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The question of what constitutes action is among the most important
issues in ethics and the philosophy of action. In the tradition of
Transcendent Wisdom (Mulla Sadra’s school of thought), all
phenomena are interpreted within a framework of causality, and
Motahhari is one of the modern thinkers of this tradition who holds that
causal necessity is ingrained in reality. Nevertheless, he also emphasizes
human free will and moral responsibility. This raises a fundamental
question: how can one simultaneously believe in causal necessity and
human free will?

Drawing on Motahhari’s philosophical and ethical thought, this article
re-examines the structure of action from his perspective to answer the
above question. In this re-examination, human action is understood to
have two pillars: the “matter of action,” which is the external behavior,
and the “form of action,” which is the agent’s intentionality. This
intentionality entails the element of free will as an essential condition
for the realization of action, from which human accountability arises.
Ultimately, the article shows that despite accepting the principle of
causality, Motahhari assigns a real status to human free will — although
his account in this regard is accompanied by certain difficulties and
criticisms.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In Islamic philosophy, especially in the school of Transcendent Wisdom, the
principle of causality underpins all of existence, implying that every event is
determined by its cause. This view seems to leave little room for human free
will, raising the classic dilemma of how to reconcile determinism with moral
responsibility. Religious teachings, however, insist on human accountability and
free choice, which presuppose genuine freedom of action. Morteza Motahhari, a
prominent modern Islamic philosopher, addressed this tension by seeking a
framework in which the causal order of the universe does not negate human
freedom. The present study examines Motahhari’s philosophy of action to clarify
how he integrates causal necessity with human free will.

Methods

This research adopts a descriptive-analytical approach, examining Motahhari’s
philosophical and ethical writings to derive his theory of action, and is organized
into three main sections. The first section investigates the ontological basis of
the causal order and differentiates meaningful human action from mere reaction.
The second section analyzes the structure of human action in Motahhari’s
thought, focusing on key concepts such as intention, motive, and purpose. The
third section explores Motahhari’s conception of human freedom and moral
responsibility in relation to causal determinism. This structured approach
provides a systematic way to reconstruct Motahhari’s model of action and
evaluate his solution to the free will problem.

Results

The analysis reveals that Motahhari conceives of human action as comprising
two fundamental elements: a material component (the outward act or behavior)
and a formal component (the agent’s inner intention or purpose). The formal
aspect — that is, the intentionality behind an act — is deemed essential for an
act to be truly human, as it introduces the element of choice. Free will thus
emerges as a necessary condition for genuine action, which in turn provides the
basis for moral responsibility. In Motahhari’s framework, every human action is
indeed embedded in a universal chain of causes and effects; however, the agent’s
will is itself one link in that chain, influenced by prior conditions yet also
capable of initiating new effects.

Furthermore, the study finds that Motahhari goes beyond a simple
reconciliation of determinism and free will by formulating a notion of “causal
free will.” In this view, human volition operates within the continuum of causes
rather than outside of it, manifesting as a conscious cause that integrates the
human mind into the deterministic order. This innovative stance allows
Motahhari to uphold the universal law of causality while still affirming genuine
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human agency. Moreover, the distinction between the matter and form of action
in his theory helps to bridge his philosophical analysis with his religious-ethical
perspective. It provides a foundation for a virtue-oriented and goal-directed
theory of action that remains consistent with Islamic teachings on moral
responsibility.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Motahhari’s framework demonstrates a plausible harmony
between the principle of causality and the reality of human free will; he argues
that human beings can be causally determined in one respect yet free in another,
thereby preserving moral responsibility within a causally ordered world. This
constitutes a unique Islamic approach to the free will problem, integrating
classical philosophical doctrines with ethical imperatives. However, some
aspects of his explanation remain problematic; in particular, the precise
relationship between an all-encompassing divine causality and the emergence of
a truly free human agent is not fully resolved. Nonetheless, Motahhari’s
approach provides a meaningful framework for addressing the perennial tension
between determinism and human moral agency.
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