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Abstract

Human behavior, along with the processes involved in its formation, guidance, regulation, and
transformation, has long been a central concern across multiple scientific disciplines. Despite
extensive scholarship in both philosophy and psychology, systematic comparisons between the
philosophical account of the foundations of action in Mulla Sadra’s thought and the psychological
framework of Self-Determination Theory proposed by Deci and Ryan remain scarce. This study
seeks to identify points of convergence and divergence between these two approaches and to
explore their implications for psychology and education. Mulla Sadra examines the foundations
of action within the framework of philosophical anthropology, analyzing human behavior through
metaphysical principles. In his philosophy, the foundations of action are articulated as a hierarchy
of psychic faculties—ranging from perception to the active faculty—with particular emphasis on
the relationship between motivation and the existential levels of the human soul. By contrast, Self-
Determination Theory emphasizes three innate psychological needs—autonomy, competence,
and relatedness—as the primary drivers of behavior, and conceptualizes motivation along a
continuum extending from intrinsic motivation to amotivation. Adopting a comparative-
analytical methodology and drawing on primary philosophical and psychological sources, this
study finds that both perspectives regard desire as fundamental to action and distinguish between
internal and external determinants of behavior. However, they differ significantly in their accounts
of the origin and structure of motivation: Mulla Sadra situates motivation in transcendent ends
and presents it within a hierarchical framework, whereas Deci and Ryan ground motivation in
psychological needs and emphasize the dynamic, simultaneous interaction of motivational
components. This comparative analysis offers valuable insights for enriching contemporary
motivational psychology and informing the design of educational interventions.

Keywords: foundations of action, behavior, Mulla Sadra, motivation, self-determination theory.

Introduction

In the contemporary world, human behavior and the mechanisms underlying its formation,
guidance, and transformation have become central concerns across a wide range of scientific
disciplines. Social behavior change, in particular, can be understood as the practical application
of theories of human action. Within Islamic philosophy, the concept of the foundations of action
refers to the set of causal factors that give rise to human behavior, the number and nature of which
vary according to the type of action involved. Mulla Sadra, the founder of Transcendent
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Philosophy (hikmat al-muta‘aliyah), addresses the nature of human action and its formation
extensively throughout his philosophical, mystical, and exegetical works. In psychology,
motivation is understood as the process that determines the initiation, direction, and persistence
of human action. The terms motive and motivation have largely replaced the philosophical notion
of the foundations of behavior and are employed to explain the driving forces behind individual
actions. Motivation has been examined through diverse psychological perspectives, including
instinct-based, drive, learning, need-based, cognitive, and attributional approaches. Among these,
Self-Determination Theory (SDT) stands out as a prominent framework for explaining the factors
that shape motivation and individual decision-making. Self-Determination Theory emerges from
the broader cognitive approach in psychology, which investigates mental processes and the
scientific functioning of the mind. SDT emphasizes the role of cognitive operations, perception,
and conscious awareness in the formation of motivation. Deci and Ryan conceptualize human
behavior as fundamentally volitional, grounded in forms of awareness that make intentional
action possible; on this view, action cannot occur without conscious mental engagement. This
study examines the philosophical capacity of Mulla Sadra’s thought to account for human
behavior, with particular emphasis on a comparative analysis of his theory of action and the
motivational framework of Self-Determination Theory. The findings suggest that Mulla Sadra’s
philosophy offers valuable resources for contemporary behavioral psychology, especially in the
domain of identity formation through action, where he highlights the formative roles of
knowledge and embodied practice.

Research Findings

The study reveals that Mulla Sadra’s theory of action and motivation shares several foundational
principles with Self-Determination Theory (SDT), despite notable conceptual and ontological
differences. In Mulla Sadra’s view, intrinsic motivation emerges from the soul’s substantial
motion (al-haraka al-jawhariyya) and its existential trajectory toward perfection. By contrast, SDT
maintains that intrinsic motivation arises from the satisfaction of basic psychological needs. This
divergence highlights the metaphysical origins of motivation in Mulla Sadra’s framework as
opposed to the psychological grounding emphasized in SDT. The concept of autonomy occupies
a central position in both theories, though it is understood in distinct ways. In SDT, autonomy
refers to the voluntary regulation of behavior in accordance with internal values and personal
endorsement. In Mulla Sadra’s philosophy, autonomy is conceived as the actualization of reason
and desire through deliberate action oriented toward existential perfection. This contrast reflects
differing teleological commitments and underlying conceptual foundations. Furthermore, the
ultimate aim of action differs markedly between the two perspectives. Mulla Sadra regards action
as a means of existential realization and proximity to the Divine, whereas SDT interprets action
primarily as a vehicle for psychological growth, well-being, and inherent satisfaction. This
divergence in final ends underscores both the theoretical and practical distinctions between the
two approaches. Overall, the findings suggest that integrating these perspectives can open new
horizons for understanding human behavior. Mulla Sadra’s philosophy contributes metaphysical
depth and teleological richness to the concept of motivation, while Self-Determination Theory
offers empirically grounded and practically applicable tools for measuring and enhancing
motivational processes.

Conclusion

Despite fundamental differences in methodology, scope, and conceptual structure, Mulla Sadra’s
philosophy and Self-Determination Theory share significant common ground in their accounts of
human behavior. Both emphasize rationality, cognitive processing, and conscious decision-
making as central to the formation of action, and both offer pathways for behavioral cultivation
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and improvement. Nevertheless, differences in epistemological foundations and analytical
orientation lead Mulla Sadra’s theory to adopt a comprehensive, causally structured account of
human action, whereas SDT focuses on intrinsic motivation within a dynamic network of
psychological factors. Accordingly, a synthesis of these two perspectives holds the potential to
yield a multi-layered and integrative framework for understanding human behavior—one that
unites philosophical depth and ontological insight with empirical rigor and practical applicability
in psychological and experimental contexts.
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