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Abu Hamid al-Ghazali’s Kit��"��ÂÖÖ�âV�&&��v� l-shawq wa’l-uns wa’l-ri�
�� (The Book of Love, Longing, Intimacy, and 

Contentment) represents the thirty-sixth chapter of his magnum opus, the I�%y��¾ +÷VÁkm al-d�¶à(The Revival of the

Religious Sciences). Within the landscape of 11th-century Islamic philosophy and mysticism, this treatise serves as

a seminal technical framework that bridges the gap between orthodox legalism and experiential spirituality. Unlike

contemporary sentimentalist approaches to the concept of love, Al-Ghazali employs a rigorous psychological and

ontological methodology to dissect the mechanisms of human affection and its ultimate redirection toward the

Divine Essence.

The Theoretical Framework of Divine Love

To understand Al-Ghazali’s architecture of love, one must first engage with his definition of the term. Love, in the 

Ghazalian sense, is an inclination toward that which provides pleasure through perception. This definition 

necessitates a technical breakdown of two primary components: Perception and Pleasure. Al-Ghazali argues that

where there is no perception, there can be no love, and where there is no pleasure derived from that perception, no

inclination (love) can exist.

The Hierarchy of Perception

Al-Ghazali categorizes perception into two distinct domains, each governed by different sensory and cognitive

faculties:

•  External Perception: Facilitated by the five physical senses (sight, hearing, touch, taste, smell). This level of 

perception is shared with the animal kingdom and is limited to material, accidental properties.

•  Internal Perception (The Sixth Sense): Referred to as the Qalb (Heart) or Basira (Insight). This faculty 

perceives meanings, essences, and spiritual beauty that are inaccessible to the physical eyes.

The core of Al-Ghazali’s argument is that the internal perception is more powerful and durable than the external. 

Therefore, the love resulting from the Basira—specifically the love for God—is not only possible but is the highest

form of rational and spiritual necessity.

Technical Analysis of the Five Causes of Love

Al-Ghazali identifies five specific vectors or "causes" (asbab) that trigger the mechanism of love. By analyzing these

causes, he demonstrates that God is the only entity that embodies all five perfectly, thereby making Him the only

true object of love.

1. Love of Self and Self-Preservation

The most primal instinct is the love for one's own existence and the perfection of that existence. Technically, Al-

Ghazali posits that since man’s existence is contingent (possible) and God’s existence is Necessary (Wajib al-

Wujud), the love of self naturally leads to the love of the Creator, who is the Sustainer(Muqawwim) of that

existence.



2. Love of the Benefactor

Humanity is naturally inclined toward those who provide benefit or remove harm. Al-Ghazali applies a mathematical-

like logic here: if person A gives a gift to person B, B loves A. However, A’s ability to give, the gift itself, and the

impulse to give are all created by God. Therefore, the true Benefactor is God, and the intermediary is merely a

channel.

3. Love of Beauty (Internal and External)

Beauty is defined as the presence of all possible perfections suitable to an object. While physical beauty is 

transient, Moral and Intellectual Beautyis eternal. Al-Ghazali argues that God is the Source of all beauty; thus, all

aesthetic appreciation is, at its root, an appreciation of Divine attributes.

4. Love of Goodness and Excellence

This refers to the love for individuals possessing high character, knowledge, or virtue, even if the lover does not

personally benefit from them. Since all human perfection is a reflection of Divine Names (The All-Knowing, The

Patient, The Wise), God is the ultimate recipient of this form of love.

5. Love of Affinity (The Hidden Correspondence)

This is a subtle technical concept involving the Munasaba(affinity) between the human spirit and the Divine. Al-

Ghazali references the tradition that "God created Adam in His image," implying a spiritual correspondence that

allows the human soul to recognize and yearn for its Origin.

Comparative Matrix: Human Love vs. Divine Love

To further clarify the distinctions between mundane affection and the spiritual stages of Mahabba, the following

table provides a comparative analysis of their operational mechanics.



Feature Mundane (Human) Love Divine (Transcendental) Love

Perception Source Physical Senses (Sight/Hearing) Intellectual/Spiritual Insight (Basira)

Object Durability Transient/Subject to decay Eternal/Immutable

Primary Driver Physical pleasure or ego-satisfaction Spiritual fulfillment and proximity

Limit Satiation leads to boredom Infinite progression (No satiety)

Outcome Attachment to the finite Liberation through the Infinite

The Mechanics of Longing (Shawq) and Intimacy (Uns)

Once love is established, it manifests through specific spiritual dynamics. Al-Ghazali provides a sophisticated 

psychological breakdown of Shawq (Longing) and Uns (Intimacy).

The Dynamics of Longing (Shawq)

Longing is defined as the soul's movement toward an object that is partially known but partially absent. Al-Ghazali 

introduces a technical paradox: How can one long for God if God is always present? He resolves this by stating that 

the "absence" is not spatial but perceptual. The lover longs for a deeper Mushahada(Witnessing) and the removal

of the veils of the ego.

The Taxonomy of Intimacy (Uns)

Intimacy is the joy felt when the lover perceives the presence of the Beloved. It is the counter-pole to Hayba(Awe).

While Awe results from contemplating God’s Majesty (Jalal), Intimacy results from contemplating God’s Beauty

(Jamal). Al-Ghazali notes that the sign of true Intimacy is a feeling of contraction regarding the world and expansion

regarding the Divine presence.

The Summit of Contentment (Rida): A Procedural Execution

The final stage discussed in the treatise is Rida(Contentment). This is often misunderstood as passive resignation.

In the Ghazalian framework, Rida is an active state of the heart where the lover finds sweetness in the decrees of

the Beloved, regardless of whether they cause physical pain or pleasure.

The Three Stages of Contentment

1.  Absence of Objection: The individual refrains from complaining or resisting the Divine decree, though they 

may still feel the pain of the trial.

2.  Acceptance with Tranquility: The heart remains still and undisturbed by external calamities, viewing them as 

the will of the Beloved.

3.  Finding Joy in Trials: The highest technical stage where the lover is so absorbed in the source of the trial 

(God) that the sensation of the trial is neutralized or transformed into pleasure.

Implementation Guide: Practical Steps to Cultivate Divine Love

For the practitioner, Al-Ghazali outlines a specific workflow to transition from theoretical knowledge to experiential 

reality. This involves a process of Tazkiyah (Purification).



Phase 1: Pre-requisite Virtues

Love cannot inhabit a heart occupied by competing attachments. The following stages must be mastered:

•  Repentance (Tawba): Cleansing the heart of moral obstructions.

•  Patience (Sabr): Strengthening the will against immediate physical gratifications.

•  Thankfulness (Shukr): Recognizing the Benefactor behind every blessing.

Phase 2: Cognitive Restructuring

The practitioner must engage in constant Dhikr (Remembrance) and Fikr (Contemplation). By meditating on the 

attributes of God and the wonders of creation, the Basirais sharpened, allowing the internal perception of Divine

Beauty to take root.

Phase 3: The Removal of Veils

Al-Ghazali emphasizes that the primary obstacle to love is the "Self" (Nafs). Through voluntary poverty, silence,

and seclusion, the practitioner systematically weakens the ego’s grip, allowing the natural affinity (Munasaba)

between the soul and God to manifest.

Case Studies and Illustrative Anecdotes

Al-Ghazali’s treatise is rich with technical anecdotes that serve as "data points" for the effectiveness of these 

spiritual states. He frequently cites the sayings of saints like Rabia al-Adawiyya and Hasan al-Basrito illustrate

the reality of selfless love.

Case Study: The Nature of True Sincerity

One notable example involves the distinction between loving God for the sake of Paradise (mercenary love) and

loving God for His Essence (essential love). Al-Ghazali argues that while loving God for Paradise is valid, it is

technically a form of "love for the gift" rather than "love for the Giver." The elite (khawass) are those whose love is

independent of reward or punishment.

Analysis of Failure Modes: Why Love Fails to Develop

Al-Ghazali identifies several "failure modes" in the development of Mahabba:



Failure Mode Technical Cause Remediation

Spiritual Blindness Over-reliance on physical senses Engaging in deep contemplation (Fikr)

Divided Heart Attachment to multiple worldly objects Practice of detachment (Zuhd)

Ignorance (Jahl) Lack of knowledge regarding Divine 
Attributes

Study of theology and spiritual 
metaphysics

Ego-Centricity Preference for personal will over 
Divine will

Cultivating Contentment (Rida)

Summary and Broader Implications

Al-Ghazali’s contribution to the discourse on love is not merely a collection of mystical aphorisms but a rigorous

psychological system. By defining love as an inclination following perception, he provides a logical path for the

seeker to move from the sensory world to the spiritual realm. The transition through Longing, Intimacy, and finally

Contentment represents a complete overhaul of the human psyche.

The impact of this work on subsequent Islamic thought cannot be overstated. It provided the theological justification

for Sufi practices, ensuring that the "religion of love" remained rooted in the orthodox framework of the Sharia.

Furthermore, Al-Ghazali’s analysis of the "internal senses" prefigured many developments in modern

phenomenology and depth psychology. For the contemporary reader, the treatise offers a blueprint for finding

meaning in an age of transience, suggesting that the ultimate fulfillment of the human capacity for love is found only

in the contemplation of the Infinite.

Ultimately, the *Kit�� al-ma�%abba* asserts that the journey toward God is not merely one of legal compliance, but of

profound emotional and intellectual realization. Love is the engine of the spiritual life, the force that transforms the

hardship of obedience into the joy of proximity. Through the careful cultivation of perception and the systematic

removal of egoic barriers, the individual can achieve a state of contentment that remains unshaken by the

vicissitudes of the material world.
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