Humility: A History
Justin Steinberg (ed.)
https://doi.org/10.1093/9780197778678.001.0001

Published: 25 September 2025 Available in print: 24 November 2025 Online ISBN: 9780197778678
Print ISBN: 9780197778142

Search in this book }

4 Humility, Self-Naughting, and Self-Transcendence: A View

from the Islamic Mystical Tradition 8
Atif Khalil

https://doi.org/10.1093/9780197778678.003.0005 Pages 93-106
Published: September 2025

Abstract

Muslims understand humility (Arabic: khushuy/tawadu’) to be inseparable from the servitude to God
(‘ubudiyya) that is demanded of them by their faith. The defining place of the virtue in Islamic ethics is
underscored by the fact that the sin of the two archetypes of wrongdoing in the Quran——Pharoah and
Iblis (Satan)——was pride. With that said, humility can be conceived in two complementary ways in the
Muslim tradition. When viewed through the lens of a dualistic theology that separates God from the
world, humility involves a shift on a spectrum away from the soul’s natural inclination toward feelings of
conceit and self-importance. This movement, however, must halt somewhere near the center-point of
humility, and not extend into the domain of self-loathing, since the latter is marked by a narcissism of
self-hate and self-denigration, unlike pride, which is marked by a narcissism of self-aggrandizement. In
Islamic mysticism, particularly from the vantage point of the doctrine of the unity of being, the
movement of self-naughting must continue, but now it must do so vertically, upward, toward self-
transcendence, self-forgetting, and ultimately self-effacement in the divinity. Only then is humility
obtained in its fullness as a state of nothingness before the all-consuming infinity of God. This is not a
nothingness where the ego is abased as much a nothingness where the ego, like a mirage, is recognized to
be unreal.

Keywords: Sufism, humility, self-naughting, self, Islam, al-Ghazali, Dargawi, Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah, tawhid
Subject: Medical Ethics, Philosophy, Social and Political Philosophy, Moral Philosophy
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There is a humorous story of an imam of a mosque who, for some reason or another, was overcome one day by
a feeling of great humility. It became so intense that it caused him to fall into prostration. As he was on the
ground, with his forehead on the prayer rug, he kept repeating, “Oh God, I am nothing. Oh Lord, I am nothing”
The muezzin (the individual commissioned with the task of making the call to prayer five times a day)
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witnessed this curious display of holy emotion. Observing what seemed to be an impressive sight, he could not
help but wonder, “If our imam feels he is nothing—and he is the imam—then who I am? T am but a simple
muezzin!”* Overcome by shame over his own state, he fell into prostration. While there, he kept repeating, like
the imam, “Oh Lord, I am nothing. Oh God, I am nothing.” Now L it just so happened that the mosque’s janitor
was sweeping the area nearby. No sooner did he observe the two on the ground, acknowledging their
insignificance before God, he thought to himself, “If the imam and muezzin think they are nothing, then who
am I? I am the mere janitor!” The thought induced a state of pious fervor and caused him to collapse on the
floor, as he, too, confessed, “Oh Lord, I am nothing. I am nothing” The imam, still in prostration, overhead the
janitor’s humble confessions and could not help but feel some irritation. Finally, he tilted his head toward the
muezzin and quipped in protest, “Look who thinks he is nothing!”2

Like many good tales of religious instruction, this one is soaked in layers of meaning.3 The most obvious of
them is that no matter how spiritually accomplished one may be (or, for that matter, believe oneself to be) there
is an underlying egomania that remains difficult to shake off, even in higher stages of the soul’s development.
This is one reason why some of the Sufis or mystics of Islam" have said that the last obstacle the wayfarer
overcomes on the path to God is the desire for leadership (hubb al-ri'asa). In Sufi ethics, it is not inconsequential
that according to the Quran, the primary sin of Iblis or Satan was self-aggrandizement. When instructed by
God to bow before Adam, he replied, I am better than him (Q 7:12). Scripture is explicit: he demurred L through
pride (Q 2:34). It is also worth observing that Pharaoh, that other archetype of wrongdoing and rebellion in the
Quran, suffered from the same cardinal flaw. In fact, he went further than the devil by laying claim to divinity,
declaring I am your lord most high (Q 79:24). The words amount to such an affront to the religious consciousness
of Islam, to its radical monotheism, that Muslims are advised by tradition to subdue their voices when reciting
the verse, out of humility. In a sense, every outburst of pride, hubris, and self-admiration is, at a subtle level,
rooted in a Luciferian or Pharaonic desire to raise oneself by demeaning the other, or an unwillingness to
acknowledge the merits and value of anyone besides oneself.”

1 Humility and Self-Naughting

Throughout the course of Islamic history, the Sufis have been deeply conscious of how difficult it is to
thoroughly—and correctly— internalize humility (Arabic = khushu‘/tawadu‘), while overcoming its
corresponding vice of pride or self-admiration. One strategy was to encourage self-effacing service. When
aspirants wished to join the Mevlevis, the tariga or mystical Order of whirling dervishes founded by Rumi (d.
1273), one of the first tasks they were commissioned with was to labor in the kitchen: to clean, cook, and
prepare food for the community. Only after they had proven their sincerity in such humble devotion for a
period of 1,001 days would they be allowed into the Order, with a small band tied around their long cap to
signify formal initiation. Otherwise, their sandals would be turned in the direction of the road, and they would
be politely seen off. Significantly, it was not an inability to successfully undertake the ascetic austerities or
religious L practices of the Order, but a failure to overcome the ego in service to the other that led to such
expulsions.6 Even today, if one enters the Halveti-Jerrahi tariqa, founded in the early part of the eighteenth
century in the Ottoman Empire, the new initiate is tasked with serving tea, cleaning the washrooms, and other
comparable chores involving the maintenance of the tekke or Sufi lodge.7

Some of the Orders were more extreme in the techniques they employed to eradicate any lingering traces of a
bloated sense of self-importance. A branch of the Shadhilis of North Africa, for example, made it incumbent on
new members to exchange their fine garments for patched robes and then go out, as mendicants, to beg. Few
acts, it was believed, could help destroy conceit as thoroughly as spreading out one’s hands before strangers for
provision. To be clear, these rules were not set in stone, and for those for whom such works came easily, they
were not always required, since they had no need for them. But they were particularly medicinal for political
authorities or religious dignitaries who wished to tread the mystical path to God, drawn to it by an irresistible
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force from Heaven. As aberrant as some of these exercises in self-naughting may have been for those who
stood outside the Sufi tarigas, the underlying philosophy behind them was not entirely alien to the early, sacred
history of Islam. Once Umar (d. 644), the second caliph (political successor to the Prophet Muhammad), was
walking through the streets of Medina with a large water-skin bag on his shoulders. Some of those close to him
protested that it was unbecoming of him, as caliph, to be seen in public in such a condition. He informed them
that a delegation of obedient servants came to him in humility, causing him to puff up with pride. Fearing for
his soul, he sought to put L his nafs or ego in check by reminding himself of his own servitude to God, and as
ruler, to the people. Then he proceeded to the house of an old woman and poured the water into her cisterns.”
This was the same Umar who would wear a robe with thirteen patches.9

At the heart of many of these techniques was an attempt to shift away one’s attention from the opinions of
others to a fixation on God alone. This is why Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah (d. 1309 CE) declared in one of his aphorisms,
“Efface the gaze of people toward you, by (recognizing) the gaze of God toward you. And absent yourself from
their attentiveness toward you by (recognizing) the attentiveness of God toward you.”lO While it is true that
pride or self-admiration may be self-contained, independent of how others feel, more often than not it is
intimately bound to the validation one hopes for from others. More often than not, it is the mark of a soul
turned disproportionally outward, toward the world, instead of upward—or for the mystics, inward—toward
God. There is a story of the early Sufi Sahl al-Tustari (d. 896) who came across a man in Mecca who sought his
spiritual counsel. On receiving it, the man replied, “O master, I am incapable of this on account of the people.”
Sahl then turned to his disciples and said, “No one will attain to the reality of this affair (i.e., realization) until
he has one of two qualities: either people fall away from his sight to such an extent that he does not see anyone
in this world except himself and God, aware L that no one is able either to harm or benefit him, or his own ego
(nafs) becomes so insignificant in his own eyes that it does not matter in what state people see him”*!

In an age marked by the proliferation of social media, where self-worth is often quantified by followers, likes,
shares, and retweets, the aforementioned strategies (or at least moderate versions of them) employed as they
are by most Sufi Orders today, may be particularly useful in avoiding the pitfalls of narcissism fostered by
digital services such as Twitter, TikTok, Instagram, and Facebook, the invasiveness of which grows in our
private lives by the day. In many contemporary Sufi Orders, initiates are discouraged if not outright forbidden
from making use of them, unless necessary. Interestingly, the benefits of these restrictions on mental health
have recently come to light and help underscore the value of modes of living prescribed by the interiorizing,
contemplative traditions of the world’s religions, the authorities of which are often attentive to the corrosive
effects of technopolization.

2 The Signs of Humility

In many classical Sufi texts, humility is said to have certain marks, and these cannot be displayed through
empty gestures devoid of a corresponding interior state. We find this in the story of a young man who was seen
walking through the streets with his head down and his shoulders bent forward, in a state of apparent
lowliness. A spiritual master who saw this came up and upbraided him. “Humility lies here,” he taught,
pointing to his heart, “not here,” pointing to his shoulders. He wanted to impress on him the need to exercise
the virtue in such a way that it flowed out naturally, without ostentation. As Fudayl (d. 803) would say of the
earliest generation of Muslims, they “detested to see on a man marks of humility that surpassed what resided
in his heart”"* L The reprobation of the master was not to belittle outward marks of the virtue, but to warn
him of feigned, misguided mimicries of an otherwise ennobling quality.

For the Sufi authorities, genuine signs of humility include serving others indiscriminately, not just those whom
one esteems, and from whom one may wish to curry favor. In his commentary on the words of an early sage
that “humility is to abandon making distinctions in service,” the sixteenth-century authority Ansari explains
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that it means to serve both the slave and free, the rich and the poor, those of high and low social standing—in
other words, everyone.13 Conversely, it also means one not deem herself so important so as to expect the
recognition, kindness, and benefaction of others, through a feeling of entitlement and special self-worth.
“Among the signs of its realization,” writes Ibn ‘Abbad (d. 1390) of humility, “is an intensification of the desire to
have neither rank nor standing among people”**

Another mark of the virtue is to think well of others, or have a high estimation of them. Instead of seeing
others below oneself, one perceives them as superior. And this may be even though they do not have the same
marks of piety one finds within himself, since one’s own piety may well be insincere and hypocritical, while the
seeming impiety of others may be no more than a veil over genuine sanctity and divine love, or a doorway to
repentance, reform, and a life of holiness. In other words, outward piety can all too easily be deceiving (a
common trope in the spiritual literature of the world). Darani (d. 830) may have expressed it best when he said,
“humility is that when you step outside of the door of your home, you do not meet either a believer or
disbeliever without recognizing that on the Day of Judgement, he may turn out to be better than you.”15

This general attitude, free of contempt and self-righteousness, should in turn lead to an openness to accept
truth from anyone, without resistance, even if it goes against one’s own opinions. The early mystic Dhu al-Nun
(d. 859) declared, “among the marks of humility [.. . is .. .] to accept truth and good counsel from whomever it
comes”*® This implies listening attentively to others, no matter what their rank or position, since the most
unlikely person may well be a source of wisdom, provided one is willing to listen. Moreover, since the divine
presence is everywhere (cf. Quran 2:115), the truth cannot but manifest itself from God, who often speaks from
behind the curtain of the world, not only through the mouths of saints but also sinners. In other words, behind
the secondary causes or intermediaries through which the truth appears, in reality it can only come from the
“Causer of causes” or musabbib al-asbab, which is all the more reason to give others an ear. And this may be
why one of the early Muslim mystics said, “humility is to accept the truth from the truth for the truth”*’

Closely related to this mark is another one, namely to avoid quarrels and argumentation. Rooted in a subtle
desire to always be right, the ego is often driven by an intellectual will-to-power—not a desire to share the
truth for the good of others, let alone for the truth itself, as much as to impose one’s own views on them, and
savor the feeling that comes from forcing them to acquiesce, through one’s rhetorical skill, to one’s own beliefs.
As Qushayri (d. 1072) writes, “from among the signs of humility in the God-servant is than when opposed,

angered or rejected, he takes it upon himself to meet it with acceptance.”18 Humility often requires silence.
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3 Humility and Self-Transcendence

The story of the imam in the opening of this essay drew attention to one of the paradoxes of humility, namely,
of when a person might take pride in the virtue, or worse, look with disdain upon another for not being as
humble as oneself. In the imam’s remark to the muezzin about the janitor, it was as if he was saying, “Who is he
to think he can be as low as we are? How can this nobody become as insignificant as I am?” The imam may
have tolerated the muezzin entering his distinguished circle of humble folk, but to the janitor he could not
extend such welcome. Cognizant of these types of contradictions, many classical Sufi authorities argued that
one cannot become conscious of one’s humility without negating the virtue itself. To quote Ibn ‘Ata’ Allah
again, “he who affirms humility in himself is in truth proud, for humility does not arise except out of a sublime

19
state”

In other words, a truly humble person cannot claim the virtue, whether to himself or another, without
arrogating a spiritual rank—an arrogation that amounts to an act of pride, since humility makes (or at least
contributes to making) one spiritually great. In this respect, one might say that humility is unique among
virtues in that it is the only one that one cannot claim without relinquishing the very possession of the quality
itself. We simply have to go through the virtues individually to realize this truth. One may, for example,
acknowledge her truthfulness without such talk nullifying her honesty. One may recognize his generosity,
even boast of it, without becoming stingy. But one cannot openly confess his humility without negating the
virtue altogether. And this is why we may go so far as to say that it is unique among virtues in that its possessor

cannot be fully aware of it within himself *°

Another pitfall of humility is that in the desire to lower the self—recall that our English word humility derives
from the Latin humilis, which refers to lowness”'—one may end up becoming obsessed with it, with such an
obsession easily transforming into narcissism. We find elements of this in the story of the imam, whose
concern with his own nothingness appears to have been marred by a subtle kind of preoccupation with
himself, with his own importance. This became clear in his reaction to the janitor’s confessions. The Sufi
master Darqawi (d. 1823) recognized this danger and warned against it. In one of his letters he described how a
spiritual aspirant came to him and complained, “I am nothing” In response, he told him, “[D]o not say ‘I am
nothing, nor, ‘Tam something’ [.. .] But rather say ‘Allah; and you will see wonders”** He directed him to turn
his attention away from the self toward God, otherwise he risked falling into a fixation with his own self. This
condition is contrary to true humility, since the virtue lies not so much in a preoccupation with one’s
unworthiness, as much as in a sense of wonder with and effacement in God. When Darqawi was asked about
the soul’s cure, he replied, “forget it and do not think about it, for he who does not forget his soul, does not
remember God** However, this effacement is only fully realized in a metaphysics of nonduality.
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4 Transcending Humility

A passing reference was made earlier to the radical monotheism of Islam, to the accent placed in its
mainstream theological formulation L on the ontological gulf that separates the divine and human orders. In
his Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, Hegel (d. 1831) argued that this distinction was so pronounced that the
faith had to be classified (along with Judaism) as a “religion of the sublime,” defined by belief in a deity who
elicited feelings of awe, consternation, and fear’* Ina sense, Hegel was not entirely incorrect, at least with
respect to Islam. He was correct in recognizing the distinction emphasized by the religion between God and the
human being, by a faith in which the latter bows before an absolute, sublime, transcendent Being that is wholly
other. There is no better illustration of this than the millions of pilgrims who rise and fall in prostration, in
unison, in response to the imam’s words, “God is greatest,” before the Kaba, symbolically the House of God on
earth, on the annual Hajj in Mecca. Where Hegel was mistaken, however, was in overlooking the profound role
that divine mercy and compassion play in this relationship. And where he was also mistaken (this being more
relevant to our present purpose) was in ignoring the role that Sufism—both in theory and practice—plays in
the overall economy of Islam in bridging this gulf, by drawing out the full logic of the doctrine of tawhid or
divine unity that lies at its heart. Here, there stands a radical monotheism in which God is so great that there is
no room left in existence for another. Here, God is so great, His transcendence has Him transcend His very
transcendence, thereby rendering Him infinitely, all-pervadingly immanent and ever-present. As the Quran
states, Wherever you turn, there is the face of God (Q 2:115).

This Sufi conception of reality has far-reaching implications for how humility is to be conceived. In a theology
that draws a line between God and the human being, premised on the lord-servant distinction—and Sufism
accepts and works within this theology, but L. only as a starting point—humility must be situated as a virtue
somewhere in between the two extremes of pride and self-loathing, in each state of which the subject is
focused, respectively and disproportionally, on his own worth or worthlessness. In this framework, the ideal is
to reach a middle ground between the two. Since, however, the default tendency of the ego is to gravitate
toward pride, the Sufi tradition developed exercises of self-naughting to mitigate against the lower soul’s
natural inclinations. When, however, through spiritual discipline and practice, one moves into higher levels of
awareness, she comes to learn that, in truth, there was no self to naught to begin with, that the lord-servant
dichotomy was an illusion from the very outset. However, it was an illusion that could only be overcome
through intense spiritual exertion, effort, and self-sacrifice, not to mention divine grace.

In early Sufism, Junayd (d. 910) drew attention to this when he declared, somewhat paradoxically, “humility in
the eyes of the people of divine unity is pride.”25 What might he have meant? Roughly two centuries later
Ghazali (d. 1111) would explain, perhaps “he meant that the one trying to humble himself affirms himself and
then humbles it, whereas the person of [divine] oneness does not affirm his self, nor does he see it as a thing
that he should humble or elevate.”*® Humility, after all, implies affirming a being, the self, alongside another
one, that of God. In view of the all-pervading reality of the latter, however, one could not make a more prideful,

arrogant claim. Rumi may have explained this idea best when he said:

Anyone who says ‘Tam God’s servant’ predicates two existences, his and God’s, while the one who
says ‘Tam God’ nullifies himself—that is, he gives up his own existence as naught. It is said that ‘Tam
God’ means, ‘T do not exist; everything is He. Existence is L. God’s alone’ [...] There is more humility
in this than any claim to greatness, but people do not comprehend. When a man acknowledges his
servitude to God, he is aware of his act of being a servant. It may be for God, but he still sees himself
and his own act along with seeing God. He is not ‘drowned’; drowned is he in whom there is no
motion or action but whose movement is the movement of water. A lion chases a gazelle. The gazelle
flees from the lion. There are two existences, the lion’s and the gazelle’s. When the lion catches the
gazelle and the gazelle faints in fear under the lion’s wrathful paw, then there remains only the lion’s
existence, the gazelle’s being is obliterated.”’
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5 Conclusion

Sufism or tasawwuf has for most of its history formed an integral part of the Muslim tradition, but this
relationship has not always been an easy one. On the one hand, the deeper, interiorizing, contemplative ethics
of Islam draws largely from the Sufi tradition, perhaps best exemplified by Ghazali’s famous Revival of the
Religious Sciences, an encyclopedic tour de force which remains to this day one of the most widely read ethical
texts of Islam. However, Sufi metaphysics, especially its nondual articulation of tawhid or divine oneness,
commonly known as the doctrine of the “unity of being” (wahdat al-wujud), which leaves no room for a reality
other than God, has been a source of theological contention, especially in the eyes of those religious authorities
for whom it dangerously blurs the line between the Creator and His creation. This is a distinction without
which the entire edifice of the religion, it has often been argued, risks falling apart. For many Sufis, L. however,
the distinction, while a necessary and important one, is only a preliminary stage to a level of consciousness
that allows one to see the true nature of reality, one marked by a profound internal unity, and from the vantage
point of which everything other than God is not just metaphorically but actually illusory. While an inquiry into
this subject would have taken us beyond the parameters of the present analysis, it is important to recognize it
in principle to grasp something of the reasons behind Sufism’s complex and multifaceted relationship with
Islam. At the core of this debate lies the distinction between what the French philosopher of Islam, Henri
Corbin, referred as exoteric and esoteric monotheism, a difference essentially in how to understand the
theology of tawhid.

Humility, as we have seen in this short essay, can be conceived in two complementary ways. When viewed
through a dualistic lens that separates God from the world, self-naughting which lies at the heart of the virtue
comprises a shift on a spectrum away from the soul’s natural inclination toward pride. This movement,
however, must halt somewhere near the centerpoint of humility and not extend into the arena of self-loathing,
since this latter quality is marked by a narcissism of self-hate and self-denigration, unlike pride, which is
marked by a narcissism of self-aggrandizement. From the vantage point of Sufism, particularly its metaphysics
of unity, the movement of self-naughting must continue, but now it must do so vertically, upward, toward self-
transcendence, self-forgetting, and ultimately self-effacement in the divinity. Only then is humility obtained in
its fullness as a state of nothingness before the infinity of God. This is not a nothingness where the ego is
abased as much a nothingness where the ego, like a mirage, is seen—through direct vision and experience—to
be unreal.

Notes

Footnotes

1 The muezzin’s role, as important as it is in its own right, is secondary to that of the imam, whose function is to lead the
community’s canonical prayers and deliver the Friday sermon.

2 On humility in Islam, see Abu Hamid al-Ghazali (d. 1111), On Condemnation of Pride and Self-Admiration, trans.
Mohammed Rustom (Cambridge: Islamic Texts Society, 2018); and Sophia Vasalou, “Humility in the Islamic Tradition,” in
The Routledge Handbook of Philosophy of Humility, ed. M. Alfano, M. P. Lynch, and A. Tanesini (London: Routledge, 2020),
225-235. See also my own comprehensive treatment, “Humility in Islamic Contemplative Ethics,” Journal of Islamic Ethics
4 (2020): 223-253, from which | have drawn some material in the analysis below.

3 For an excellent study of the role of storytelling in Islamic ethics, see Cyrus Zargar, The Polished Mirror: Storytelling and the
Pursuit of Virtue in Islamic Philosophy and Sufism (London: Oneworld, 2017).

4 Sufism, tasawwuf, or Muslim mysticism has often been identified as Islam’s “science of the heart” (‘ilm al-qulub). Its aim is
to purify the soul, a cathartic process that entails internalizing virtues, weeding out vices, and deepening one’s
remembrance of God. At its summit, the path involves a dissolution of the soul in God, the precise nature of which has
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been the subject of extensive debate. When criticisms are made of Sufism by Muslim religious authorities, the main issue
of contention typically centers on the tendency of Muslim mystics to blur the lord-servant dichotomy. See the final section
of this essay and my concluding remarks for more on this question.

For more on this theme, see Sachiko Murata, The Tao of Islam: A Sourcebook on Gender Relationships in Islam (Albany:
State University of New York, 1992), 255; Atif Khalil, “Purifying the Self in Sufi Ethics,” in Routledge Handbook of Islamic
Ethics, ed. M. Ghaly (London: Routledge, forthcoming).

Naci Bakirci, Mevlana (Istanbul: Silk Road Publications, 2010), 63; visits to the shrine of Rumi in 2018.

This information has been drawn from personal conversations with members of the Canadian branch of the Order led by
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