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Abstract 

The philosophies of Edmund Husserl and the mystical insights of Ibn 'Arabi are the main subjects of this 

essay, which examines the idea of the self from the twin views of Islamic Sufism and Western 

phenomenology. Phenomenology emphasizes the self as the pure consciousness that constitutes the 

world through intentionality, while Sufism views the self (nafs) as something to be purified on the path 

to spiritual realization and unity with the Divine.  Despite differing metaphysical commitments and 

cultural contexts, both traditions reflect a deep concern with the structure and transformation of the self.  

This study aims to bridge philosophical and mystical perspectives by demonstrating how both traditions 

interrogate the ego and strive for a deeper, more authentic form of subjectivity.  The paper concludes 

that while phenomenology seeks transcendental subjectivity through eidetic reduction, Sufism envisions 

the annihilation of the lower self as the means of unveiling the true, divine self. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

The nature of the self has long been a central concern in both philosophy and mysticism. In Western 

thought, the philosophical tradition of Phenomenology, particularly as formulated by Edmund Husserl, 

seeks to understand consciousness and the structures of experience. In contrast, the Sufi mystical 

tradition, exemplified by Ibn ‘Arabi, considers the self primarily in ethical and spiritual terms. This 

paper undertakes a comparative study of these two traditions, arguing that despite their methodological 

and ontological differences, both converge on a transformative conception of the self that moves beyond 

ego-centered identity toward a more authentic or divine mode of being. 

 

2. The Phenomenological Self: Husserl’s Transcendental Ego 

Edmund Husserl, the founder of Phenomenology, introduced a rigorous philosophical method to 

examine the structures of consciousness. His focus on intentionality—the directedness of consciousness 

toward objects—places the self not as an isolated entity but as the center of meaning-constitution. 

The Epoché and Reduction 

Husserl's phenomenological reduction (or epoché) suspends the natural attitude, bracketing Empirical 

assumptions to examine the pure acts of consciousness. Through this reduction, the transcendental ego 

emerges—not as a psychological entity, but as the necessary condition for experience. "I am a pure 

ego... the pole of synthetic unity of the stream of consciousness" (Husserl, Ideas I, 1913). 

The Self as Meaning-Giver 

In Husserl's framework, the self is essentially constitutive. The world as we know it is not independent  
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but arises through the operations of consciousness. The transcendental self is thus not an object but a 

structure—fluid, temporal, and open to reflection. 

 

3. The Sufi Self: The Nafs and Its Transformation 

Sufism, the mystical dimension of Islam, presents a rich psychology of the self, or nafs, which is 

understood as both the obstacle to and the vehicle for divine realization.  

3.1 The Three Levels of the Nafs 

Islamic tradition, elaborated by Sufi thinkers like al-Ghazali and Ibn ‘Arabi, identifies three major stages 

of the nafs:  

1. Nafs al-Ammara (the commanding self): dominated by base desires. 

2. Nafs al-Lawwama (the blaming self): conscience awakens. 

3. Nafs al-Mutma'inna (the peaceful self): in harmony with God. 

Ibn ‘Arabi emphasizes self-annihilation (fana') and subsistence in God (baqa') as the culmination of the 

journey. 

3.2 Ibn Arabi on the Divine Self 

For Ibn ‘Arabi, the self is a mirror that can reflect either the ego or the Divine. The goal is not to destroy 

the self, but to purify it, so it becomes a locus of the divine presence (tajalli). “He who knows his self 

knows his Lord” (man ‘arafa nafsahu faqad ‘arafa 

rabbahu) – a famous Sufi maxim often cited by Ibn ‘Arabi. 

 

4. Similarities: The Transcendence of the Ego 

Despite radically different cultural and metaphysical backgrounds, both Phenomenology and Sufism 

emphasize moving beyond the ego: 

• Reduction vs. Annihilation: Husserl’s epoché seeks the transcendental ego beyond psychological 

ego, akin to how Sufism seeks the purified self beyond the base nafs. 

• Authenticity: Both traditions view ordinary experience as veiled—either by naturalistic assumptions 

(phenomenology) or egoic illusions (Sufism).  

• Temporality and Transformation: Husserl’s inner time-consciousness resonates with the Sufi 

notion of spiritual stages and temporal unfolding of the self. 

 

5. Differences: Ontology and Goal 

5.1 Ontological Commitments 

Phenomenology remains, in Husserl’s conception, epistemologically cautious, refraining from 

metaphysical claims. Sufism, by contrast, is deeply theistic and metaphysical, grounded in Qur’anic 

revelation and ontological unity (wahdat al-wujud). 

5.2 The Goal of Self-Knowledge 

• Phenomenology: Aims at apodictic knowledge of consciousness and its structures. 

• Sufism: Aims at union with the Divine, where the self becomes the mirror of God. 

5.3 Methodology 

• Phenomenology: Uses rigorous, first-person reflective analysis. 

• Sufism: Combines ethical purification, mystical practices (dhikr, meditation), and guidance under a  

spiritual master (murshid). 
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6. Intersections and Dialogues 

There is a fertile space for dialogue between Phenomenology and Sufism, particularly in contemporary 

philosophy of religion. Thinkers such as Michel Henry and Jean-Luc Marion have already moved 

phenomenology closer to the mystical and the divine. 

Similarly, Sufi philosophers like Muhammad Iqbal engaged with Western thought, emphasizing the 

dynamic ego (khudi) that grows into its divine potential. 

 

7. The Ethical Dimension of the Self 

Both traditions offer not just descriptive, but normative accounts of the self: 

• Phenomenology points toward authentic subjectivity, free from ideological distortions. 

• Sufism insists on ethical transformation, humility, and love as conditions for spiritual ascent. 

The self is not an isolated monad but is always in relation—to the world (Phenomenology) or to the 

Divine (Sufism). 

 

8. Conclusion 

The concept of the self in both Phenomenology and Sufism reveals a profound concern with the 

authenticity and transformation of human subjectivity. While Husserl's transcendental phenomenology 

seeks to ground knowledge in the pure structures of consciousness, Sufism seeks to purify the self to 

achieve divine nearness. In both, the ego is not the final self, but a veil to be overcome. This 

convergence suggests a universal human quest: to know oneself truly is, ultimately, to transcend oneself. 
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