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Abstract

Positive psychology, by shifting away from a pathology-oriented approach, emphasises the
identification and cultivation of human strengths and the promotion of happiness, life satisfaction,
and psychological well-being. In the works of Imam Muhammad al-Ghazali, particularly Thya’
Ulum al-Din and Kimiya-yi Sa’adat, a coherent framework is presented for the purging of vices,
the cultivation of virtues, and the elucidation of the nature of happiness, joy, and pleasure; a
framework that, in addition to mitigating human suffering, facilitates the formation of positive
emotions and feelings. Utilising a descriptive-analytical method and a comparative approach, this
research examines several fundamental components of positive psychology within Thya’ Ulum
al-Din and Kimiya-yi Sa’adat.

The research findings indicate that Ghazali and Seligman, both influenced by Aristotelian
thought, share significant commonalities in discussions such as the levels of pleasure, sustainable
happiness, hope, optimism, and virtues; however, they differ in that Ghazali places a particular
emphasis on religious and mystical virtues.

The article concludes that while positive psychology attributes authenticity to the human being
and worldly pleasures, in Ghazali’s teachings, attention to religious doctrines, the afterlife, and
Divine pleasure illuminates various dimensions of human life. These elements act as a powerful
and effective force in organising and elevating emotions, as well as in motivating or deterring
individuals from acquiring virtues and avoiding vices.

Keywords: Muhammad al-Ghazali, Seligman, happiness, optimism, virtue
Introduction

In recent years, positive psychology, as a novel and dynamic approach, has proposed
various solutions and methods to enhance human well-being and happiness. It appears that
the vital and significant motivations of humans in the works of Abu Hamid al-Ghazali align
with the approach of positive psychology. It can be inferred from Ghazali’s works,
particularly in his two invaluable books, /hya’ Ulum al-Din and Kimiya-yi Sa’adat, that he
addressed components central to positive psychology—such as joy, pleasure, hope,
optimism, and various virtues—to attain happiness in both this world and the hereafter.
Within the scope of this article, some of these prominent themes can be extracted based on
his views and compared with Seligman’s perspectives. Furthermore, both thinkers, Ghazali
and Seligman, have been influenced by Aristotelian views in explaining their beliefs
regarding the “good life” and the utilisation of virtues and capabilities. Accordingly, this

article seeks to answer the following questions :
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What are the perspectives of Seligman and Ghazali regarding happiness, hope, optimism,
virtues, and capabilities?

What are the similarities and differences between the two concerning positive emotions
and virtues?

Using a descriptive-analytical method, this research will describe, analyse, and compare
the views of Seligman and Ghazali after extracting their opinions on the subject matter.

Research Findings

Regarding the discussion of happiness, both Seligman and Ghazali recognise various types
and degrees of pleasure. They consider low-level happiness to be linked to sensory
pleasures, which can sometimes entail negative consequences. Both believe that to
transcend transient pleasures and achieve a stable level of happiness, one must acquire
virtues, utilise capabilities, and face challenges and difficult situations; moreover, in higher
stages, one must not neglect authenticity, meaning, and connection to a greater essence in
life. The difference in their views lies in the fact that Ghazali locates authenticity in
happiness and eternal salvation; accordingly, he entirely rejects pleasures that lead to sin,
negligence of the Creator, transgression, and human arrogance. In contrast, Seligman does
not reject any of these pleasures, considering them all necessary for experiencing a

complete life.

In the discussion of hope, both agree on its role in enhancing individual motivation and
performance when facing problems and pursuing goals. However, in Seligman’s views,
hope is emphasised more for fostering creativity and solving problems related to career,
education, and life, whereas Ghazali views the grace and mercy of God, as well as trust
(Tawakkul) in Him, as the creators of motivation and hope in individuals. He believes that
as long as a balance between hope and fear regarding the Truth is maintained within a

human, they will remain in a state of progress and transcendence.

Both Seligman and Ghazali emphasize positive perception of events, expecting good
occurrences in the future, and avoiding excessive optimism, with the distinction that in
positive psychology, optimism is discussed in terms of an individual’s interaction with
themselves and others, whereas in Ghazali’s views, optimism is addressed in three domains:

man with God, man with man, and man with self.

Influenced by Aristotelian thought, both Ghazali and and Seligman emphasize the role of
will and the application of virtues and capabilities to achieve lasting happiness and well-
being, categorizing all virtues into several core virtues. However, to liberate humans from
the struggle between reason and ego, Ghazali resorts to Sharia and its standards. In addition
to the capabilities mentioned in positive psychology, he considers certain religious
components—alongside willpower—as effective in creating positive feelings and

ultimately achieving success through Divine assistance and grace.
Conclusion

The components and approaches of positive psychology are, in many instances, aligned
and similar to the teachings of Ghazali. One of the similarities between Ghazali’s
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worldview and positive psychology is the possibility of training and changing human
character and striving toward positive change; though this, too, depends on human will and
the degree of one’s spirituality. However, the dimensions of positive thinking in Ghazali’s
teachings, due to their reliance on revelatory and monotheistic foundations, are much
broader and deeper than those of positive psychology. What are considered “high goals” in
psychology do not constitute the “ultimate goals” in the teachings of Ghazali.
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