth. 

In Surah al-Qiyama the Qur’ān appreciates Nafs-e-lawwama in these words: 

یٰمَةِّ  قِّ
ْ
یَوْمِّ ال مُ بِّ سِّ

ْ
ق
ُ
 ا
ۤ َ
امَةِّ  لَّ وَّ

َّ
فْسِّ الل النَّ مُ بِّ سِّ

ْ
ق
ُ
 ا
ۤ َ
 15وَ لَّ

“I swear by the Day of Resurrection. And I swear by the self-reproaching self.” 

Nafs-e-lawwama does not rest in one state between good and evil but 

keeps on swinging its positions because its role is to create a balance between the 

other two states of Nafs. It remembers and forgets, submits and evades, loves and 

hates, rejoices and saddens, accepts and rejects, obeys and rebels. It is reflective 

and conscious of its own strengths and weaknesses. It feels good for doing 

righteous deeds and it repents of committing wrongs.  

Acquiring Nafs-e-lawwama is essential for a balanced life. It guides 

individuals to make choices in line with moral codes, ensuring harmony between 

instinctive needs and societal values. By satisfying basic needs ethically, this state 

fosters a conscientious and responsible approach to decision-making, contributing 

to a fulfilling life. 

In psychoanalytical theory this state of Nafs is identified with ego. Ego is a 

pivotal element and vital energy that encourages individuals to be mindful of their 

actions, fostering a continuous process of self-improvement striving to do things 

right. It operates on the reality principle, seeking to satisfy one’s desires in a 

realistic way. The reproaching Nafs acts as a mediator between the impulsive 

desires and the constraints of social reality. This might mean waiting to fulfill a 

need until you are in the right time and place, a process known as delayed 

gratification. 
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3. The Contented Nafs (al-Nafs al-muṭmainna) 

Nafs-e-mutmainna is the highest state of Nafs which refers to a fully 

purified self. It crosses the boundaries of sensual and instinctive gratifications. 

The goals of Nafs-e-mutaminna are the attainment of eternal bliss, perfect peace, 

true freedom, and divine experience. The most prominent characteristic of Nafs-e-

mutmainna is a profound sense of enlightenment and tranquility. At this stage 

suffering ends and the individual becomes completely blissful, happy, and 

peaceful with themselves, their circumstances, and their relationship with Allah. 

Trials and challenges are part of life but Nafs-e-mutmainna faces them 

with patience, persistence, and perseverance. Faith is at its peak at this level. A 

person with mutmainna souls understands that difficulties are a test from Allah 

and an opportunity for spiritual growth.  

There is a deep sense of trust in Allah’s wisdom and mercy. The 

individual relies on Allah for guidance, sustenance, and protection, 

acknowledging that all affairs are ultimately in His control. A person with a 

mutmainna soul submits to Allah’s guidance and accepts His decrees with 

patience and gratitude. The mutmainna soul reaches the highest level of 

mindfulness, awareness, consciousness, contentment, and blissfulness. It enjoys 

limitless expansion, universal union, spiritual elevation, and closeness to Allah. 

The Holy Qur’an mentions that Allah invites this Nafs to Jannah for eternal bliss: 

ي جَ  لِّ
ُ
ي وَادْخ بَادِّ ي عِّ ي فِّ لِّ

ُ
ادْخ

َ
  ف

ً
ة يَّ  مَرْضِّ

ً
يَة كِّ رَاضِّ ِّ

ى رَب 
َ
ل ي إِّ عِّ   ارْجِّ

ُ
ة نَّ مَئِّ

ْ
ط
ُ ْ
فْسُ الۡ تُهَا النَّ يَّ

َ
ی يَا أ تِّ

 16نَّ

“O, self, in complete rest and satisfaction! Return to your Lord; - well-pleased 

[yourself] and well-pleasing unto Him! Enter you, then, among My devotees! Yes, 

enter you My Heaven.” 

Nafs-e-mutmainna holds all of our internalized moral standards and ideals, 

empowering the believer to act upon idealistic (Jannah) standards rather than only 

upon realistic (current) goals. This Nafs takes over the charge of the conscious, 
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preconscious, subconscious, and unconscious mind. This self-mastery brings 

ultimate success to life: 

وَىٰ 
ۡ
أ
َ ۡ
يَ ٱلۡ  هِّ

َ
ة جَنَّ

ۡ
نَّ ٱل إِّ

َ
هَوَىٰ ف

ۡ
فۡسَ عَنِّ ٱل هَی ٱلنَّ

َ
هِّ وَن ِّ

 مَقَامَ رَب 
َ
اف

َ
ا مَنۡ خ مَّ

َ
 17وَأ

“But as far as he who feared standing before his Lord, and restrained himself 

from lusts, verily Paradise will be his abode.”  

The journey through these stages reflects the transformative nature of 

human Nafs. It is a dynamic process where individuals strive to move from the 

lower, more base desires (ammara) to a higher state of self-awareness (lawwama), 

ultimately reaching the highest state of tranquility, contentment, and blissfulness 

(mutmainna). 

The interplay among these three states of Nafs is a dynamic and often 

conflicting relationship. The Nafs-e-ammara pushes for immediate gratifications, 

the Nafs-e-mutmainna imposes moral constraints and pulls towards long-term 

meaningful aspirations, and the Nafs-e-lawwama seeks to find a balance between 

the two. 

These forces are dynamic and always shifting. Sometimes the demands of 

the ammara might take precedence. In other cases, it might be the mutmainna that 

takes the lead. In every situation, the lawwama serves as the mediator trying to 

strike a balance between the demands of both.  The key to a healthy personality is 

a balance between these states of Nafs. The religious ideal, however, is the 

attainment of the level of Nafs-e-mutmainna for eternal bliss. 

Following common examples can be helpful in understanding the application 

these three forces of Nafs: 

Eating a piece of cake: 

• Ammara: I want to eat the cake because it looks delicious, and I feel 

hungry. 
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• Mutmainna: I shouldn’t eat cake because it’s unhealthy and goes against 

my diet. 

• Lawwama: I can eat a small piece of cake as a treat, but I will balance it out 

by eating healthy for the rest of the day. 

Being stuck in traffic: 

• Ammara: I want to get home quickly and feel frustrated by the traffic. 

• Mutmainna: I should be patient and calm, and not get angry or aggressive 

towards other drivers. 

• Lawwama: I can acknowledge my frustration and find ways to cope with it, 

such as listening to music or taking deep breaths while driving safely and 

courteously. 

 

How to Develop Spirituality (Self-purification) 

Purifying the Nafs and ascending from lower levels to higher levels is a 

continuous and intentional process in Islamic spirituality. Remember, the 

purification of the Nafs is a lifelong challenging journey and progress may be 

gradual. You need to stay committed to the path of self-purification and self-

transformation. It requires patience, perseverance, consistency, sincere effort, 

self-discipline, and reliance on Allah’s guidance and mercy: 

 
 
نَا
َ
هُمْ سُبُل یَنَّ نَهْدِّ

َ
یْنَا ل یْنَ جَاهَدُوْا فِّ ذِّ

َّ
یْنَ -وَ ال نِّ حْسِّ

ُ ْ
عَ الْ

َ َ
َ لۡ

ّٰ
نَّ اللّٰ  18وَ اِّ

“As for those who strive in Our cause, We shall surely guide them to Our paths. 

Indeed Allah is with those who do good.” 

Achieving success and happiness requires a trans-formative journey from 

instinctual gratifications to a more deliberate, conscious, and values-based 

existence. Transitioning from the impulsive Nafs (ammara) to the reality-oriented 

Nafs (lawwama), and eventually embracing the morally and spirituality guided 
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Nafs (mutmainna), allows for a more organized, responsible, purposeful, and 

meaningful life. 

Self-purification is a spiritual science which is also known as spiritual 

alchemy. Spiritual alchemy is a metaphorical and symbolic concept that draws its 

roots from the traditional practice of alchemy, which aimed to transform base 

metals into precious ones e.g., turning lead into gold and discovering the elixir of 

immortality. In spiritual context, alchemy is not concerned with physical 

substances but rather with the inner transformation of the human self for the 

pursuit of sustainable success, eternal bliss, and long-lasting happiness. In 

spiritual alchemy the “base metals” represent the impurities, flaws, and negative 

qualities within an individual, while the “gold” symbolizes spiritual 

enlightenment, wisdom, and inner harmony.19 

Similar to traditional alchemy, spiritual alchemy outlines stages or phases 

of inner transformation. These stages may vary in different spiritual traditions but 

generally include processes such as calcination (burning away impurities), 

dissolution (breaking down the ego), and coagulation (integration and wholeness). 

Calcination is the first rule of alchemy; Self-purification is the foremost principle 

of spiritual transformation.   

 

Spiritual alchemy emphasizes the transmutation of consciousness. This 

involves a shift from a limited, ego-centered perspective to a more expansive, 

spiritually awakened state of awareness. It is the process of becoming aware of 

one’s true nature and its connection to the divine. 

In his influential work titled “Alchemy of Happiness” (Kimiyā-yi saʿādat), 

Imam Ghazali explored the path to spiritual fulfillment and the attainment of true 

happiness. He emphasized the need for individuals to detach themselves from 

worldly attachments and to seek spiritual knowledge and understanding of 

Maqam-e-Marafat as he mentioned: 
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“It has therefore been observed in the lives of the prophets and the ‘aulia’ 

that all considerations of God’s gifts to them in the shape of worldly goods of 

comfort have always had the least value to them and expend them lavishly in 

God’s way. Their predominent desire is always of leading a simple life, non-

showy, good life with their heart’s eyes all the time a focused on the “Marafat” of 

Allah the merciful”20. 

 

Here, Imam Ghazali stressed the importance of acquiring knowledge not 

merely for intellectual pursuits but as a means to achieve inner transformation and 

to deepen one’s relationship with Allah, for this he advise to give least value to 

worldly goods and comforts and avoid lust & desire to attain the knowledge that 

will give you the stage of Marafat. 

Islamic Way of Spiritual Development 

Spirituality is a multifaceted concept explored through various schools of 

thought, each presenting unique beliefs and practices. Religious Spirituality, 

linked to organized religions like Christianity, Islam, Buddhism, Hinduism, 

Judaism, and Sikhism, guides followers with specific rituals. Mystical Spirituality 

emphasizes personal experiences of the divine, employing practices like 

meditation. Yoga and Eastern Spirituality, rooted in Indian traditions, stress 

spiritual realization through physical postures and meditation. Humanistic 

Spirituality centers on personal growth and ethical values, not necessarily tied to 

specific religious doctrines. Sufism, a mystical Islamic school, pursues a direct 

experience of God’s love through practices like sufi music and meditation. Bhakti 

in Hinduism centers on deep devotion to a personal deity, expressed through 

hymns and worship. Transcendental Meditation uses mantra repetition for 

relaxation. Existential Spirituality, explored by existentialist thinkers, focuses on 

individual freedom and meaning in a secular context. Eco-spirituality highlights 

the interconnections of all life and environmental stewardship, drawing from 

indigenous wisdom. These traditions offer diverse perspectives on the spiritual 
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journey, empowering individuals to choose paths based on their beliefs and 

experiences, making the personal spiritual journey a choice influenced by 

individual inclinations. 

Islam offers the best practices of spiritual development through the 

pathway of self-purification. The concept of self-purification holds a profound 

significance in Islam. It was an integral part of the life and mission of Prophet 

Muhammad (peace be upon him) as explained in the following verse: 

قَدْ 
َ
ُ   مَنَّ   ل

ّٰ
ى  اللّٰ

َ
یْنَ   عَل نِّ ؤْمِّ

ُ ْ
   الۡ

ْ
ذ    اِّ

َ
مْ   بَعَث یْهِّ    فِّ

ً
نْ   رَسُوْلَّ ِّ

مْ   م  هِّ نْفُسِّ
َ
وْا  ا

ُ
مْ   یَتْل یْهِّ

َ
ه      عَل یٰتِّ

ٰ
مْ   وَ   ا یْهِّ ِّ

 
مُهُمُ   وَ   یُزَك ِّ

 
تٰبَ   یُعَل كِّ

ْ
        وَ   ال

َِۚ
مَة

ْ
ك حِّ

ْ
ال

نْ   وَ  انُوْا  اِّ
َ
نْ   ك بْلُ   مِّ

َ
یْ   ق فِّ

َ
لٍ   ل

ٰ
یْنٍ   ضَل بِّ

 21مُّ

“God did confer a great favor on the believers when he sent among them an 

apostle from among themselves rehearsing unto them the signs of God, purifying 

them, and instructing them in scripture and wisdom, while before that they had 

been in manifest error.” 

This verse emphasizes the holistic nature of Prophet Muhammad’s 

mission, including the crucial role of self-purification in the spiritual development 

of the believers. It underscores the trans-formative power of divine guidance in 

turning individuals away from evils and towards a path of righteousness. 

In Islam there is a perfect and comprehensive framework for self-

purification, known as Tazkia-e-Nafs. Tazkia, an Arabic term, embodies the 

process of purifying, developing, and nurturing the inner self. Deeply rooted in 

Islamic spiritual practices, this concept emphasizes the purification of the soul 

from negative traits and cultivation of virtues to attain a heightened state of 

perfection. The process of Tazkia-e-Nafs involves self-reflection, self-discipline, 

self-mastery, and self-transformation. It aims to purify the heart and soul from 

vices to cultivate virtues such as clarity of purpose, patience, humility, gratitude, 

service, devotion, and compassion. In this way human life qualifies for 

extraordinary blissful experience and heightened growth. 
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At its core, Tazkia-e-Nafs delves into the intricate landscape of the human 

soul, advocating for a profound journey of inner purification. This journey entails 

a deliberate and conscious effort to cleanse the soul of negative traits and vices 

that may hinder spiritual growth. The ultimate goal is not merely the elimination 

of detrimental qualities but the cultivation of virtuous attributes that elevate the 

individual to the pinnacle of spiritual perfection (Nafs-e-mutmaninna). 

The essential Islamic practices of Tazkia-e-Nafs are known as “Pillars of 

Islam” upon which the whole Islamic life stands. Just as the pillars bear the 

burden of a building, Islamic practices provide a strong foundation for a 

successful, happy, and fulfilling life. Holy Prophet (peace be upon him) said: 

وَ   ، ةِّ
َ

ل الصَّ امِّ 
َ
ق وَإِّ  ، االلهِّ رَسُوْلُ  دًا  مُحَمَّ وَأنَّ   

ُ
االله  

َّ
لَّ إِّ هَ 

ٰ
ل إِّ  

َّ
لَّ أنْ  هَادَةِّ 

َ
ش مْسٍ: 

َ
خ ی 

ٰ
عَل مُ 

َ
الإِّسْل يَ  وَصَوْمِّ  بُنِّ  ،  

حَجِّ
ْ
وَال  ، اةِّ

َ
ک الزَّ يْتَاءِّ  إِّ

 22رَمَضَانَ 

“Islam is based on five things; to bear witness that there is no god except Allah, 

and that Muhammad (p.b.u.h.) is His slave and messenger; to offer prayer and to 

pay zakat and to perform hajj and to fast (the month of) Ramadan.” 

These pillars and practices provide a structured framework for personal 

growth, social cohesion, meaningful organized life, character building, and 

spiritual elevation. By adhering to these practices, Muslims submit to the divine 

will and demonstrate their obedience and devotion to Allah, reinforcing their 

sense of servitude. The pillars and practices of Islam have profound spiritual 

impacts, enriching the lives of Muslims by strengthening their faith, fostering 

discipline and self-reflection, promoting compassion and community, and 

deepening their connection with the Divine. These acts of worship are not only 

religious obligations but also powerful means of spiritual growth and purification. 

The pillars and practices of Islam are central to the faith and way of life of 

Muslims. These acts of worship have profound spiritual impacts on individuals 

and the Muslim community as a whole. Here is a detailed elaboration on each of 

the five pillars of Islam: 
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1- Shahädah (Declaration of faith)  

2- Salät (Prayer) 

3- Zakät (Giving) 

4- Saum (Fasting) 

5- Hajj (Pilgrimage) 

Shahädah (Declaration of Faith) 

Shahädah, the Declaration of Faith, is the foundational pillar of Islam. It 

serves as the bedrock of a Muslim's belief, affirming the oneness of Allah and the 

prophethood of Muhammad. Uttering the Shahädah—"La ilaha illallah, 

Muhammadur Rasulullah" (There is no god but Allah, Muhammad is the 

Messenger of Allah)—marks the entry into Islam, declaring one's submission to 

the divine unity and the guidance of the Prophet. This declaration not only 

encapsulates the essence of Islamic monotheism but also signifies an unwavering 

commitment to living in accordance with the teachings of Islam. 

Salät (Prayer) 

Salät, or Prayer, is a profound spiritual practice in Islam, serving as a 

direct means of communication between the worshipper and Allah. With five 

daily prayers, Muslims establish a rhythmic connection with the divine, aligning 

their lives with the sacred. Each prayer, performed facing the Ka’abah in Makkah, 

involves physical postures and recitations from the Qur’an, fostering a deep sense 

of humility, devotion, and spiritual elevation. Salät not only punctuates the day 

but also provides a continuous reminder of the spiritual dimension inherent in 

every aspect of a Muslim's life. 

Zakät (Giving) 

Zakät, the act of giving, holds a pivotal role in the social and economic 

fabric of Islam. It is not merely a charitable deed, but a mandatory form of wealth 

distribution aimed at fostering social justice and compassion. Muslims are 

required to give a portion of their wealth to those in need, purifying their own 
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wealth in the process. This act of giving serves to eradicate poverty, create a sense 

of community, and instill a consciousness of shared responsibility, emphasizing 

that material wealth is a trust from Allah to benefit society as a whole. 

Saum (Fasting) 

Saum, or Fasting during the month of Ramadan, is a spiritual discipline 

that extends beyond abstaining from food and drink. It is a holistic practice that 

involves refraining from negative behaviors, fostering self-discipline, and 

cultivating empathy for the less fortunate. Fasting serves as a means of self-

purification, bringing about heightened spiritual awareness and a deepened 

connection to Allah. By experiencing hunger and thirst, Muslims are reminded of 

their dependence on Allah and the transient nature of worldly desires. 

Hajj (Pilgrimage) 

Hajj, the pilgrimage to Makkah, is a profound and trans-formative journey 

that holds a special place in Islam. It represents the ultimate act of submission and 

unity among Muslims, as millions from diverse backgrounds gather to fulfill this 

fifth pillar. The rituals of Hajj trace the footsteps of Prophet Ibrahim and his 

family, symbolizing surrender to Allah's command and the unity of the Muslim 

ummah. The pilgrimage not only purifies the soul but also emphasizes equality, 

humility, and the universality of Islam, as believers stand shoulder to shoulder in 

the sacred precincts of Makkah. 

Conclusion: 

In conclusion, the exploration of spirituality within the Islamic context has 

unraveled a rich and multifaceted tapestry, showcasing the profound depth and 

trans-formative potential of this complex concept. The comprehensive analysis of 

Islamic teachings, drawing from Qur’an, Hadiths, and scholarly interpretations, 

has illuminated the diverse dimensions of spirituality. This study confirms that 

self-purification (spirituality) in Islam extends beyond conventional boundaries, 

encapsulating a holistic approach to self-purification, connection with a higher 
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power, inner discovery, harmony with the universe, ethical development, 

mindfulness, and the transcendence of ego. 

The diverse interpretations and perspectives that shape Islamic spirituality 

have been meticulously examined, shedding light on the trans-formative power 

inherent in these spiritual practices. The findings underscore the interplay of self-

purification and success. It becomes evident that Islamic spirituality offers a 

comprehensive guide for individuals seeking personal growth and fulfillment, 

emphasizing the pursuit of a deeper understanding of oneself and the world. It 

explores how the purification of the self, as emphasized in Pillars of Islam, 

influences one's path to success—both in worldly achievements and the 

attainment of inner contentment.  

Focusing on the concept of "Nafs" in Islamic philosophy, this comprehensive 

study dissects the three states—Ammara, Lawwama, and Mutmainna. The 

research traces the evolution of the human self, exploring the interplay between 

instinct, conscience, and spiritual development. Through an in-depth analysis, the 

study seeks to unravel the complexities of the human soul as outlined in Islamic 

teachings. 
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