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There is not a newborn child who is not born in a state of fifrah. His parents 
then make him a Jew, a Christian, or a Magian, just as an animal is born intact. 
Do you observe any among them that are maimed (at birth)?’ 

Though the discipline of psychology is a well-developed empirical 
science in the West today, few psychologists have dipped into the religious 
and philosophical literature of the East. It is our intent here to discuss the 
psychological discourse in classical Islamic literature, which offers 
insights into human nature and the psychology of human behavior that are 
relevant for contemporary psychotherapy. Such an undertaking will also 
reveal that the psychological facets of Islam are interwoven closely with 
its metaphysical, volitional, and ethical aspects. It would therefore be 
worthwhile to abstract psychological elements from the Islamic legacy, 
systematize them, and present the findings within an Islamic framework 
and in an idiom that would interest the modern psychologist. 

According to Isma‘il al Fmqi, the relevance of Islam to psychology 
or any other discipline can be determined by discovering what the legacy 
of Islam has to say on the discipline in question? Although the discipline 
“Islamic psychology” does not exist within the Islamic legacy as we 
know it in the West, there is no reason why such a discipline cannot 
develop. Contemporary efforts to bring about an Islamic psychology are 
few and far between. We have yet to see an introduction to Islamic psy- 
chology similar to what we have seen in the cases of anthropology and 
sociology.’ Our contribution, therefore, consists of developing an intro- 
duction to Islamic psychology withfimh as our point of departure. 

At a time when psychology is struggling to emerge as an autonomous 
discipline by shedding its old links with philosophy, any attempt to go in 
the opposite direction may seem retrogressive. However, today there is an 
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equally significant move within the behavioral sciences to break through 
the parochial Eurocentric fences and seek a more comprehensive picture 
of humanity and human nature. Carl Rogers, for instance, emphasized the 
need for a methodology that would take into account the subjective expe- 
rience of individuals. Philosophers have pointed to the need to integrate 
mental concepts and ethics, which would lead to the enrichment of both 
fields. In this article, we will contribute to this search for a comprehen- 
sive picture of human nature by introducing the reader to the Islamic con- 
cept of human nature @@ah). Furthermore, we will show the relevance of 
this concept to developing the metaphysical, epistemological, ethical, 
psychological, and legal principles of Islamic psychology. 

The opening quotation, which is the central hadith onfitruh, is our 
starting point for an understanding of human nature in Islam. There are at 
least three interpretations offitruh, but we have found that the positive 
view remains the ideal theoretical model for the prognosis of its implica- 
t i o n ~ . ~  F [ m h  relates to the individual‘s innate reality and also has a bear- 
ing on one’s beliefs, values and attitudes to life, worldview, and interaction 
with the surrounding environment. As such,fi@ah cannot be viewed in iso- 
lation from one’s mind, conduct, and institutions in the phenomenal world. 

F[trah may be described as a God-given innate state or inclination to 
believe in God and to worship Him. It can also be translated as “original 
purity” or “primordial faith”-an ontological state that disposes the indi- 
vidual to the good and the lawful. The Lisan al ‘Arab defines it as the 

natural constitution with which a child is created in his mother’s 
womb in a state of happiness or misery; but it could also mean 
the truth of the shahadah which expresses taw&& the oneness of 
God and the messengership of Muhammad. Thus, fitruh also 
expresses the truth about religion.’ 

According to the hadith, one is born in a state offitrah, of primordial 
faith-and hence as a Muslim-and is then made to adhere to another reli- 
gion by hisher parents through the process of socialization. Therefore, any 
individual who dies before reaching the age of discretion enters paradise. 
We shall elaborate on the implications of fitrah and their bearing on the 
principles of Islamic psychology. These principles make up the basic fea- 
tures of Islamic psychology and provide a framework from which to assess 
western psychology critically and to integrate useful western therapeutic 
techniques in order to enrich the discipline of Islamic psychology. 

The Metaphysical Principle 

The ideal point of departure for an understanding of the implications of 
fitrah is the metaphysical principle that underlies the notion of the concept. 
By means of this principle, we come to understand the place of the human 
individual in the universe, as well as hisher essential spiritual nature and 
ultimate destiny. Moreover, it is this principle that provides the foundation 
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for the Islamic creed and from which all other true belief and value systems 
are derived. Accordingly, all other implications of fitruh are rooted in this 
metaphysical principle. 

Implicit in the idea officruh is the view that each human being is born 
with the innate predisposition to believe in and to worship the One God. In 
other words, tuwhid (the unity of God) is integral to one’s innate nature. The 
mission of all prophets from Adam to M u h m a d  was, in essence, to con- 
vey the message of tuwhid the belief in and submission to the One God. It 
is a monotheistic message intended for humanity to actualize itsfimh and 
to manifest its primordial faith. This constitutes the affiiation of the 
shuhtiduh, which makes a person a Muslim and reconciles one to hisher 
original faith in God (tuwhid). Since tuwhid is integral tofimh, it is the 
principle that governs the metaphysical principle of Islamic psychology. 

Each individual is a “central being” in the world, for all of humanity 
has been honored with the status of vicegerent of God on earth (khalifat 
Alldh). Humanity was taught the “names” of all things and, as such, was 
given power and dominion over all things. The centrality of an individ- 
ual’s being and existence is an empirical given, an immutable reality that 
humanity must necessarily accept. However, the right of humanity to 
dominate the earth as vicegerent is justified only on condition that it 
remain an obedient servant (‘ubd) functioning in perfect submission to 
God, the absolute Master of nature. 

At the core of the individual‘s being is his/her primordial nature, which 
he/she possessed before the “fall” on earth and which he/she still carries 
deep within himselfherself. In this original state offitruh, the individual is 
potentially the perfect vicegerent but, due to forgetfulness, is prone to 
exploit the power and privilege afforded humanity for hisher own selfish 
ends. The power of intellect and will, which was given to hdanity on 
account of its status as vicegerent, has been employed for evil and destruc- 
tive purposes precisely because its role as a servant of God has been 
neglected. Only through submission, as a servant of God, will humanity be 
able to use its power and privilege over nature in a positive and spiritually 
progressive way. As such, humanity is always in need of divine revelation 
and grace from God. Although one may ignore the divine revelation, whch 
seeks to remind the individual of hisher primordial nature, and although 
one may deviate from the dictates of his/her theomorphic nature, one can- 
not escape fully from what he/she essentially is. Therefore, the individual‘s 
essential nature must manifest itself on the periphery? 

Humanity, above all creation, accepted the burden of trust (umrinah): 

Lo! We offered the trust unto the heavens and earth and the 
mountains and they shrank from bearing it and were afraid of it 
and man assumed it. (Qur’an 33:72) 

This acceptance is precisely the acceptance of the burden of serving as 
God’s vicegerent on earth, the acceptance of freedom and accountability to 
God and His creation. In terms of the metaphysical principle of tuwbid 
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referred to above, humanity’s return to its original state of fitruh can be 
effected by accepting the shahadah: 1ii ildhu i l l i  Allah M u k m m d  rusiil 
Allah, which, translated literally, states that there is none worthy of wor- 
ship except God, and that Muhammad is the Messenger of God).7 One’s 
acceptance of this represents a conscious acknowledgment of Muhammad 
as the ideal exemplar, the spiritual prototype who is to be emulated in the 
journey to the origin: the Absolute. The “universal man,” therefore, repre- 
sents the sum of all degrees of existence, a “total mirror before the Divine 
presence and at the same time the supreme archetype of creation.’” This 
human prototype-the “universal man’s” ontological reality--can be real- 
ized through one’s sense of trust and faith, and it would give him/her the 
happiness and peace that is sought in this world and in the hereafter.9 

The Islamic understanding of the way human beings are placed in 
creation is understood through the metaphysical implication of fitruh. 
Hence, the metaphysical principle of Islamic psychology provides the 
philosophical background for understanding the dynamics of the psyche, 
the self, or the nufs. Western psychology ignores the metaphysical prin- 
ciple, because it recognizes only the biological and psychical dimensions 
of the individual. In Islamic psychology, the spiritual dimension (rfih), 
with which every individual has been endowed by God, is integral to 
human nature and is distinct from one’s biological and psychical aspects 
(nufs). The self (nufs) is the dynamic and negative tendency found in each 
individual that makes rebellion against God possible. According to Islam, 
it should be trained to take on the pure qualities of the rzih, which is from 
the divine source and is therefore intrinsic to human nature: 

And when I have fashioned him and breathed into him of My Spirit 
(min rzi&) then fall down before him prostrate. (Qur’an 1529) 

The realization of fitruh would, therefore, mean the rejoining of the 
self (nafs) to the human soul (rfih), for in this realization lies the knowl- 
edge of God, as suggested by the saying: “He who knows himself, knows 
his Lord.” This represents the highest level of spiritual development, the 
stage of the “contented self’ (ul nufs ul mutm’innuh), when the individ- 
ual is in harmony with his/herj&zh and is pleased with God. At this stage, 
God is pleased with the individual. The metaphysical principle of Islamic 
psychology, then, provides the foundation upon which all other principles 
of Islamic psychology are based and defines the essential origin and direc- 
tion of humanity and its relationship to God and the universe. 

The Epistemological Principle 

The guidance for humanity’s submission to God can be found in the 
Qur’anic revelation. Apart from revelation as an objective source of knowl- 
edge and guidance, human beings have been endowed with the organs of 
cognition: the heart (qulb) and the intellect ( ‘ ~ q l ) . ~  These organs enable the 
individual to comprehend the highest source of knowledge (divine revela- 
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Level of Perception Perceputal Process 

Sensory Sight, hearing, smell, etc. 

Intellectual Cognition, reasoning, 
insight, etc. 

5 

Faculty 

Eyes, ears, etc. 

‘aqi, mind 

tion) and to perceive at the highest level in the hierarchy of human percep- 
tion. The three levels of human perception are illustrated below: 

Table 1: The Three Levels of Human Perception 

spiritual Intuition, intellection ‘aql, qaib 
inspiration 

As can be noted from the table, the epistemological principle of 
Islamic psychology recognizes all levels of human perception. By con- 
trast, western psychology recognizes only sensory and intellectual per- 
ception.” All of these levels of knowledge are “true” and “real.” 
Therefore, truth-falsehood is a scale on which all perceptions of our fac- 
ulties may find a place. The epistemological principle of Islamic psy- 
chology recognizes all of these levels of perception and realities as 
constituting legitimate knowledge and, further, recognizes a hierarchy of 
knowledge, the lowest level being that of sensory perception and the 
highest level being that of spiritual perception.12 Thus the epistemological 
principle of Islamic psychology recognizes revelation as a source of 
knowledge and guidance and, at the same time, recognizes the individ- 
ual‘s capacity and need for all levels of perception: sensory, intellectual, 
and spiritual. Sensory observation and discursive reason are important, 
but they are not the only methods of arriving at knowledge. 

The Ethical Principle 

The nature of one’sfitruh is such that he/she is innately predisposed 
to recognize the Creator, to worship Him, and to conform to divinely 
ordained ethical injunctions. Righteous deeds are natural and are harmo- 
nious with one’sfimzh, for God has implanted in man the love of the good 
and the love of the values that are the constituents of divine will.’3 

The individual’s worship of the Creator, therefore, is, not confined to 
belief and formal prayer to God, but includes ethical conduct as well. God 
prohibits and instructs in matters relating to food and drink, marital rela- 
tionships, social justice, and many other areas of one’s life. Since the indi- 
vidual‘s true nature is one of intrinsic goodness, one is expected to 
conform to the divine laws that will guide h i d e r  to good conduct. The 
ethical principle of Islamic psychology aims at making the values of 
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truth, honesty, brotherly/sisterly feelings, and so forth, dear to one's heart, 
and the vices of dishonesty, hypocrisy, and so forth, abhorrent to the indi- 
vidual. The Qur'an addresses the Companions of the Prophet: 

God has endeared to you belief, and made it graceful to your 
hearts; and He has made detestable to you unbelief, ungodliness 
and disobedience. (49:7-8) 

The believers have developed and sensitized theirfitruh to such an 
extent that they find belief and virtue endearing and disbelief and vice 
abhorrent. Moral virtue is therefore a characteristic of human nature. We 
are able to recognize easily, through ourfitrah, a morally virtuous person 
and seek to emulate him/her or to attain a high moral standard ourselves. 
Virtue or knowledge of the good, therefore, may be considered both innate 
and acquired. It is not innate in the sense that it is the conscious possession 
of the child at birth, but as an inborn quality of the soul, its conscious real- 
ization depending on environmental circumstances. Yet the virtue that 
results is not the creation of the moral instruction and the right environment 

any more than the blossom on the plant in the conservatory is the 
creation of the conservatory. The blossom springs from the seed 
(fitrah) which was there in the fist  place; the conservatory pro- 
vides the environment in which alone the seed can blo~som.'~ 

The ethical principle of Islamic psychology will encourage the culti- 
vation of virtue and will create an environment conducive to the devel- 
opment of virtues. For example, a Muslim psychologist would make 
prayer facilities available to patients or clients, for Islamic psychology 
encourages prayer as a means for inculcating noble qualities: 

Verily, prayer protects against indecency (fuhshah) and dishonor 
(rnunkar) and it makes one mindful of God which is more impor- 
tant. (29:45) 

Therefore, the prescribed forms of worship, if performed properly 
and sincerely, will prevent an individual from indulging in vices and 
inculcate the discipline for proper ethical conduct. Since an individual is 
innately predisposed to virtue, a healthy social environment is required in 
order to awaken this inherent virtue. The expression of virtue in a social 
context may be referred to as morality, and thus the ethical dimension of 
this morality is derived from human nature itself. However, it is also the 
consequence of social moral prescriptions. 

Al-Hashimi states: 

Psychological studies will never be complete unless they enter 
the sphere of values and morals, provided that these values are 



Mohamed Fttruh and Its Bearing on Islamic Psychology 7 

God-inspired and in accordance with man’s innate nature or 
fijrah.” 

Thus the innate goodness of the humanfijruh introduces us to the eth- 
ical principle of Islamic psychology. 

The Psychological Principle 

Although one is born in a state offijruh, he/she also has the potential 
for evil as represented by the self (nufs). 

To actualize hisher fijruh, an individual must discipline the self. 
Each person has been endowed withfitrah, intellect, and free will to 
choose good from evil. Human affective and biological impulses are not 
inherently evil. However, they are readily susceptible to evil stimuli and 
need to be controlled and directed in accordance with divinely prescribed 
laws so that the self can attain the highest level of spiritual achievement 
(al nufs a1 rnutma’innuh). The individual who has attained a higher spiri- 
tual consciousness has passed through at least three distinct phases of 
psychospiritual growth.16 As “carnal principle,” the self obtains a negative 
character in the Qur’an through the attribution of al nufs a1 arnmiirah bi 
su‘” (commanding self), whereas the soul (rzih) tends to be viewed as the 
divine spirit breathed into each human being. This aspect of the self is 
referred to as the “lower self,” which TusM grouped under four main 
groups.” 

In its role of al mfs al laww&nah (Qur’an 75:2), the soul does not sub- 
mit totally to the carnal self. The motive force of al nufs al lawwcimh is 
fulfilled when it reaches the fiial stage of psychospiritual growth: al nufs 
al rnutma’innuh (the contented self). At this latter stage, the individual is 
totally liberated from the carnal self and attains the highest level of spiri- 
tual equilibrium. The self now adopts the characteristics of the soul, with 
which it is integrated in a state of complete psychospiritual harmony. 
Hence, the psychological or psychical implications offitruh are associated 
with the self and the emotions and desires that are integral to it. 

Positive or negative tendencies can arise from the self depending on 
whether or not it is guided. For emotions to be directed to higher spiritual 
ends, the self must be disciplined. According to al-Hashimi, drives and 
emotions should be directed to win Gods’s favor, a goal that does not con- 
flict with piety provided it does not transgress the ways allowed in 
Islam.” Two primary attributes of the self are passion and anger, which 
serve as the sources of all other negative drives and are manifested as a 
consequence of their influence. Passion instinctively tends to weigh the 
individual down with an inertia of complacency and indulgence while, at 
the same time, it is expressive and pulsates with its own energy, dispers- 
ing waves of its activity beyond itself. Anger is an emotion bent on glo- 
rification, arrogance, and domination, while its energy serves to stifle its 
own dynamic and confines free emotional expression to forceful self-jus- 
tification. These attributes suggest an ambivalence in human emotional 
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states because of their positive and negative tendencies, but they are, 
nonetheless, integral to the soul. Passion may yet appeal to the individ- 
ual‘s sense of charisma, provide him/her with a pleasant disposition and 
produce a sense of serenity, while anger may serve the function of self- 
preservation, resisting falsehood, and establishing harmony where there 
is discord. 

However, equilibrium in the degree to which these drives influence 
an individual‘s thought and behavior must be maintained, for a lack of 
such drives may prove harmful to the soul and body while an excess may 
affect adversely one’s intellect and faith. Indeed, the refinement and dis- 
cipline of the self involves restoring the attributes of anger and passion to 
a state of equilibrium with the goal of avoiding descent to the animal and 
bestial state and preventing the emergence of other reprehensible attrib- 
utes, As to how this state of equilibrium is to be maintained, Najm al Din 
al R&i (654 A.H. / 1256 c.E.) states: 

In obedience to the law (Shari’ah), man should earnestly fear God, 
and not strive to seek dispensation, for the Law and the fear of God 
are a balance which maintain the attributes in a state of equilib- 
rium, preventing some from prevailing over others. Disequilibrium 
would be in a state of animals and beasts of prey, for in animals the 
attribute of passion prevails over that of anger and in beasts of prey 
the attribute of anger prevails over that of passion. Of necessity 
animals are therefore given to greed and lust, and beasts of prey to 
conquest, wrath, and dominance, to killing and hunting.” 

According to al R&i, the “alchemy of the Law” is not intended to 
efface reprehensible attributes, for that would result in a deficient spiri- 
tual and physical well-being. Herein lies the folly of those philosophers 
who sought the complete elimination of such attributes as anger, passion, 
and lust. Instead, the property of the Shari‘ah and the alchemy of religion 
is to restore each attribute to a state of equilibrium in the soul so that they 
may be exercised in accordance with the Shari‘ah and cause thereby 
praiseworthy attributes to emerge from within the self. 

The somewhat paradoxical nature of these drives is revealed when 
their energy, after being transmuted in order to manifest its potential for 
good, elevates the individual to the highest level of psychospiritual devel- 
opment (ul nafs al mutmu’innah). Socially, anger plays a vital role in 
manifesting the believer’s spiritual consciousness, as seen in the hadith: 

Whosoever of you sees an evil action, let him change it with his 
hand; and if he cannot, then with his tongue; and if he cannot,then 
with his heart, and that is the weakest of faith.” 

This hadith refers to the conduct of the believer who experiences holy 
anger with respect to social conditions. Holy passion, like holy anger, is 
sanctified by one’sfitruh. The natural energy of passion, under the guidance 
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of fitruh, teaches the pious believer the difference between attachment to 
the absolute Creator and His divine guidance and attachment to all relative 
phenomena. 

Imam al Ghazai’s theory of dynamic interaction throws light on how 
the elements of anger and appetite (passion), when controlled and trans- 
muted with the help of the intellect (‘a&, are able to transform the self 
(lower nufs) into the higher levels of psychospiritual development and, in 
so doing, actualize the state offitruh.u 

From the aforementioned discussion, we can deduce the psychologi- 
cal implications of3jruh and its bearing on the psychological principle of 
Islamic psychology. This principle recognizes three dimensions: biologi- 
cal, psychological, and spiritual. Whereas the monastic orientated reli- 
gions tend to recognize the spiritual dimension at the expense of one’s 
biological and psychological urges, western psychology tends to focus on 
the biological and the psychological dimensions while ignoring one’s 
spiritual urges. Islamic psychology, however, recognizes the individual‘s 
totality, including hisher biological and psychological needs that are to 
be transformed to higher spiritual ends. The psychological principle of 
Islamic psychology is therefore holistic and dynamic and also prepares 
the ground for developmental psychology, which takes into account the 
different phases of psychospiritual development. 

The Volitional Principle 

Implicit in the opening hadith is the notion of deviation from Islam, 
and hence fromfijruh, because of environmental influences. This implies 
that one is free to actualize or deviate from hisherfitruh. The volitional 
principle of Islamic psychology, then, is derived from this capacity of free 
will. There is abundant evidence in the Qur’an to suggest that each human 
being has been granted the freedom to choose between good and evil. The 
following verses bear ample testimony to this: 

We have truly shown the way; he may be thankful or unthankful. 
(76:3) 

The truth is from your Lord, so let him who will believe and let 
him who will disbelieve. (18:29) 

But truly He is forgiving to whoever repents and believes and 
acts uprightly, and lets himself be guided. (20:82) 

Although good and evil are predetermined tendencies in the scheme 
of creation, each individual is nevertheless compelled to make a choice 
by virtue of hisher God-given freedom. It is this capacity for choice and 
initiative that enables one to bring about changes, for better or worse, in 
hisher self or environment, depending on whether or not the revelation is 
being followed: 
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Man shall get nothing but what he strives for. (3953) 

Verily, Allah does not change that which people are (their condi- 
tion) until they change that which is in themselves. (13:ll) 

Thus, the onus is on the individual to take the initiative to change 
himselfherself. God will change the condition of a people only if they 
exercise a conscious choice and initiative to change themselves. Free will 
implies responsibility, and humanity is responsible to its Creator: 

Verily, We proposed to the Heavens and the Earth, and to the 
mountains to receive the responsibility (anuinah), they refused 
the burden, and they feared to receive it. Man undertook to bear 
it. Verily, he was unjust, senseless. (33:72) 

According to Ibn ‘AbbBs, an early classical commentator, arminah 
means obedience (tci‘ah) and implies the offer of freedom and responsibil- 
ity that the heavens and earth refuse to accept but was accepted by Adam. 
God told Adam: “If you do good you will be rewarded, and if you do evil 
you will be punished.” This is why God uses the words unjust (pdunuin) 
and senseless (iahtilah). Mujmd, DW& and Hasan al Basfi agree that 
arminah involves the compulsory duties (alfard’id) and the implication of 
punishment and reward.23 In short, it means responsibility for obedience to 
God. This responsibility is on account of intellect (‘aql) and will (ircidah): 

If you did well, you did well for yourselves; if you did evil (you 
did it) against yourselves. (17: 17) 

Then shall anyone who has done an atom’s weight of good see it, 
and anyone who has done an atom’s weight of evil shall see it. 
(99~7-8) 

Due to its possession of freedom and responsibility, humanity was dis- 
tinguished from all of creation by virtue of its power and was therefore 
made vicegerent of God. However, humanity is also weak and thus depen- 
dent on God‘s guidance, which is accessible through the individual‘s inher- 
ent capacity to distinguish right from wrong @.@ah) and through divine 
revelation and prophets. In sum, the individual‘s freedom is a true freedom 
and he/she alone is accountable to God for hisher actions. Absolute free- 
dom is the prerogative of God, and therefore the gift of free will should not 
make one arrogant. The individual can be saved from the illusion of hisher 
self-sufficiency by submitting hisher will to the Will of God. 

The individual‘s freedom is curbed by the psychological limitations of 
hisher lower self and the influence of Satan. But one’s self can be liberated 
from the negative effects of the self and of Satan by attaining harmony with 
his/herfi@uh and with the divine will. In other words, the will (with the 
help of intellect and revelation) is capable of transforming the physical, 
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emotional, and psychological dimensions in order to achieve spiritual ends. 
Im&n al Ghmi’s dynamic interaction theory illustrates the role of the 
intellect (‘ql) in subduing the animal forces of anger and appetite, which, 
through the instigation of the Satanic element, seek to dominate the 

Fijruh implies, therefore, the individual‘s capacity to realize his/her 
ontologicalfitruh and to attain inner peace and happiness. By extension, 
the volitional implication of fijruh implies that a society made up of free 
individuals will strive to create a sociopolitical system based on the 
Shari’ah and to facilitate the actualization offitruh of its citizens. In terms 
of this interpretation of fitruh, the individual and the collectivity must 
resist all forces, agencies, and systems that impede the striving toward the 
actualization of one’s full spiritual, moral, and intellectual potential. 

Sincefitruh implies free will, we can derive from this notion the voli- 
tional principle of Islamic psychology. The patient (provided he/she is not 
psychotic) is treated as a responsible being who is capable of changing for 
the better. By contrast, western psychology tends to have a deterministic 
outlook and generally ignores the notion of responsibility, especially in 
the cases of behaviorism and Freudian psychoanalysis. The humanistic 
and existentialistic schools of psychology, however, recognize the notion 
of human responsibility, but claim that it applies only for and to oneself. 
The volitional principle of Islamic psychology, therefore, expects the 
individual to be accountable to God. Such a spiritually dynamic principle 
exercises a profound influence on one’s attitudes and behavior. 

The Legal Principle 

As a free being, each individual is expected to conform to the will of 
God as enshrined in the Shari‘ah. Imm al Nawawi definesfijruh as the 
unconfirmed state of im&n (faith) until belief is acknowledged con- 
sciously. Hence, if a child were to die before the age of discretion, he/she 
will be one of the inmates of paradise. This view applies to children of 
polytheistic parents as well and is supported by the following hadith: 

It is related that the Prophet said that he saw in a vision an old 
man at the foot of a large tree. Around him were children. In the 
vision, he was told that the old man was Abraham, and that the 
children around him were children who had died before attaining 
the age of discretion. Some of the Muslims asked him: “And the 
children of the polytheists too, 0 Messenger of Allah?” The 
Prophet replied “The children of the polytheists as 

This interpretation has legal implications, namely, that a child is born 
as a Muslim and is pure, without sin, and predisposed to the belief and wor- 
ship of the Creator. Some scholars, such as al QZi@ Abi Ya’h, argue that if 
fitrah means Islam, a child of polytheistic parents cannot inherit from them 
in terms of Islamic law. However, a1 Nawawi argues that although the child 
is born into a non-Muslim familv. hehhe will enter naradise in the rsce nf 
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hisher death. Ibn Taymiyah defends this viewx and opines that if either the 
father or the mother is a Muslim, the child is considered a Muslim and sub- 
ject to Islamic law. However, if the child is born to non-Muslim parents, 
he/she will be subject to their law, despite hisher inherent state of firruh. 
Islamic law, therefore, does not apply to them. The hadith that every child 
is born a Muslim has greater narrative than statutory value, and this 
explains the apparent inconsistency in the actual legal status of such a 
child. Another explanation is that being turned into a Jew, a Christian, or a 
Magian is to be understood figuratively: change takes place in the child 
from birth. The child‘s legal religion is therefore that of its parents, 
although he/she adopts that religion only when mentally mature.” 

Islamic jurisprudence (zqil a/ fiqh) recognizes four stages or phases 
in one’s life, each of which espouses a degree of responsibility governed 
by Islamic jurisprudence. We will discuss the legal parameters of human 
responsibility or the legal implications of the volitional principle of 
Islamic psychology. The diagram below shows that the degree of respon- 
sibility is proportional to the degree of competence. Islamic law and the 
degree of responsibility necessary for one’s adherence to the law are 
linked directly to one’s particular stage. Human behavior and account- 
ability for personal behavior are governed by these phases: 

Diagram 1: The Cumulative Development of the Degree 
of Legal Responsibility over Time 
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The diagram indicates that human life is divided into two broad 
phases. The f i i t  phase is referred to, in Islamic legal terminology, as 
ahliyat a1 wujiib, and the second phase is referred to as ahliyat a1 a&’. 
Each phase is divided further into two substages. Islamic law governs 
these four stages by a very meticulously defined set of laws.% 

The first stage begins when the soul enters the developing foetus and 
ends at childbirth. At this pre-childbirth stage, the organism is accorded 
human status and is referred to as miqis (incomplete). After birth, it is 
referred to as &mil (complete). Immediately after childbirth, the human 
being is not held responsible for anything. However, society is held 
responsible for the newborn’s welfare. For example, the prenatal organ- 
ism is legally entitled to inherit, but this right is not applicable when the 
child dies, at which time the parents or wards are held responsible for 
apportioning to the unborn child his/her rightful share of inheritance. 
Also, the mother has a major responsibility toward the child in that she 
is not permitted to consume any item, such as drugs, that would harm the 
foetus. 

The second stage begins at birth and ends, approximately, when the 
child has reached the age of seven, which is regarded by most jurists as 
the age of discernment (sin al tamyiz). From the beginning of the first 
stage until the end of the second, the child is not considered legally 
accountable to anyone, although he/she is subject to parental guidance 
and is accountable to them as parents. The end of the second stage- 
reaching the age of seven-also marks the end of the fiist, for after age 
seven, he/she is categorized as &mil, which means that he/she is neither 
responsible for hisher actions nor expected. to conform to the Shari‘ah.29 

The individual‘s formal adherence to the Shari‘ah begins when one 
has reached the age of discernment. The third stage (7-15 years) begins 
when the individual has reached the status of “complete” (&mil). From 
the ages of 7 to 10, parents are encouraged to use verbal coercion (per- 
suasion), but from the ages of 10 to 15, physical coercion is recom- 
mended. Parents are expected to urge their children to perform the prayer 
after they have reached the age of 7, a practice that is based upon a 
prophetic tradition (murii awlddikum bi sab’ah sinin). Beginning with this 
stage and continuing until the child reaches the age of sexual maturity, 
he/she is expected to pray and will be rewarded for any good deeds. 
However, he/she is only partially responsible (qasirah): he/she is respon- 
sible for obeying his/her parents, but not for abiding by the regulations of 
the Shari‘ah. It is the parents’ responsibility to encourage the child to pray, 
but he/she is not accountable to God for ignoring this duty.3o 

The individual becomes fully responsible for observing the Shari‘ah 
in its totality during the fourth stage, which begins with the onset of sex- 
ual maturity (buligh) and lasts until death. Sexual maturity is determined 
by physical signs of a boy’s ejaculation of semen and of a woman’s men- 
struation. If no physical signs of sexual maturity are observed, one is con- 
sidered to be sexually mature after reaching the age of fifteen lunar years. 
After this point, it becomes the parents’ responsibility to apply coercive 
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strategies to make the child observe the Shari’ah. From the age of 10, par- 
ents are expected to use physical coercion, but from the age of 15 the 
child falls under the jurisdiction of the Shari’ah. From the age of discre- 
tion until the age of sexual maturity, the child is encouraged-but not 
compelled-to abide by the divine law. Upon reaching sexual maturity, 
the child becomes completely responsible for obeying divine injunctions 
(for which he/she will be rewarded) and for transgressing such injunc- 
tions (for which he/she is now liable to be punished).” 

The normal set of laws will apply to a person who has attained sex- 
ual maturity (baligh), but not, however, to a person who, through no fault 
of hisher own, suffers from an affliction that induces diminished respon- 
sibility. The Shari‘ah lists six natural impediments, all of which are 
beyond one’s control, that exempt an individual from complete responsi- 
bility: insanity, mental retardation, unconsciousness, sickness, death, and 
old age. If a person is afflicted by impediments that are self-inflicted and 
that cause himher to violate the Shari’ah, such as missing the prayers due 
to intoxication, he/she is considered guilty of wilful transgression, for 
which there is no exemption. The Shari‘ah applies to the drunk person 
because he/she falls in the category of ahtiyat al a&’. Any excuse, there- 
fore, is untenable. An insane person, on the other hand, is legally exempt 
from the Shari‘ah’s dictates, because he/she is no longer regarded as being 
in the category of ahliyat a1 

Apart from drunkenness and negligence, indifference and a lack of 
common sense are considered unnatural impediments. It is not necessary 
to provide details of all these impediments and stages or the various opin- 
ions of the legal schools; suffice it to say that a given set of laws describes 
an individual’s legal status, whether hisher conduct is influenced by 
physiological and psychological developmental factors or by the impedi- 
ments referred to above. An outline of these phases, therefore, has prac- 
tical implications for determining the extent of the individual’s 
responsibility in Islamic psychology, which works within the framework 
of the Shari‘ah. 

In Muslim personal law, for example, marriage helps to regulate the 
lower self and, therefore, sexual passion. In formal worship (‘ibddczt), the 
institutions of prayer (Salah) and fasting (sawm) enable the believer to 
turn away from evil (munkar) and to enhance hisher consciousness of 
God-an essential process in the actualization of fitrah. Similarly, all 
other branches of the Shari‘ah help to direct one’s intellect and will to the 
actualization of hisher filrah. 

Thus from the legal implication of figrah we can formulate the legal 
principle of Islamic psychology. Through this principle, the Muslim psy- 
chologist must consider the mature Muslim patient as responsible for 
hisher actions within the framework of the Shari‘ah. The patient should 
conform to what is lawful (hakZI) and avoid what is unlawful ( k r h ) .  
The legal implication also embraces the ethical dimension. Islamic psy- 
chology recognizes the four phases of human life that form the basis of 
child developmental psychology in Islam. The psychologist will have to 
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bear in mind the stage of the patient to know what is expected of himher 
in terms of Islamic legal responsibility. Thus the legal principle of Islamic 
psychology will help the practitioner to distinguish the sane from the 
insane and the sexually mature from sexually immature, and will make it 
possible for them to be treated accordingly. 

The Therapeutic Principle 

As the religion of human nature (din alfipuh), Islam is designed to 
fulfil the needs of the individual‘sfltrah. Thus the Islamic way of life 
enhances one’s spiritual inclination without neglecting the material and 
psychological aspects of hisher nature, which are, in any case, channeled 
to serve spiritual and ethical ends. If Islam is suited to human nature, then 
it must be the basis for a healthy and fulfilling life in all dimensions and, 
further, a preventer of mental illness. In addition, deviation from Islam 
implies deviation from fitruh, which results in the individual becoming 
prone to mental and spiritual sicknesses. 

Many Muslims are suffering from psychological problems precisely 
because they have succumbed to foreign influences and its related spiri- 
tual, moral, psychological, and social problems. The problem is more 
critical with Muslim minorities who are in direct confrontation with a 
western dominated environment, as in South Africa or the United States. 
Potential problems arising out of the tension between Islamic and west- 
em cultural norms are depression, delinquency, drug addiction, neurosis, 
and alienation. Psychiatrists and psychologists should be aware of this 
problem if they wish to help their patients. Training in the West provides 
the practitioner with a Eurocentric bias, which does not always help in 
handling problems related to religions and cultures of the East. Malik 
Badri laments that many Muslim psychologists blindly imitate western 
psychotherapeutic approaches. He points out in his popular book, The 
Dilemma of the Muslim Psychologist, that although western trained psy- 
chologists are aware of the role of cultures in shaping behavior, they per- 
ceive the patient from their cultural bias. 

The therapeutic principle of Islamic psychology is fully cognizant of 
these difficulties. Furthermore, because of the volitional and legal princi- 
ple, it expects a certain degree of responsibility from the patient. Islamic 
psychology is also expected to deal with the mental illnesses that arise out 
of the tension of conflicting cultures. This is not limited to dealing with 
“mad” or psychotic individuals, but with psychologically normal people 
who need help because of their deviation from theirfimh or the Islamic 
pattern of life. Thus the therapeutic principle of Islamic psychology has 
its own concept of normality, as it is also concerned with the spiritual 
problems of the individual. 

Islamic psychology draws upon Islamic therapeutic tools to treat 
Muslim patients, who are expected to be more receptive to Islamic pre- 
scriptions because of their faith. The psychologist cannot expect an unbe- 
liever to pray, fast, ask for God‘s forgiveness, put hisher trust in God or 
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to engage in the Catholic ritual of confession for the purpose of healing. 
When Carl Jung demonstrated the curative value of religion, he must 
have assumed that the patients were Christians. However, whereas Jung 
views religion as a means to mental healing, the Islamic psychologist 
would not view it as only healing the mind but also the soul. 

Western therapy, especially Freudian psychoanalysis, is descriptive 
and past-oriented, whereras Islamic therapy is prescriptive and future ori- 
entated: The therapeutic principle of Islamic psychology seeks to change 
the patient’s future behavior by sensitizing hisher conscience and making 
him/her responsible to God. Western therapy, on the other hand, desensi- 
tizes the human conscience, because it is devoid of ethics based on reli- 
gion. It is therefore not surprising that it treats the psychological 
symptoms of spiritual diseases through medication and, at the same time, 
fails to treat the causes of those diseases. 

To conclude, we have presented an Islamic conception of human 
nature within the context of its relevance for the principles of Islamic psy- 
chology. We have contributed to that foundation upon which the structure 
of Islamic psychology can rest. What remains to be done is to uncover the 
rich contents of Islamic psychology that are embedded in the Islamic 
legacy and to develop the basis of Islamic psychotherapy. Once this is 
achieved, there is no reason why western psychological findings and ther- 
apeutic techniques cannot play a role in enriching Islamic psychology and 
bringing it up-to-date with contemporary reality. Such a synthesis would 
bridge the gap between Islamic and western psychology and would con- 
stitute a genuine Islamization of psychology. 
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