Jihad al-Nafs: the Greater Struggle
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JIHAD AND ITS DIMENSIONS

The subject of jihad (vocalised as jibad, lit. “striving”) is
one of the most loaded and misunderstood terms in the
public discourse today. Writings on the subject abound,
each attempting to unravel the complexities inherent in
the issue. Some are extremely apologetic in their tone.
Others are disingenuous and fly in the face of a norma-
tive and nuanced juristic reading (essentially scaremon-
gering or sensationalising). Few are actually balanced or
contextualised.

Muslim jurists, as per the classical schema, identify two
categories of jihad: an inner form of jihad, and an outer
one. Al-Raghib al-Asfahani, a notable grammarian of the
fifth Islamic century, explained: “Jihad is of three types:
striving against the apparent enemy; striving against the
Devil; and striving against the ego (na/fs). All three types
are included in Allah’s words, Exalted is He: And strive
bard in Allab’s cause with all the striving that is due to
Him .12

Ibn al-Qayyim offers a similar abstract: “Jihad is of four
types: jihad against one’s ego; against Satan; against the
disbelievers; and against the hypocrites.”3

Jihad against the apparent enemy; which is to say, jihad
against the disbelievers, finds its equivalence in another
Qur’anic term: gital (“fighting” or “armed combat”). It is
in this sense that the Qur'an enjoins: Fight for the sake
of Allab those who fight against you, but do not initiate
hostilities. Allah does not love the aggressors.A The rules
of jihad as warfare; military engagement, are stipulated
in the manuals of Islamic jurisprudence, or figh, but it is
not within the scope of this paper to dwell on this facet
of jihad in any further detail.

The other dimension of jihad is striving against the ego
and against the Devil - the inner jihad; which many refer
to as jihad al-akbar, “the greater jihad.” Far from being
a baseless notion (as some falsely claim), the inner jihad
being the “greater” or “most obligatory” form of jihad is
something rooted in the texts of the Revelation, and in
the normative reading of the scholars.

WHAT IS THE INNER JIHAD?

It refers to the personal struggle against one’s nafs; the
lower self or ego, wherein a person strives to overcome
temptations, carnal desires and the devil’s whisperings;
striving also to internalize the Islamic teachings through
acts of worship and devotion: like prayer, fasting, dbikr
and almsgiving.

Many passages in the Qur'an extol the significance of
the soul. One group of verses says: By the soul and Him
that formed it, then inspired it with its wickedness and
God-fearingness. He is indeed successful who purifies it,
and he is indeed ruined who corrupts it> Another of
the Quranic passages offers these tidings: But those who
Sfeared the standing before their Lord and curbed their
soul’s passions, the Garden is their abode® Also in this
context comes the words of the Prophet, peace be upon
him: “The fighter in Allah’s path is the one who strives
against his lower self in obedience to Allah - al-mujabid
man jahada nafsabu fi ta‘atilLabh.”’ Other proof-texts
also corroborate the centrality of jihad of the nafs.

IBN RAJAB ON THE INNER JIHAD

In his commentary to the prophetic dictum: “And know
that victory comes with patience,”8 and while discussing
the pivotal role of patience when battling an enemy, Ibn
Rajab al-Hanbali writes:
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“This concerns jihad against the open enemy, which is
jihad against the disbelievers. This also applies to jihad
against the inner enemy, which is striving against one’s
ego and carnal desires. Jihad against these two is one of
the greatest acts of jihad, as the Prophet, peace be upon
him, said: “The fighter in Allah’s path is one who strives
against his lower self in [obedience to] Allah.”

‘Abd Allah b. ‘Umar said, when asked about jihad: “Start
with your ego and wage jihad against it. Start with your
ego and do battle with it.”

Bagiyah b. al-Walid relates: Ibrahim b. Adham informed
us; from a reliable and trustworthy person who related
to us; that ‘Ali b. Abi Talib stated: “The first thing you
will object to from your jihad is jihad against your lower
selves.”

Ibrahim b. Abi ‘Ablah said to some people who had just
returned from a military campaign: “You have returned
from the lesser jihad. But what have you done about the
greater jihad?” They asked: What is the greater jihad? He
replied: “Jihad of the heart.” This has been ascribed to
the Prophet, peace be upon him, but with a weak chain
of narration; its wording is: “You have returned from the
lesser jihad to the greater jihad.” They inquired: What is
the greater jihad? He said: “A person’s jihad against his

carnal desires.”10711

FURTHER TESTIMONIES

Explaining the Qur'anic passage: As for those who strive
in Us, We shall guide them to Our paths,'2 Imam Ibn al-
Qayyim wrote:

“The most compulsory form of jihad (afrad al-jibad) is
jihad againt the ego (nafs); against unbridled passions
(hawad); against the Devil (shaytan); and against being
worldly (dunyad). Those who wage jihad against these
four, in obedience to Allah, shall be guided by Allah to
the paths of His good pleasure which, [in turn], will lead
to His Paradise. Those who neglect jihad will be veiled
from guidance to the degree they forsake jihad. Junayd
expressed: “Those who strive against their carnal desires
and repent for Allah’s sake, shall be guided to the ways
of sincerity. One cannot struggle against his enemy out-
wardly save if he has striven against his enemies inward-
ly. Whoever is then given victory over them, will be vic-
torious over his enemy; whoever is defeated by them,
his enemy shall defeat him.””13

Ibn Taymiyyah said: “Jihad of the ego and desires is the
basis for jihad against the disbelievers and hypocrites.
Indeed, one cannot do jihad against them unless he first
wages jihad against his ego and desires; then he goes

out and fights them.”14

Al-Manawi adds another dimension as to why this jihad
is greater, or more obligatory, than the outer one: “It is
the greatest form of jihad; for fighting the disbelievers is
a communal duty (fard kifayab), whereas jihad against
the ego is a personal obligation (fard ‘ayn) on all those
who are legally responsible, at all times. Truly the devil
is an enemy to you, so treat him as an enemy.15 So fight
in the path of Allah. You are not responsible except for
your own soul 1617

ONE SOUL, THREE POTENTIALS

The Qur’an describes the human soul, or nafs, as having
three conditions or potentials which are present within it
simultaneously.18 The first, or lowest, of these is referred
to by the term: “nafs al-ammarab bi’l-sit’ - the soul that
constantly incites to evil.” After his attempted seduction
by Potipher’s wife, the Prophet Joseph, peace be upon
him, declared: The soul does indeed incite to evil, save if
my Lord has mercy.19 This unweaned soul is the abode
of a multitude of incessant cravings and desires: be it for
wealth, fame, power, physical gratification, exploitation
of others - in short, anything that deflects one away from
Allah and towards the lower, bestial possibilities of the
human condition.

As a believer purges his soul of blameworthy traits and
seeks to replace them by their praiseworthy opposites,
through engaging in the “greater jihad” or struggle, the
soul that incites to evil is gradually trained and tamed
and begins to give way to the “nafs al-lawwamab - the
reproachful soul.” Says the Qur'an: No! I swear by the
reproachful soul 20 This soul is man’s active conscience
which is afflicted with regret, remorse and self-reproach
whenever the Divine Will is disobeyed and elements of
the lower soul resurface.

After much inner labour and discipline, the reproachful
soul is further purified of any opposition to Allah’s Will
and Sacred Law, and is ever receptive to the outpourings
of Heaven. Here the “nafs al-mutma’innab - the soul at
peace, or tranquil soul” then begins to predominate. It
is this soul that is most worthy of divine assistance and
acceptance. Of this, the Qur’an relates: O tranquil soul/
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Return to your Lord, pleased and well-pleasing. Enter
among My servants. Enter My Paradise.

In all this, four factors are crucial in a person’s seeking
to purify his soul: innate or inborn disposition; upbring-
ing; spiritual striving (mujabadab) and self-discipline
(riyadab) in adulthood; and of course, Allah’s tawfiq,
or enabling grace.

CONCLUSION
These proof-texts and scholarly citations should help lay
to rest the anathema some seem to have about the pri-
macy of jibad al-nafs. Yet this need not be the case. For
even though the commonly-cited hadith concerning it is
not authentic, other evidences testify to its centrality in
a believer’s overall approach to Allah. Hence the affair
is as Ibn al-Jawzi decisively concludes: “I reflected over
jihad against the ego (jibad al-nafs) and realised it to be
the greatest jihad.”22
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