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Abstract

A model is suggested for self-control using the hyperbolic delay discounting work of George Ainslie. Examples
from the Holy Quran are presented for ideal self-control conditions based on the above model. The Quran
promotes self-control over willpower. However, the Quran suggests that temptation may be defeated through
methods guided by the Quran.
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Introduction

Self-control, or as commonly used in Islamic Literature, the biggest Jihad (»SY1slg=)1 is the clash with the soul
(u«25). It is the conflict between temptations and doing what is right. It is the ability to control emotions,
impulses, cravings, or negative behaviors to achieve what is good and beneficial.

The Quran teaches that a soul is inspired to be able to acquire both righteousness ($¢45) and wickedness (y3=3).2
The Quran then says “whoever purifies his soul has succeeded”,? and “whoever instills it with corruption has
failed.”* Purification of the soul (4S3) in the Quran is to cleanse the soul from bad and associate it with qualities
ascribed to the straight path (exiwwsll bl0)5) that is righteous qualities described in the Quran. The Quran
recognizes that even well-intended souls may slip in life. In the most encouraging and positive tone, the Quran
invites every guilty soul to try to climb back up and purify their souls.® By seeking the acceptance of repentance
from Allah, one may cleanse the soul from the damaging effects of sin.” The Quran seems to suggest that
seeking the acceptance of repentance from Allah for committed sins is only a partial solution to purification.”
8 One still needs to associate the soul with righteous qualities. More successful souls to the right path belong to
those who avoid committing wrong and instead, continue climbing higher toward the straight path.

Self-control is a tool that helps mankind not to sin voluntarily and gives him the drive to do good. The objective
of this paper is to outline the understanding of self-control and then examine the teachings of the Quran and
see how these teachings affect success in achieving self-control. A model representation of self-control is
developed starting with the hyperbolic delay discounting work of Ainslie. Next, guidelines from the Quran for
each segment of this model are reviewed and discussed.

Self-Control

Self-control and its subcategory, willpower, have been the subject of extensive research and publications.?10
Self-control, or self-regulatory process as it is sometimes called in the literature, provides fewer desires that
conflict with one’s longstanding goals. A person experiences fewer temptations and fewer and less pronounced
cognitive conflicts.!!-12 Willpower is the internal “brute-force” approach to a self-regulation problem!?, namely
resisting temptation at the moment. We will use the work of George Ainslie in willpower to model the concept
of self-control. Ainslie’s work is chosen, as it is a well-reviewed research work? and provides a visually clear
system representation of willpower, which can easily be extended to the discussion of self-control and variables
of interest in this work. Once this model approach is established, the teaching of the Holy Quran will be
discussed based on this proposed model.
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In the eatly 1980s, psychiatrist George Ainslie discovered that many people would prefer smaller, sooner (SS)
rewards immediately rather than larger, later (LL) rewards in 6 months. But they would #o# prefer the same (SS)
in 3 months rather than the same (LL) in 9 months. The two scenarios are identical, just shifted by 3 months,
and yet the same people behave differently depending on when the scenario would be presented (Figure
1).13 This observation has been shown to exist in nonhumans and children as well and suggests that it is an
inborn psychological tendency.” Experiments across species have found that similar tendencies may occur not
only over months but over as little as tens of milliseconds delay as well.?
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Figure 1 — Change in preference from SS to LL with a time delay.

Humans (and nonhumans) tend to show a hyperbolic discount curve.”!3-14 A hyperbolic discount curve has a
higher discount rate in the near future and a lower discount rate in the distant future. The original response to
Scenario 1 implies people would prefer the fast smaller reward (i.e., they would have a high discount rate), but
the response to Scenario 2 implies they would prefer the delayed reward (i.e., they would have a low discount
rate).

The hyperbolic discount curve is defined as Equation 1,3 where 7 is the relative time from now (delay), and k
is the impatience (impulse, appetite, arousal, temptation, craving) factor:

discount fraction S(k,t) = 1/1+kt 1)

Figure 2 shows a typical hyperbolic discount curve. The higher discount rate in the near future and the lower
discount rate in the more distant future are also illustrated.

The delayed value of a reward can then be calculated by multiplying the discount fraction with the reward value
(Equation 2). Reward value is a subjective value one may assign to SS and LL. For example, in Figure 3 a value
of 10 is assigned to the reward. Finally, the delay axis in Figure 2 is flipped to the other side to get the value
versus the “delay until reward” time plot (Figure 3-a). The figure shows that if this reward is offered to a person
immediately, he will value it at 10. However, if the same reward is offered to him to receive at a time in the
future (offered at a negative time in the figure), then he will perceive the value of the reward to be lower. Note
that the value line will shift upward if the value of impatience (k) decreases (Figure 3. b).

Value (reward, 1, k) = reward x S (1, k) 2

The Hyperbolic delay discount plot for SS and LL can be created by adding the value cutves for both SS and
LL in one graph (Figure 4-a). In this figure, just for demonstration, the value of LL is assumed to be ten and
the value of SS is assumed to be five. The preference of a person will switch from LL, which represents a good

and logical choice or ($s85), to SS, which represents a bad and illogical choice or ()9=3), if the two value curves



intersect. Once the intersection occurs, the preference for SS will become higher for any reward times shorter
than the point of intersection. However, for any time to the left of the point of intersection, the value of LL is
still higher, and it remains the favorite choice.
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Figure 2 - A typical hyperbolic discount curve. It shows a higher discount rate
in the near future and a lower discount rate in the more distant future.
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Figure 3 - The value of a reward is calculated by multiplying the discount fraction
with the reward value. The delay axis is flipped to the other side to get the value
versus the “delay until reward” time plot. (a) is a plot with a high k value, and (b)
is the same curve plotted with a lower k value.

Figure 4 is a model representation of self-control. Four variables dictate if a person will prefer the good, or the
bad in any situation: (1) the value of good, (2) the value of bad, (3) the value of k, and (4) time. Certainly, for
most moral topics, this model is primarily qualitative, or at best a semi-quantitative model. Except in rare cases,
it is difficult to assign an accurate value to a moral act and a value to its counterpart, an immoral act. Or it is
difficult to qualitatively assign the time between LL and SS. And certainly, it is difficult to quantify a value for
(k) in most cases. However, this model can be a powerful qualitative model to gauge self-control.

One may avert preference for bad behavior by avoiding the intersection between the reward curve for a bad

with the rewatd curve for a good. This may be done by reducing the value of (k), which is a temptation (dwgws).
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Figure 4 - A model representation for self-control. Hyperbolic delay discount
reward curves for both SS and LL are included in the same reward value plot.
The intersection of the two curves is the point where the value of SS goes over
LL and consequently, preference for SS takes over. (a) An example with an
intersection of the two curves at the dotted line. (b) The k value was reduced
in (a) to eliminate any intersection formation.

Temptation, impulse, impatience, appetite, arousal, or craving may be used interchangeably in the present
discussion. One such example is shown in Figure 4-b, where the value of k was reduced to avoid an intersection
between the two curves. The concept of self-control suggests that a person should avoid developing
temptations to begin with.19 A person who has never smoked cigarettes does not develop much craving for a
cigarette if offered. That is self-control. Willpower is for a smoker (or a former smoker) to control his craving
for smoking under similar conditions. In either case, if successfully implemented, the outcome is that the reward
curve for smoking never crosses the reward curve for the non-smoking curve and neither person will accept
the offered cigarette.

Besides k, to avert the intersection of the two curves one may increase the value of the LL reward or reduce
the value of the SS reward to avoid the two curves crossing. For example, an exhausted student may be tempted
to skip an exam if the exam constitutes a very small portion of the overall class grade (small LL). However, the
same exhausted student (same k level) will not skip the exam if the same exam constitutes a substantial portion
of the overall grade for the class (LL is large).

In case the intersection between the two cutrves cannot be avoided, one can still delay the time to the left of the
intersection to increase the desire to do good over bad. For example, a hungry person may tend to immediately
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take a donut from the counter instead of waiting for dinner in 30 minutes. However, if he decides to wait 15
minutes and then eat the donut, the delay time may be sufficient to alter his decision.’

The Quran and Self-control

The Quran was revealed to mankind to teach him that the value of &34, which encompasses all good (LL), is
priceless,'> and the value of )9=8, which encompasses all bad (SS) is vain or insignificant.!¢ Like many Quranic
concepts, 985 and Jgx=d form two spectrums. Spectrum of righteousness and spectrum of wickedness,
respectively. In-depth understanding of the purpose of life and moral principles in the Quran may be sufficient
to create a prominent level of $¢45 and a solid self-control, as the perceived value of any LL will become high,
and the perceived value of any SS will be minimal. The Quran says, “And the worldly life is not but amusement
and diversion; but the home of the hereafter is best for those who see the presence of Allah, so will you not
reason?”’” The Quran teaches that doing good is not only for the hereafter but this life as well, “Whoever does
righteousness, whether male or female, while he is a believer, we will surely cause him to live a quality life.””1
In-depth understanding comes from reflecting on the words of the Quran and the life of messengers of Allah.
But true insight (3,uea) transpires only through practice after knowledge. The Quran states that every human
will frequently be put into trials in life with hardship and abundance to help him develop insight into the truth.
“And we test them with good and bad that perhaps they would return to him.”'? In summary, the teaching of
the Quran, 7f correctly understood, provides high LL value and low SS value for any action in life.

A decision, either for an honorable award (L) or a false one (SS), is normally formed by an aggregate of sub-
rewards. For example, a decision for honesty (LL) may be an aggregate of, (i) respect for the parties involved
(LLy), (ii) fear of repercussions (LLy), (iif) being a moral person (LL3), (iv) being watched (LL4), and perhaps
many other factors. So, LL. = LL+ LL,+ LLs+ LLs+...+LL,. The value of LL may be high enough to prevent
any intersection between the LL reward and SS reward curves in Figure 4. However, if some sub-rewards get
eliminated, then the overall size of LL. may not prevent an intersection, resulting in favoring dishonesty.

One solution the Quran offers is to stay away from the boundaries of sub-rewards. The Quran says, “O Adam,
you and your wife reside in Paradise and eat from wherever you will, but do not approach this tree, otherwise
you both will be of the unjust and wrong-doers.”? In other verses the Quran says, “And do not approach the
property of an orphan, except in the way that is best,”2! or “do not approach sla=all (egregious sins, adultery,
etc.).”’?? The tree in the above verse is the symbol of wrongdoing and its low-hanging fruits are sub-rewards
that can easily be threatened and lost. The Quran tells mankind to stay clear of committing small sins, as these
small sins may activate the conditions for committing larger sins by altering the overall sizes of involved LL
and SS values.

The Quran gives a clear description of what may happen if a person does not stay clear of the boundaries of
the sub-rewards (small sins). The Quran calls it following the footsteps of Satan or the step-by-step policy of
Satan. The Quran says, “O mankind, eat from whatever is on earth [that is] lawful and good and do not follow
the footsteps of Satan. Indeed, he is to you a clear enemy.”? It then says, “He only orders you to do s¢&J! (sin)
and &3]l (a great sin) and to say about Allah what you do not know.”?* These verses suggest once the sub-
rewards are encroached and lost, mankind will sin. Loss of sub-tewards will cause the reduction of the overall
size of LL rewards, which can cause preference for committing sl&&)! or great sins. Great sins by themselves
are sub-rewards for the highest sin, which is to alter the words of Allah and misguide mankind.

Knowledge without regular reminders can be forgotten and may cause unintentional elimination of sub-
rewards. Hence another solution the Quran offers is to stay attentive, “And remember your Lord within your
soul, with humility and fear, and without speaking loudly in the mornings and at nights and be not of the
inattentive (0382).”25 Or, “O you who believe, let not your properties or your children divert you from the
remembrance of Allah. And whosoever does that, then they are the losers.”? Attentiveness requires
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commitment for continuing education through self-learning and associating with individuals who have similar
commitments to be attentive of the straight path.

A sin reduces the size of LL, and at the same time may increase the size of the corresponding SS. As an example,
a violation of honesty will reduce the overall size of the LL reward for honesty. At the same time, the lost
portion of LL can create a false sense of reward for dishonesty and cause an increase in the overall size of SS
reward for dishonesty. This process makes dishonesty easier, as the ratio of LL to SS has changed in favor of
SS. Studies show that those who engaged in having sexual relations with someone other than their spouse in
the first relationship were three times more likely to engage in the same act in their next relationship compared
to those who did not engage in such violation in the first relationship.?’” Other research examples show about
90% of problem gamblers relapse.?® Recidivism rate of theft is over 70%.2

The k factor (impatience, impulse, appetite, arousal, temptation, craving) arises from perceived pleasures of life.
Just thinking about them is pleasurable and develops desire. A cigarette smoker can feel pleasure just thinking
about smoking and may be tempted to light one. Only 3-5% of self-quitters of cigarettes achieve prolonged
abstinence for 6-12 months after a given quit attempt.’ Temptation is a powerful factor in increasing the desire
to do bad over good (Figure 4). The Quran tells man that temptation (dwgw9) is from evil.’! Similarly, the Quran
states that inspiration (p)) is from Allah.3 Inspiration is also a powerful factor in increasing the desire to do
good over bad. A benefactor thinking about some help he gave to a noble cause can create a sense of pleasure
and encourage him to help again.

Research during the past decade indicates that the best way to reach one’s goals of doing what is right is not to
fight temptations but to avoid them before they arrive.> Research further suggests that fighting temptation is
fragile, the mind eventually gets exhausted and caves in at some point.?> The best self-regulators engage in
willpower remarkably seldom and may not possess strong willpower.?3 The Quran acknowledges that
temptations should be avoided before they arrive. It says, “And do not pursue that of which you have no
knowledge. Indeed, hearing, sight, and the heart will be questioned.”* Temptation, or inspiration does not
enter the mind without context, that is, space must be prepared. The Quran advises avoiding situations or
activities that may create temptations. The Quran discourages having sinful thoughts or dreams. A perceived
sense of pleasure from an immoral fantasy will weaken the protective armor of the soul by increasing the
temptation factor (k). The Quran then encourages mankind to use the same blessed capabilities of listening,
viewing, and thought to prepare space for receiving inspiration, “And it is he who created for you, hearing,
sight, and hearts. Little do you give thanks.”>

The last chapter of the Quran is dedicated to warning mankind about Temptation. “Say, I seek refuge in the
guider (<) of mankind. The possessor () of mankind. The God (4l of mankind. From the sneaking evil
of temptation. Who puts temptation into the heart of man. From among the unseen and the man.”?¢ These
verses express three sources that cultivate temptation.’” The first source is wrong education. Transfer of
information in life if not correctly monitored can plant precursors for temptation. What a person reads, watches,
or assoclates with passion, can reframe his state of mind and provide perceived false pleasures. The Quran tells
mankind to seek refuge in the guidance of Allah, which is the lifestyle taught in the Quran. The second source
is evil powers. Powers that can shape the social, cultural, economic, and educational fabric of societies and
become the supplier of misinformation, are the precursors for temptations. The Quran instructs creating
environments possessed by the standards prescribed in the Quran. The third source of temptation is the soul
itself. A soul is inspired to be able to acquire both good and bad. Even in the most ideal living environment, a
soul can acquire bad if it desires. The Quran counsels mankind to seek the domain of spirituality (($3&5) that is
healthy for the human soul. Seeking )9=8 will encourage temptations. An effective self-controller makes plans
that structure his social and private life to avoid temptation from arising. He recruits proactive strategies to
achieve his goals, occurring before a temptation is encountered.’® For example, people with high self-control



conscientiousness have better romantic relationships, in part, because they avoid situations and actions that can
lead to infidelity.?® It is worth noting that seeking refuge prescribed by the Quran is not a request for action
alone, but also an invite to accept help from God Almighty. Allah says in the Quran, “I grant the supplication
of the supplicant when he truly calls upon me.”40-41

An effective self-controller is protected by the armor of high LLL and low SS and is less likely to succumb to an
unexpected temptation. The Quran says, “And if a temptation from Satan comes to you, then seek refuge in
Allah. Indeed, He is Hearing and Knowing.”#? Seeking refuge to Allah from temptations requires knowledge.
Without an in-depth knowledge of the straight path, temptation may remain hidden and undetected.’” The
Quran then says “Indeed, those who have 38 when an impulse touches them from Satan, they remember
[Him] and at once they have insight.”’#> The Quran explains that the knowledge needed to both identify and
defend off unexpected temptation is $3&. The state of (38 is a state of readiness with the knowledge of the
straight path, and the determination to implement it. The Quran in the story of the prophet Yusuf says,” And
she, in whose house he was, sought to seduce him. She closed the doors and said, come, you. He said, [I seek]
the refuge of Allah. Indeed, he is my guide, who has made good my residence. Indeed, wrongdoers will not
succeed. And she certainly determined [to seduce] him, and he would have inclined to her had he not seen the
proof of his Lord.”* The story of Yusufis a clear example that the knowledge of God can immediately overtake
any suggested SS reward. Remembering Allah immediately resets high LL and curtails any potential temptation.
Ainslie in his work argues that willpower should be recognized as either or both of two distinct functions, which
can be called resolve and suppression.’ In the present discussion suppression may be interpreted as the
immediate remembrance of Allah and his boundaties, as in the story of prophet Yusuf. Resolve is the ongoing
valuation of LL reward offered by obeying the Almighty Allah, versus succumbing to the vain SS reward offered
by temptation.

Ainslie’s research on the importance of the time factor for choosing LL over SS assumes constant k. Dr. Ainslie
has shown that even if impatience remains the same when the rewards get delayed, preference for LL may
overtake SS due to the inborn psychological hyperbolic delay discounting tendencies. However, in the present
discussion, there is no need to limit the discussion to constant k. A delay in reward may in fact cause the k
factor to become smaller. For example, the craving to buy a piece of chocolate may lessen once a person has
passed the chocolate store and the visual support of the craving has disappeared. In any case, both delays in SS
reward, or reducing the reward time distance between SS and LL can help LL overtake SS by reducing the
tendencies for the two curves to overlap (Figure 4). The message the Quran repeatedly conveys to man is to
avoid doing wrong and that the promised reward of Allah is near, not only in the hereafter but in this world as
well. 414 The Quran says, “And do not spread corruption in the land after it has been set in order and call upon
Him in fear and hope. Indeed, the mercy of God is close to the doers of good.”#5 The message is clear, the
Quran discourages accepting SS awards, which can delay committing wrong for SS reward, and conveys the
fact that LL rewards are very near.

Conclusion

The schematic representation of self-control depicted in Figure 4 is helpful to see the grand picture of steps
needed for successful self-control. LL reward must be maximized, SS reward must be minimized, temptation
factor k must be made as small as possible, SS reward must be delayed, and the delay time between LL reward
and SS reward must be reduced (Figure 5). Under such desirable conditions SS reward curve will not intercept
the LL reward curve.



< L
S maximize LI
i
<
o6 —
<
S -
Y
=
G
2
Rl close LL to SS
o minimize SS
minimize k
delay SS —»
27
S

0.0
Delay until reward (time)

Figure 5 — A schematic representation of successful self-control. Arrows show
the preferred trends for more successful self-control.

The teaching of the Quran accounts for the desirable conditions in Figure 5. Examples were presented for each
area outlined in Figure 5. Readers are encouraged to review more examples from the Quran. The Quran highly
promotes self-control over willpower. But it does suggest preparedness with (5445 as a prerequisite for successful
willpower in fighting off temptations. A soul who inquires an elevated level of ($3& will have a high LL value
and can curtail k value as a secondary effect to defend off wickedness. It has a strong drive to pursue
righteousness as well.
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