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Abstract 

The aim of the study was to examine how spiritual practices of the Sunni tradition and Sufi disciplines 
were conceptualised as mechanisms of moral formation and how these mechanisms were 
represented in the Yasawi model of moral education in Central Asia, with a focus on Turkestan (Yasi) 
in Kazakhstan. The Yasawi tradition was examined as a historical case encompassing its medieval 
formation and subsequent institutional development, particularly from the twelfth to the nineteenth 
centuries. The study therefore analysed textual representations and historical models of moral 
formation rather than the lived practices of contemporary religious communities. The study was 
conducted as a sequential conceptual-theological analysis involving the operationalisation of key 
categories, followed by a structural-functional typology of practices, a hermeneutic interpretation of 
Sufi moral psychology, and a case-oriented historical-cultural reconstruction of the institutional forms 
of the cult of Ahmad Yasawi. As a result, it has been established that moral formation in an Islamic 
context can be usefully described as the relationship “norm→practice→virtue”, where iman, ibadat 
and akhlak interact through the discipline of repetitive actions, a regime of time and self-observation, 
whilst the mechanism of tazkiyah al-nafs functions as a long-term process of replacing problematic 
qualities with virtues through the regular correction of motives and behaviour. The typology of 
practices into two groups (obligatory and supplementary) has made it possible to systematise at 
least eight practices and identify their typical mechanisms of moral influence: temporal regularity and 
the renewal of intention in ritual prayer; controlled restriction of needs and discipline of speech during 
fasting; institutionalisation of aid and social accountability in zakat; the experience of ritual equality 
and behavioural discipline in pilgrimage; reflective articulation of motives in du’a; restoration of 
ethical categories through repeated engagement with the text in recitation; early detection of 
negative states through self-observation; inhibition of automatic reactions in the remembrance of 
God. Using the case of Ahmad Yasawi, three levels of the formation of the Yasawi tariqa have been 
reconstructed (doctrinal-normative, pedagogical-communicative, cultural-linguistic). The practical 
significance of the study lies in the possibility of using the proposed model for describing moral 
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formation and the typology of mechanisms of influence of spiritual practices for comparative religious 
and cultural studies, as well as for the development of educational and awareness-raising materials 
on the ethical and educational potential of ritual discipline and mentorship in Islamic traditions. 

Keywords: Sunni tradition; Sufism; morality; self-control; mentorship; discipline. 

 

Introduction 

Moral formation in Islam has long attracted attention in philosophy, theology and the social sciences 
because spiritual practices mediate the integration of religious norms into everyday behaviour. This 
issue is especially significant in Central Asia, where Islam shaped moral culture through ritual 
discipline, mentorship and textual transmission. The study therefore examines how these 
mechanisms contributed to moral self-regulation and the role of Sufi traditions in this process. 

A.K. Ahmed (2023) interpreted spiritual values as internal regulators of behaviour that foster moral 
responsibility, self-control and humanistic principles through the integration of spiritual experience 
and ethical norms. F.M. Nur (2024) examined Islamic morality as a system of spiritual discipline that 
stabilises social relations and highlighted ijtihad as a means of adapting individual and collective 
values to contemporary social and technological challenges. R. Hamid et al. (2023) showed that, 
despite doctrinal differences, Sunni and Shia traditions regard ritual practice and spiritual guidance 
as important mechanisms of moral responsibility and social ethics. U. Boron (2024) demonstrated 
that, in Central Asia, Islamic spiritual practices contributed to the transmission of moral norms and 
the preservation of ethical identity under conditions of state secularism. 

M. Bektenova et al. (2025) showed that spiritual practices shape Islamic identity, moral self-
awareness and stable value systems in Central Asia. Z. Abikenov et al. (2025) linked spirituality with 
responsibility, trust and social solidarity in interpersonal relations. N. Karimov et al. (2024) identified 
Sufism as a system of moral education that transmits spiritual values and develops inner discipline. 
A. Nurmanova (2023) emphasised the role of sacred narratives and spiritual centres in constructing 
moral authority through textual and ritual practices. N.A. Atygayev (2023) likewise demonstrated that 
spiritual traditions supported the moral legitimacy of authority and the formation of spiritual identity. 

Despite extensive scholarship, the mechanisms through which Yasawi spiritual practices shaped 
moral values within Central Asian social and cultural structures remain insufficiently systematised. 
Existing studies have generally treated Islamic virtues, Sufi moral psychology, self-discipline and 
mentorship as separate domains (Hill, 2021; Keshavarzi et al., 2024; Khalil, 2023; Shaukat et al., 
2024). This study addresses that gap by integrating normative concepts, repeated practices, 
mentor–disciple guidance and the culturally embedded Yasawi tradition into a unified model of moral 
formation. 

The study aimed to identify how Islamic and Yasawi spiritual practices foster moral values. It 
examined their role in Sunni moral self-awareness, the functions of ritual and supplementary 
practices in moral discipline, and Ahmad Yasawi’s spiritual activity as a model of moral education. 

 

Materials and Methods 

The study was conducted as a theoretical and corpus-based analysis of a corpus of textual sources 
devoted to the spiritual practices of Islam and the Yasawiyyah tradition of moral formation. The 
research corpus consisted of two interrelated groups of materials. The first group comprised 
academic publications in religious studies and theology describing Sunni spiritual practices and Sufi 
disciplines of self-regulation; the second group comprised texts related to the Yasawiyyah tradition, 
including the corpus of the “Divan-i Hikmet”, historical studies of Ahmad Yasawi’s activities, and 
works on the functioning of his mausoleum as a sacred centre. In total, a corpus of 32 textual sources 
published between 2013 and 2026 was compiled. The materials in the corpus were presented in 
three languages: English, Russian and Turkish. The criteria for selecting sources included 
descriptions of specific spiritual practices (prayer, fasting, charity, zikr, murakaba), references to 
moral categories or virtues (sincerity, patience, responsibility, humility), as well as analyses of the 
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Yasawiyyah tradition or the texts of the “Divan-i Hikmet”. The analysis included only those materials 
in which spiritual practices were viewed not merely as ritual acts, but also as mechanisms of moral 
formation. The unit of analysis was a separate textual fragment (a paragraph or a complete semantic 
unit) in which a reference to a spiritual practice, moral quality, or inner state associated with spiritual 
discipline was recorded. In the corpus “Divan-i Hikmet” (Hoja Ahmed Yassawi, 2013), the unit of 
analysis was a poetic fragment containing a description of a moral state, spiritual attitude or process 
of inner transformation. In total, 214 text fragments containing recurring thematic elements were 
analysed during the coding process. A single instance in the analysis was defined as a separate 
textual fragment containing at least one reference to a spiritual practice, moral quality or inner state, 
after which this fragment was matched to the corresponding coding category. Three frequency levels 
were introduced to interpret the results: “high” (categories occurring in more than 20% of the 
analysed text fragments), “medium” (10-20% of fragments) and “low” (less than 10% of fragments). 

These frequency thresholds were used exclusively to identify recurrent thematic patterns within the 
selected textual corpus and were not treated as evidence of causality, behavioural efficacy or 
prevalence in contemporary religious communities. Accordingly, the categories “high”, “medium” and 
“low” indicated relative textual prominence rather than the actual strength of moral influence. 
Functional interpretations of spiritual practices were derived from the mechanisms explicitly 
described in the analysed theological, historical and Sufi texts and therefore remained interpretative. 
Their applicability to lived religious communities requires further empirical verification through 
participant-based, observational or community-level research. 

A combination of thematic and categorical analysis was used to process the corpus. The first stage 
involved open coding, during which key categories related to spiritual practices and moral qualities 
were identified. As a result of the preliminary analysis, a system of categories was formed, including: 
type of spiritual practice (prayer, fasting, charity, pilgrimage, dhikr, self-observation), type of moral 
action (self-control, impulse control, service to others), inner state (intention, repentance, reflection, 
“purification of the heart”) and the social dimension of morality (responsibility, justice, interaction with 
the community). In the second stage, categorical coding was carried out, during which each text 
fragment was matched with one or more categories. This procedure made it possible to identify 
recurring thematic patterns of spiritual practice and their connection with moral qualities.  

Formal intercoder reliability could not be reported because the available coding documentation did 
not identify an independent double-coding stage. Analytical consistency was instead supported by 
explicit source-selection criteria, a clearly defined unit of analysis, a structured coding framework 
and predetermined frequency thresholds. Researcher positionality was considered by 
acknowledging that the conceptual-theological and historical-cultural orientation of the study could 
privilege doctrinal coherence and textual meanings over the lived experiences of contemporary 
religious communities. To limit this interpretative influence, coding decisions were anchored in 
explicit textual indicators and the predefined analytical categories, and the findings were treated as 
context-dependent interpretations of the selected corpus rather than as universally generalisable 
classifications. 

A separate section of the analysis was devoted to the “Divan-i Hikmet” corpus, which was used to 
reconstruct the moral-psychological model of the Yasawiyyah tradition. For this purpose, thematic 
analysis was applied, identifying recurring semantic nodes. Coding was carried out according to the 
following criteria: the presence of a description of an inner state, a moral action or a spiritual 
instruction; mention of repentance, self-knowledge or “purification of the heart”; the presence of an 
imperative for moral change. Based on this analysis, four dominant thematic nodes were identified: 
repentance, self-knowledge, spiritual responsibility, and emotional-volitional regulation. The 
frequency of their occurrence in the corpus allowed us to identify the dominant models of moral 
formation underlying the Yasawiyyah spiritual tradition. In the next stage, a categorical analysis of 
the spiritual practices of the Sunni tradition was carried out. The practices were classified as 
obligatory and supplementary, after which typical mechanisms of moral influence were identified for 
each group. During the coding process, the following parameters were recorded: the ritual status of 
the practice, the mechanism of moral action (temporal regulation, restriction of needs, social 
accountability, collective interaction, internal self-observation) and associated moral qualities. 
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The final stage of the study was conducted as a historical and cultural case study of the Yasawiyyah 
tradition in Central Asia, focusing on Turkestan (Yasi) in Kazakhstan, drawing on the texts of “Divan-
i Hikmet” (Hoja Ahmed Yassawi, 2013) and historical and religious studies on the activities of Ahmad 
Yassawi and his spiritual legacy (Zhakupov et al., 2023). Firstly, the Yasawiyyah tradition combined 
a pedagogical model of mentorship with the transmission of norms through Turkic-language texts, 
which made it possible to investigate moral formation at the intersection of practice, communication 
and culture. Secondly, the existence of the “Divan-i Hikmet” corpus allowed for the investigation of 
moral motives and the reconstruction of self-regulatory mechanisms as a sequence of internal 
transitions. Thirdly, the cult of Yasawi has a distinct institutional dimension through the mausoleum 
in Turkestan (Kazakhstan), which provided the study with a “materialist” level of analysis – space, 
ritual, regimes of memory and heritage management.. At this stage, structural analysis was used to 
distinguish three interrelated levels of the Yasawi tariqa’s formation-doctrinal-normative, 
pedagogical-communicative and cultural-linguistic – and to clarify their moral and educational 
functions. The resulting three-level structure was systematically presented in Table 2. Thematic 
analysis of the “Hikmat” texts was also conducted to identify recurring themes and the corresponding 
moral qualities 

 

Results 

Spiritual practices of Islam as mechanisms for the formation of moral values 

In the analysed corpus, spiritual practice was represented as a mechanism of moral formation 
through repetitive action, temporal discipline and self-observation. Its structure was conceptualised 
through iman, ibadat and akhlak, linking faith, ritual action and moral behaviour (Rashwani, 2024; 
Sadyk, 2022). Tazkiyah al-nafs was interpreted as a gradual process of identifying and restraining 
negative qualities and replacing them with virtues through repeated practice and reflection (Gufran-
ul-Haque, 2024). From the perspective of virtue ethics, moral qualities were treated as acquired 
capacities developed through self-correction, while traditional typologies linked inner states to 
practical criteria of conduct (Keshavarzi et al., 2024; Asipova, 2023). Taqwa functioned as an internal 
moral regulator that did not depend on external sanctions (Aldbyani, 2026). In this study, 
“contemporary Islamic theology” refers specifically to academic and theological publications issued 
between 2013 and 2026, rather than to empirical evidence from present-day religious communities. 
Within this body of literature, prayer, remembrance of God and reflective contemplation were 
described as practices for cultivating taqwa through the training of attention and intention. 
Fundamental virtues were linked to specific practices: amanat to obligation and regularity, sabr to 
restraint, tawadu’ to collective ritual, and ikhlas to the examination of intention (Alsuhaymi and 
Atallah, 2025; Aliyeva, 2025; Karabalaeva, 2023). 

In the Sunni tradition, obligatory practices form the basis of moral discipline, whilst supplementary 
practices provide flexible mechanisms for self-correction (Table 1). 

Table 1. Core and supplementary spiritual practices in the Sunni tradition and their moral and educational 
function 

Group of 
practices 

Practice 
(Arabic 
term) 

Brief 
description 

of the 
practice 

Typical 
mechanism of 

moral influence 

Dominant 
moral effect 
recorded in 
the corpus 

Frequency of 
mentions 

Textual/source 
indicators 

Main 
(mandatory) 

Salat 
(ṣalāh) 

Five-time ritual 
prayer at 

specific times 

time schedule 
and regularity → 
development of 
self-discipline; 

renewal of 
intention → 
control of 
motives; 

communal nature 
of prayer → 

strict 
discipline; 

control over 
speech and 
behaviour; 

accountability 
to the norm 

high 

regularity of 
prayer; 

intention 
(niyyah); 
collective 
prayer; 

references to 
self-restraint 
and moral 

control 
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normative 
behaviour 

Saum 
(ṣawm) 

Fasting during 
Ramadan – 
abstaining 
from food, 
drink and a 

range of 
behavioural 

transgressions 

control of basic 
needs → training 

in self-control; 
awareness of 

permissible limits 
→ development 

of taqwa 

patience; self-
restraint; 

empathy for 
the needy; 

moral 
attentiveness 

high 

restriction of 
needs; restraint 
of aggression; 

control of 
speech; 

references to 
patience 

Zakat 
(zakāh) 

Mandatory 
financial 

contribution to 
specific 

categories of 
the needy 

institutionalisation 
of aid → 

regularity of 
charity; moral 

“linking” of 
property to an 

ethical purpose 

social 
responsibility; 

altruism; 
ethical use of 

resources 

moderate 

aid to the poor; 
the duty of 
almsgiving; 

distribution of 
property; social 

support 

Hajj (ḥajj) 
Pilgrimage to 

Mecca, if 
possible 

ritual equality in 
the state of ihram 

→ reduction of 
status 

differences; 
discipline within a 
large community 

humility; 
patience; a 

sense of 
community 

unity 

medium 

ritual equality; 
shared ritual; 
behavioural 

control; 
collectivity 

Additional 

Du‘ā’ 
Personal 
prayer or 

appeal to God 

articulation of 
needs and 

intentions → re-
evaluation of 
motivation 

internal 
reflection; 
moral self-
correction 

intermediate 

request; 
repentance; 

appeal to God; 
reflection 

Tilāwah 
Reading or 
recitation of 
the Qur’an 

repeated 
engagement with 

the text → 
restoration of 

moral categories 

moral 
memory; 

formation of 
ethical 

guidelines 

intermediate 

reading of the 
Qur’an; 

recitation; 
references to 

moral precepts 

Murāqabah 

Spiritual self-
observation 

and 
monitoring of 
the states of 

the heart 

observation of 
inner states → 

early detection of 
negative motives 

self-control; 
inner 

discipline 
lower 

control of the 
heart; 

observation of 
intentions; inner 

attention 

Zikr (dhikr) 

Remembrance 
of God 
through 

repetitive 
formulas 

rhythmic 
repetition → 

concentration 
and inhibition of 

impulsive 
reactions 

emotional 
stability; 

moral 
attentiveness 

moderate 

repetitive 
formulas; 
rhythmic 

remembrance; 
collective dhikr 

Source: created by the author based on A. Duderija (2022); A.O. Alsuhaymi and F.A. Atallah (2025); A. Hussain 
et al. (2025); A. Aldbyani (2026). 

The corpus of sources most frequently records the practice of salat, which operates simultaneously 
on three levels: the cognitive level – the repeated proclamation of the tenets of faith as a means of 
sustaining moral memory; the behavioural level – accustoming oneself to a structured timetable and 
control over one’s actions; and the reflective level – the renewal of intention and self-examination. It 
is the regularity of prayer that transforms morality into a rhythm, as a person is compelled to “reset” 
their sense of responsibility repeatedly throughout the day, thereby reducing the likelihood of a 
prolonged drift into undesirable practices (lying, rudeness, impulsive decisions). The moral 
significance attributed to collective prayer in the analysed sources was associated with the 
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synchronisation of movements and equality within the prayer rows. Within the ritual setting, these 
features were interpreted as symbolically reducing visible status distinctions and reinforcing 
normative ideas of equality, respect and restraint. However, the present textual analysis did not 
provide sociological evidence that these ritual meanings were transferred to everyday interactions 
in Turkestan or other Central Asian communities. The finding was therefore limited to the normative 
and symbolic representation of collective prayer in the analysed corpus. 

In the analysed corpus, saum (fasting during Ramadan) was represented as a form of moral 
education based on the controlled restriction of basic needs. Its principal indicators included restraint 
of speech and aggression, awareness of permissible limits, and empathy arising from temporary 
deprivation. Fasting was therefore interpreted not merely as ritual abstinence but as a practice that 
cultivates patience, self-control, taqwa and social responsibility (Hussain et al., 2025). By 
experiencing restriction in concrete situations, individuals were represented as developing greater 
sensitivity to need and a stronger motivation to support others. 

Zakat combines legal obligation with moral discipline by institutionalising the regular redistribution of 
wealth and encouraging giving as a normative practice rather than an exceptional act (Rasheed and 
Munawar, 2025). Its ethical function links individual motivation with social responsibility towards 
vulnerable groups. The Hajj likewise has moral and educational significance: the state of ihram 
reduces visible status distinctions, while pilgrimage requires patience, restraint and discipline. These 
conditions are associated with self-reflection, humility and a sense of communal unity (Alzeer and 
Abuzinadah, 2024; Efremov, 2023; 2026b; Altynbekova et al., 2026). 

In the analysed corpus, Sufi practices were represented as disciplines of inner moral development 
centred on intention, the nafs, the heart, self-observation and self-restraint (Hill, 2021). Their purpose 
was not limited to external conformity with norms but involved the correction of motives and the 
cultivation of stable virtues through inner transformation (Hill, 2021; Keshavarzi et al., 2025). 
Practices such as muhasaba, murakaba and riyadat were therefore interpreted as methods of 
identifying self-deception, restraining impulsive reactions and strengthening moral responsibility. 

Zikr was described as an individual and collective practice that develops sustained attention and 
supports emotional regulation through repetition and rhythm. Murakaba fostered awareness of 
motives and intentions as matters of ethical responsibility, thereby supporting sincerity and self-
control (Nurhakim and Rahman, 2025). Riyadat limited excessive attachment to desires and 
strengthened the capacity for just and responsible choice (Keshavarzi et al., 2025; Efremov, 2026a). 
Mentorship within the murshid–murid relationship provided an external means of evaluating motives 
and correcting the gap between professed virtues and actual behaviour, particularly in the 
Yasawiyyah tradition (Hill, 2021; Saifunov, 2024; Khalil, 2023). 

Overall, the corpus presented moral formation as an interaction between normative principles, ritual 
discipline, internal self-regulation and Sufi work on motives. This structure explained how ethical 
prescriptions were represented as developing into stable behavioural dispositions 

 

The influence of Ahmad Yasawi’s teachings on the formation of moral values 

Ahmad Yasawi was a Sufi sheikh and mentor whose authority in the Central Asian region was built 
upon a pedagogical model of transmitting spiritual experience: the formation of the disciple (murid) 
within the discipline of the path (suluk) under the guidance of the mentor (murshid). In the 
Yasawiyyah tradition, this mentorship was not limited to instruction in rituals; it was organised as a 
sustained ethical reorientation of the individual through the control of intention, the correction of 
behavioural habits, and the gradual transfer of moral regulation from the external to the internal level 
(Saifunov, 2024; Zhumaeva, 2022). His role as a teacher and organiser of a circle of followers was 
decisive for the establishment of the Sufi form of Islamic religiosity in the Turkic-speaking 
environment, particularly through the use of accessible language and poetic form. The formation of 
the Yasawi tariqa can best be described as a combination of three levels of practices and norms 
(Table 2). 
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Table 2. Structural levels of the formation of the Yasawi tariqa and their function in the transmission of moral 
values 

Level of Tarikat 
formation 

Content 
Coding 

categories 

Evidence of 
occurrence in 

the corpus 

Frequency of 
occurrence in 

the corpus 

Moral and 
educational 

function 

Doctrinal and 
normative level 

Integration of 
Sufi spiritual 

practice within 
the framework of 

Sharia norms 

intention 
(niyyah); control 
of inner states; 
ritual discipline; 
conformity to the 

norm 

references to the 
purification of 

intention; 
emphasis on 
control of the 

“heart”; 
combination of 
ritual and moral 

norms 

high 

the development 
of responsibility 
(amanat); the 
cultivation of 
self-control 
(sabr); the 

strengthening of 
sincerity (ikhlas) 

Pedagogical and 
communicative 

level 

Transmission of 
spiritual 

experience 
through 

mentorship and 
collective 
practices 

mentorship; 
spiritual 

instruction; 
collective 
discipline; 
personal 

responsibility 

references to the 
interaction 

between murshid 
and murid; 

descriptions of 
spiritual 

exercises; 
collective rituals 

medium 

development of 
moral discipline; 
fostering humility 

(tawadu); 
reinforcing 

ethical norms 
through practice 

Cultural and 
linguistic level 

Use of Turkic 
poetic language 
as a means of 

conveying 
spiritual norms 

poetic text; 
figurative 

language; oral 
transmission; 

cultural 
communication 

references to 
poetic texts; use 

of rhythm and 
repetition; moral 

teachings in 
figurative form 

intermediate 

formation of 
moral 

consciousness; 
development of 
self-reflection; 
assimilation of 

ethical principles 
through cultural 

forms 

Source: created by the author based on Z. Zhakupov et al. (2023); Hoja Ahmed Yassawi (2013). 

The Yasawiyyah tradition transmitted moral norms through the interaction of normative, pedagogical 
and cultural-communicative mechanisms. Internal discipline and conformity with ethical principles 
were most prominent, while mentorship and poetic communication supported the socialisation and 
cultural integration of these norms.  

Together, these elements formed a multi-level model of moral education. The “Hikmats” and the 
pedagogical structure of the tariqa consistently emphasised humility, self-sacrifice, service and 
spiritual discipline as practical requirements for self-control, ethical action and adherence to moral 
norms. 

“Divan-i Hikmet” (Hoja Ahmed Yassawi, 2013) functioned in the Yasawiyyah tradition as an 
educational tool for self-reflection and ethical correction. Its rhythm, repetition and imagery supported 
the memorisation and internalisation of moral principles within a Turkic-speaking cultural context 
(Shaban, 2023; Hasanov, 2024; Abdykulova et al., 2019).  

The “Hikmats” presented moral formation as a progression from repentance and self-knowledge to 
responsibility and alignment of behaviour with faith. Poetry thus provided a language for interpreting 
inner conflict and transforming external norms into internal criteria for moral action. 

In the “Hikmets”, several recurring thematic clusters can be identified, each of which has a specific 
moral and educational function (Table 3). 

 

Table 3. Thematic clusters of the “Divan-i Hikmat” as mechanisms for the formation of moral self-regulation 
in the Yasawiyyah tradition 
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Thematic 
cluster 

Coding 
categories 

Textual 
indicators 

Frequency of 
occurrence in 

the corpus 

Mechanism of 
spiritual and 
moral action 

What moral 
qualities are 

formed 

Repentance as a 
mechanism of 

moral self-
examination 

acknowledgement 
of guilt; self-

condemnation; 
intention to 

change; 
rectification of 

actions 

repentance, sin, 
mistake, return 

to God, 
purification of the 

soul 

high 

awareness of 
moral deviation 
→ intention to 

change → 
consolidation of 
new behaviour 

responsibility 
(trust); honesty 

with oneself; 
moral 

attentiveness 

Self-knowledge 
as a discipline of 

intention 

analysis of 
motives; 

distinguishing 
between sincere 
and egocentric 

intention; internal 
reflection 

intention, heart, 
sincerity, inner 

state, self-
knowledge 

high 

observation of 
motivation → 
correction of 
intention → 
alignment of 
intention and 

action 

sincerity (ikhlas); 
humility 

(tawadu); moral 
consistency 

Spiritual 
responsibility as 

service to the 
community 

service; 
avoidance of 

harm; focus on 
others; moral 

reliability 

service, help, the 
good of others, 

justice 
medium 

integration of 
spirituality into 

social behaviour 
→ moral 

responsibility 
towards the 
community 

altruism; social 
responsibility; 

ethical reliability 

Emotional and 
volitional 
regulation 

through the 
purification of the 

"heart" 

anger 
management; 

restraint of envy; 
self-control; 

conscious choice 
of action 

heart, restraint, 
patience, 

purification 
medium 

observation of 
inner states → 

control of 
reactions → 

conscious moral 
choice 

self-control 
(sabr); inner 
discipline; 
emotional 
stability 

Source: created by the author based on S. Sadiqova (2021); Hoja Ahmed Yassawi (2013). 

According to the frequency thresholds defined in the Methods section, repentance and self-
knowledge were classified as high-frequency thematic nodes, with each category occurring in more 
than 20% of the coded fragments. Spiritual responsibility and emotional-volitional regulation were 
classified as medium-frequency nodes, with each occurring in 10–20% of the fragments. 
Representative textual indicators of repentance included references to sin, error, return to God and 
purification of the soul, whereas self-knowledge was identified through references to intention, the 
heart, sincerity and inner states. Spiritual responsibility was represented by motifs of service, 
assistance, justice and concern for others, while emotional-volitional regulation was coded through 
references to restraint, patience, purification and the control of anger or envy. These indicators 
demonstrated how the four categories were grounded in recurring textual motifs rather than inferred 
solely from their frequency. 

The structure presented demonstrates that the moral and educational potential of the “Hikmats” is 
realised through systematic work on the subject’s internal processes. The thematic nodes function 
as interconnected stages in the formation of moral maturity, where each subsequent level deepens 
the previous one and ensures the stability of the outcome. It is important that this system is not 
limited to individual reflection, but is integrated into interaction with others, which brings spiritual 
practice into the realm of social ethics. Through the repetition of relevant texts and practices, a well-
established mechanism of self-control is formed, which reduces the dependence of behaviour on 
external control. Ethical norms are gradually internalised as personal criteria for evaluating motives 
and actions, shifting moral regulation from external prescriptions towards conscious self-observation, 
intention control and voluntary behavioural restraint. A comparison of the frequency of thematic 
nodes in the corpus made it possible to distinguish between dominant and peripheral lines of 
meaning.  
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The dominant thematic nodes concerned self-correction, intention and emotional regulation, while 
service to the community occurred with medium frequency and moral change without explicit 
reflection was less common. This distribution indicates that the “Hikmat” corpus prioritised inner 
transformation before external social action, presenting moral competence as grounded in sustained 
self-regulation. 

Sacred centres also contributed to the institutionalisation of moral authority by giving religious 
practices public visibility and normative significance. In Turkestan, the incorporation of Ahmad 
Yasawi’s shrine into the political sphere of the Kokand Khanate enabled rulers to connect their 
legitimacy with established forms of sacred reverence (Kamoliddin, 2025).  

Public rituals, including the proclamation of status during Friday prayers, positioned sacred space 
as an institutional arena where political authority was expressed through religious and ethical codes. 
State legitimacy was therefore reinforced not only administratively but also through symbols 
recognised by communities that regarded sacred centres as sources of normative stability. 

Spiritual authority was further consolidated through genealogical narratives (nasab, shajara) that 
linked ruling elites to sacred ancestry (Muminov and Yerkinov, 2022). By associating dynastic 
genealogies with Yasawiyyah traditions, political power was integrated into established models of 
spiritual legitimacy, while moral authority and public mentorship were presented as grounded in both 
institutional office and hereditary connection to sacred history. 

The cult of Ahmad Yasawi constitutes a distinct level of functioning of the spiritual heritage, at which 
individual practices of moral self-improvement, mentorship and the textual transmission of 
knowledge take on organised and reproducible forms within the framework of communal religious 
culture (Muminov et al., 2017; Mustapayeva, 2023; Zhakupov et al., 2023). This process involved 
the consolidation of the spiritual tradition within specific social and spatial structures that ensure the 
sustained reproduction of ethical norms and models of behaviour.  

The central element of this institutionalisation was the mausoleum complex of Ahmad Yasawi in 
Turkestan (Yasi), built in the late 14th – early 15th centuries by order of Timur on the site of an earlier 
burial (Figure 1). The structure combines the functions of a memorial site and a space for religious 
practice, which historically created the conditions for the formation of enduring forms of spiritual 
interaction, learning and collective religious activity. 

 

Figure 1. The Mausoleum of Khoja Ahmad Yasawi in Turkestan, Kazakhstan 

Source: Turkestan in Kazakhstan: How to get there and what to do in the historic city (2026), Mausoleum of 
Khoja Ahmed Yasawi (2026). 

The mausoleum functioned as an organised sacred space in which discipline, restraint and 
normative interaction were reinforced through structured religious activity. Its ritual environment 
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translated spiritual norms into practices of etiquette, moderation and behavioural self-control. 
Ziyarat, understood as visiting a sacred place for spiritual improvement, integrated individual 
motivation with communal participation (Mustapayeva, 2023). Pilgrims were expected to observe 
restraint, respect and control over their actions, thereby reinforcing moral attitudes through 
participation in an ordered ritual setting (Muminov et al., 2017; Hasanov, 2023; Chung, 2025). 

Collective Sufi practices, including dhikr, communal reading and regulated rituals, complemented 
the textual transmission of the Yasawiyyah tradition. Through repetition, rhythm and behavioural 
discipline, these practices were represented as fostering self-control, restraint and the internalisation 
of moral norms through observation and participation. The institutionalisation of Ahmad Yasawi’s 
cult therefore extended spiritual formation from individual discipline to organised communal practice. 

 

Discussion 

The textual and historical findings represented Islamic spiritual practices as normative mechanisms 
of moral self-regulation based on repetition, intention control and reflection rather than as empirically 
verified effects in contemporary communities. This interpretation aligns with F.R. Zahir and M.W. 
Qoronfleh (2025), who associated zikr, murakabah and Quranic recitation with emotional stability 
and internal control. Whereas their study examined psychological effects, the present analysis 
identified the historical and normative representation of these mechanisms in the Yasawiyyah 
tradition. 

The findings also correspond with I. Irpan and Z.H. Sain (2024), who linked prayer and Quranic 
reading to responsibility and behavioural discipline in Islamic education. The Yasawi model similarly 
presented moral formation as a sustained process of ritual practice, mentorship and self-regulation, 
although its relevance to contemporary communities requires empirical verification. The 
interpretation of the “Divan-i Hikmet” as a means of internalising ethical norms aligns with J. 
Juwairiyah and Z. Fanani (2025), who emphasised the role of symbolic and narrative forms in 
developing spiritual identity. However, this comparison remains conceptual because the “Hikmats” 
operated within historical spiritual practice rather than formal contemporary education. 

The representation of sacred centres as environments of moral discipline is consistent with Y.M. 
Hoelzchen (2022), who examined the role of ritual participation and social interaction in shaping 
moral identity. Historical sources similarly presented the mausoleum of Ahmad Yasawi as a space 
of regulated conduct, pilgrimage and spiritual instruction. This interpretation also corresponds with 
M.A. Shaukat et al. (2024), who connected Islamic morality with ritual discipline, reflection and social 
responsibility. Mentorship likewise extended beyond knowledge transmission to the development of 
self-regulation, consistent with M.E. Ruhullah and T. Ushama (2025), although the Yasawi model 
placed greater emphasis on sustained spiritual practice. 

Sunni spiritual practices were also represented as foundations of moral community through shared 
norms and ritual discipline. In the Yasawiyyah tradition, these principles were adapted to a Turkic-
speaking context through mentorship, ritual and poetry. Z. Al Munawarah et al. (2024) similarly linked 
shared rituals and doctrine to collective identity. The analysed texts attributed to zikr a capacity to 
strengthen attention and self-control, while M. Qian (2021) associated rhythmic Sufi practice with 
altered consciousness and inner stability. These claims remained normative and historical rather 
than empirically measured. 

Zakat was interpreted as an institutionalised practice fostering social responsibility, in line with T. 
Widiastuti et al. (2025), who linked organised zakat governance to collective responsibility and social 
ethics. Sufism more broadly was represented as a system of inner transformation through self-
observation, discipline and motive correction, corresponding with M.M. Habib and I. Ullah (2025). 
This historical reconstruction also supports S. Kamoliddin’s (2022) emphasis on Turkic scholars and 
spiritual centres in transmitting Islamic knowledge. Overall, the findings conceptualised moral 
formation through the interaction of spiritual practice, mentorship and communal institutions, without 
establishing their behavioural efficacy in contemporary communities. 
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Conclusions 

The study found that the spiritual practices of Islam function as a systemic mechanism for the 
formation of moral values through the integration of faith (iman), ritual activity (ibadat) and moral 
behaviour (akhlaq). The analysis showed that moral self-regulation in this tradition is formed not as 
an abstract ethical attitude, but as the result of repeated discipline aimed at correcting intention, 
behaviour and inner states. The central process of moral formation was identified as tazkiyah al-
nafs, which ensures the gradual purification of inner motivations and the formation of enduring virtues 
through regular spiritual practice. The results confirmed that qualities such as responsibility 
(amanat), self-control (sabr), sincerity (ikhlas), justice (adl) and humility (tawadu) are formed through 
repeated participation in spiritual practices and inner reflection, which ensures the transition of moral 
norms from the external normative level into the sphere of inner self-awareness. The study's findings 
confirmed that the obligatory practices of the Sunni tradition (salat, saum, zakat and hajj) serve as 
structured moral education, fostering discipline, responsibility and social ethics. It was established 
that the regularity of prayer creates a stable regime of moral self-regulation through the control of 
intention and behaviour, whilst fasting fosters the ability to restrain impulses and develop patience. 
The analysis showed that zakat acts as an institutionalised mechanism for fostering social 
responsibility, as regular charitable giving helps to develop the habit of aligning material resources 
with ethical norms. At the same time, the Hajj fosters moral equality and discipline through 
participation in a collective ritual, which creates an experience of normative interaction. Additional 
spiritual practices, including dhikr, murakabah, du’a and recitation of the Qur'an, were identified as 
tools for developing internal moral control, which ensure a continuous process of self-observation 
and behavioural correction. 

A separate line of research has established that Sufism, and in particular the Yasawiyyah tradition, 
functions as a system of spiritual and moral transformation that fosters the development of ethical 
autonomy through mentorship and spiritual discipline. It was determined that mentorship (murshid-
murid) acts as a pedagogical mechanism that facilitates the development of moral responsibility 
through regular interaction and the correction of behavioural attitudes. The analysis showed that the 
poetic legacy of Ahmad Yasawi, as presented in the “Divan-i Hikmet”, functioned as an instrument 
of spiritual instruction, fostering the capacity for self-knowledge, repentance and inner discipline. It 
was established that the use of the Turkic language and poetic form facilitated the integration of 
moral norms into the cultural context, ensuring their effective transmission and assimilation. An 
analysis of the corpus of “Divan-i Hikmet” texts identified recurring thematic clusters related to 
repentance, self-knowledge, spiritual responsibility and emotional-volitional regulation. The highest 
frequency in the corpus was found in passages describing inner self-reflection and control of 
intention, indicating the dominance in the Yasawiyyah tradition of a model of moral formation through 
inner personal transformation. 

The limitations of the study are related to the nature of the corpus of sources used, which consisted 
mainly of textual materials; this allowed for the identification of recurring moral and spiritual patterns, 
but does not enable a direct tracing of their implementation in the practices of religious communities. 
A promising direction for further research is the expansion of the corpus of texts and their quantitative 
analysis, as well as the comparison of textual models of moral formation with empirical data on 
spiritual practices in various social contexts. 
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