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Reaction Formation in Human Behaviour: A

Critical Analysis in the Light of Sirah
Allah Ditta®

ABSTRACT: This study critically investigates the psychological mechanism of
reaction formation in human behaviour, particularly in the context of conflict,
anxiety, and interpersonal discord, through the ethical and practical lens of the
Strah of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be on him). In contemporary societies
marred by emotional instability, impulsive aggression, and inadequate emotional
regulation, the paper contends that the absence of systemic education on
managing reactive behaviours exacerbates social fragmentation. Employing a
multidisciplinary =~ methodology —incorporating  psychoanalytic  theory,
behavioural psychology, and Islamic textual traditions — the article analyses how
the Prophet's (peace be on him) responses to hostility exemplify the highest
standards of emotional regulation and moral restraint. Drawing on various
Qur'anic injunctions, Prophetic sayings, and historical incidents, the paper
demonstrates that the Sirah offers a comprehensive paradigm for understanding
and cultivating emotionally intelligent reactions grounded in patience,
forgiveness, and composure. The study also contrasts modern psychological
models of defence mechanisms, particularly reaction formation, with Sirah-based
models, highlighting the moral and spiritual superiority of the Ilatter.
Conclusively, the article argues that adopting Prophetic strategies of behavioural
response is indispensable for fostering social harmony, reducing hostility, and
nurturing spiritually enriched human interactions in Muslim societies. This
contribution not only fills a significant gap in Urdu-language psychological
literature but also offers practical recommendations for curriculum development,
personal counselling, and inter-personal ethics based on the Prophetic model.

-du&‘ufwlsé{dﬂw/@m%uft()‘,gfu,w//:3;4&"»-4 &

@&  Assistant Professor/ HOD Islamic Studies Federal Govt. Degree College
for Women Multan Cantt (profabughufran475@gmail.com)




o

Keywords: Reaction Formation, defence mechanisms, Islamic psychology, Sirah,
emotional regulation, conflict resolution

Summary of the article

This scholarly article examines the psychological construct of reaction
formation—a defence mechanism wherein individuals unconsciously replace
unacceptable emotions or impulses with their opposites — through the moral and
behavioural teachings derived from the Sirah (biography) of the Prophet
Muhammad (peace be on him). The paper is rooted in the argument that modern
societies, marked by emotional volatility, intolerance, and interpersonal conflict,
lack a coherent ethical framework and psychological education on how to
respond constructively to adverse circumstances.

The author identifies reactionary behaviour as an ubiquitous component of daily
interactions, ranging from verbal aggression to social hostility. He argues that
these reactions often stem not from thoughtful deliberation but from unregulated
emotions such as anger, resentment, and perceived injustice, compounded by the
absence of moral training in educational systems and family settings. The article
laments the widespread societal tendency to "return a brick for a stone,"
highlighting that very few individuals exercise patience, tolerance, or wisdom in
their responses.

In contrast, the Prophetic Sirah offers a divinely guided model of emotional
regulation and ethical conduct. The author provides numerous examples from
the life of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be on him), illustrating how he
responded to insults, betrayal, physical harm, and public provocation with
unwavering patience, forgiveness, and grace. Notable instances include his
response to the hostile tribes of Ta'if, the episode with the Bedouin who violently
pulled his garment, and the magnanimous behaviour shown during the conquest
of Makkah. These actions are interpreted as manifestations of superior
psychological control and spiritual maturity, which serve as moral archetypes for
Muslims. The article draws upon Qur’anic verses and Hadith reports that
emphasize restraint, kindness, and the moral high ground in times of
provocation. Key verses such as "Repel evil with that which is better..." (al-Qur’an
41:34) and the behaviour of the ‘Ibad al-Rahman (Servants of the Most Merciful)

are invoked as divine endorsements of non-reactive comportment. The prophetic
sayings further reinforce this, especially the emphasis on controlling one's
tongue, avoiding quarrels even when right, and the ethical use of language.

From a psychological perspective, the article engages with classical
psychoanalytic  theories —particularly Freudian conceptions of defence
mechanisms—to define reaction formation. It further integrates insights from
modern psychological literature, such as repression, projection, regression,
denial, and rationalization, demonstrating that these mechanisms often guide
human behaviour subconsciously. However, the author critiques the Western
secular models for lacking the spiritual and moral dimension that is central to the
Islamic epistemology of the self (nafs).

Methodologically, the study wutilizes a comparative analytical approach,
juxtaposing modern psychological theories with Islamic models of behaviour,
especially those derived from the Sirah and the practices of the Prophet’s
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companions (Sahabah). The author applies a combination of historical,
interpretative, and applied research methods, engaging both scriptural sources
and empirical social realities, particularly in the Pakistani context. Furthermore,
the article highlights the pedagogical implications of this research, arguing that
training individuals — especially within educational and religious institutions —to
control reactive tendencies can foster a more harmonious and ethical society. The
paper proposes that rituals like Hajj and Sawm (fasting) are not merely spiritual
obligations but are also frameworks for behavioural training, aimed at curbing
anger, enhancing patience, and embedding moral discipline.

In conclusion, the study asserts that emulating the Prophet’s (peace be on him)
non-reactive, merciful, and wise behavioural responses can serve as a
transformative model for psychological resilience and social reform. The article
fills a significant gap in Urdu psychological literature by presenting an
integrative model that blends Islamic ethics, prophetic practice, and behavioural
psychology, thereby offering both theoretical insight and practical guidance for
individuals, educators, and community leaders.
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dopting%20the%20exact%200pposite%20feelings. &text=Reaction%20formatio
N%20is%20a%20type,stress%20caused%20by%20negative%20feelings. (accessed
on 25-05-2022)

2-  Mary V. Minges et al. Reaction Formation,
https:/ /link.springer.com/referenceworkentry /10.1007/978-3-319-28099-8_1420-1
(accessed on 21-02-2024)




A

Reaction formation is the fixation in consciousness of an idea, affect, or
desire that is opposite to a feared unconscious impulse. A mother who
bears an unwanted child, for example, may react to her feelings of guilt
for not wanting the child by becoming extremely solicitous and
overprotective to convince both the child and herself that she is a good
mother.
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In psychology, the delusion that one can personally direct, or control,
reality outside of the self by thought or wish alone. Psychology generally
considers feelings of omnipotence to fall anywhere between neurosis, in
its milder forms, and psychosis, when the delusion is expressed as
alienation from or outright denial of reality. In psychoanalytic theory,
the main emphasis is on the infant’s feeling that he or she is all-powerful,
which is thought to arise (a) out of satisfaction of the child’s slightest
gesture; (b) out of increasing cognitive and physical abilities; and (c) as a
reaction formation to feelings of helplessness and anxiety.®

in psychoanalytic theory, a defense mechanism in which unacceptable or
threatening unconscious impulses are denied and are replaced in
consciousness with their opposite. For example, to conceal an
unconscious prejudice, an individual may preach tolerance; to deny
feelings of rejection, a mother may be overindulgent toward her child.
Through the symbolic relationship between the unconscious wish and its
opposite, the outward behavior provides a disguised outlet for the
tendencies it seems to oppose.t)
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3- https:/ /www.britannica.com/topic/defense-mechanism#ref195658
(accessed on 25-05-2022)
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5-  Gary R. VandenBos, APA Dictionary of Psychology (Washington: American
Psychological Association, 750 First Street, NE, DC, 2002), 883.
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