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Abstract

This study aims to conduct a comparative examination of the
concept of freedom in the thought of Irvin Yalom, an
existential psychotherapist, and Martyr Morteza Motahhari,
an Islamic thinker. The central problem of the research is
how freedom, as one of the most fundamental human
concepts, is defined and interpreted within two distinct
theoretical frameworks and what implications it entails for
Islamic education. The research method is qualitative and is
based on a comparative analysis of the primary texts of the
two thinkers. The findings indicate that Yalom views
freedom in close connection with choice, responsibility, and
existential anxiety, and regards it as a foundation for
individual meaning-making. In contrast, Motahhari, while
emphasizing both the individual and social dimensions of
freedom, interprets it within the framework of religious
guidance and Islamic ethics, stressing its role in spiritual
growth and the realization of social justice. The results of the
study reveal that, despite their theoretical differences, both
perspectives insist on the necessity of freedom accompanied
by responsibility, a principle that can provide an
interdisciplinary model for the development of the Islamic
educational system and for the cultivation of responsible and
committed individuals.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The concept of freedom has long occupied a central
position in philosophical, psychological, and
educational discourse, functioning as a pivotal axis
around which interpretations of human agency,
responsibility, and development are articulated. In
contemporary intellectual debates, freedom is no
longer treated merely as a political or legal
entitlement but rather as a deeply existential and
moral phenomenon that shapes human self-
understanding and educational practice. Within this
context, the comparative examination of freedom
in the thought of Irvin Yalom, a leading figure in
existential psychotherapy, and Morteza Motahhari,
a prominent Islamic philosopher and theologian,
provides a valuable interdisciplinary framework for
understanding how freedom is conceptualized
across distinct epistemological and metaphysical
traditions. Yalom approaches freedom from within
existential  psychology, = emphasizing  the
individual’s confrontation with choice,
responsibility, and existential anxiety in a world
devoid of predetermined structures, while
Motahhari situates freedom within a theistic and
moral ontology that frames human choice as
meaningful only in relation to divine guidance and
ethical responsibility. Previous scholarship has
explored these traditions independently, noting
Yalom’s emphasis on existential givens such as
freedom, death, and meaning (Yalom, 1980), as
well as Motahhari’s sustained engagement with
freedom as a foundational element of Islamic moral
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philosophy (Motahari, 1974, 1986). However,
systematic comparative analyses that connect these
perspectives to educational implications remain
limited, despite the growing need to address crises
of meaning, moral disorientation, and
responsibility in modern educational systems
(Rezaei, 2011; Sharafi, 2015). This study responds
to that gap by situating freedom as a shared yet
differently grounded concept that plays a decisive
role in shaping human formation and pedagogical
orientations.

From the perspective of existential psychology,
Yalom conceptualizes freedom as an unavoidable
condition of human existence rather than a mere
capacity or right. In his framework, freedom
signifies the absence of external, absolute
structures that dictate meaning or action, thereby
placing the burden of choice squarely upon the
individual (Yalom, 1980). This condition generates
what Yalom identifies as existential anxiety, an
inevitable response to the realization that one is
responsible for constructing one’s own life
narrative. Importantly, Yalom does not interpret
this anxiety as pathological but as a catalyst for
growth, authenticity, and self-awareness, provided
that individuals do not evade responsibility through
deterministic explanations or dependency on
external authorities (Yalom, 1989). Freedom, in
this sense, is inseparable from responsibility; every
attempt to deny freedom is simultaneously an
attempt to deny authorship over one’s own
existence. This interpretation has significant
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psychological  implications, particularly in
therapeutic and educational contexts, where
individuals are encouraged to recognize their
agency and confront the consequences of their
choices. Yalom’s position resonates with broader
existential traditions that view freedom as the
foundation of personal meaning and ethical
accountability,  emphasizing  that  human
development requires confronting uncertainty
rather than escaping it (Frankl, 1984).
Consequently, freedom becomes both a source of
existential burden and the primary condition for
authentic growth.

In contrast, Motahhari’s conception of freedom is
grounded in Islamic metaphysics and moral
philosophy, where human agency is understood as
a divinely endowed capacity that acquires meaning
only within a framework of ethical and spiritual
purpose. Motahhari distinguishes sharply between
superficial freedom, understood as unrestrained
desire or social permissiveness, and genuine
freedom, which he defines as liberation from
internal domination by base instincts, egoism, and
moral ignorance (Motahari, 1986). This notion of
“spiritual freedom” is central to his thought and
functions as the prerequisite for moral
responsibility and human perfection. Unlike
existentialist accounts that emphasize ontological
indeterminacy, Motahhari argues that freedom
without moral direction leads to moral collapse and
social injustice. He therefore situates freedom
within a teleological structure in which human
choice is oriented toward truth, justice, and divine
proximity (Motahari, 1974). At the social level,
Motahhari extends this analysis by linking freedom
to resistance against oppression, tyranny, and
injustice, while simultaneously insisting that social
freedom must be regulated by ethical norms to
prevent the violation of others’ rights. In this
framework, freedom is not negated by moral law
but perfected through it, as moral accountability
presupposes the capacity to choose (Motahari,
1981). Motahhari’s approach thus integrates
individual autonomy with collective responsibility,

offering a morally anchored conception of freedom
that contrasts with purely individualistic models.
A comparative analysis of Yalom’s and
Motahhari’s theories reveals both convergences
and divergences that are crucial for
interdisciplinary dialogue. Both thinkers reject
deterministic views of human behavior and insist
that freedom is inseparable from responsibility,
thereby affirming the ethical significance of choice.
Yalom’s insistence that individuals cannot escape
responsibility for their lives parallels Motahhari’s
argument that moral obligation presupposes
freedom, even though their justifications differ
fundamentally. At the same time, the divergence
between them is pronounced at the level of
ontology and ultimate purpose. Yalom interprets
freedom as arising from the absence of cosmic
guarantees, whereas Motahhari understands it as
embedded within a divinely ordered reality that
assigns meaning to human action. Moreover,
Yalom’s emphasis remains largely focused on the
individual’s internal struggle with anxiety and
meaning, while Motahhari explicitly foregrounds
the social and ethical dimensions of freedom,
particularly in relation to justice and communal
well-being. These differences do not render the
theories incompatible; rather, they suggest
complementary insights into human development.
Prior comparative studies have noted that both
existential and Islamic perspectives converge on
the necessity of responsibility while diverging on
the metaphysical grounding of freedom (Rezaei,
2011). This convergence provides a conceptual
bridge that allows for educational models
integrating existential self-awareness with moral
and spiritual orientation (Sharafi, 2015).

The educational implications of synthesizing these
perspectives are particularly significant. Yalom’s
existential emphasis on choice, responsibility, and
confrontation with anxiety offers valuable tools for
fostering self-awareness, critical thinking, and
personal accountability in learners, especially in
contexts where individuals struggle with
meaninglessness and passivity (Yalom, 1980). At
the same time, Motahhari’s framework provides a
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moral and spiritual compass that prevents freedom
from devolving into relativism or ethical
indifference, emphasizing that education must
cultivate inner discipline, ethical sensitivity, and
social responsibility (Motahari, 1986). When
combined, these approaches support an educational
philosophy that recognizes the learner as an active
moral agent who must navigate freedom
thoughtfully ~ and  responsibly.  Existential
psychology contributes methods for engaging
students with questions of meaning and choice,
while Islamic philosophy supplies normative
criteria that orient those choices toward justice and
moral integrity. This integrative approach aligns
with broader humanistic educational theories that
stress the development of the whole person,
integrating psychological maturity with ethical
commitment (Corey, 1998; Frankl, 1984). Such a
synthesis is particularly relevant in contemporary
societies facing moral fragmentation, where
education must address both existential uncertainty
and ethical responsibility.

In conclusion, the comparative exploration of
freedom in the thought of Irvin Yalom and Morteza
Motahhari demonstrates that freedom is neither a
purely subjective experience nor a solely normative
construct, but a multidimensional phenomenon that
shapes human existence, morality, and education.
While Yalom highlights the existential burden and
creative potential of freedom in a world without
predetermined meaning, Motahhari emphasizes the
moral and spiritual orientation that gives freedom
its true value and social relevance. Together, these
perspectives reveal that freedom reaches its fullest
expression when individual responsibility is
harmonized with ethical purpose, offering a robust
foundation for educational models aimed at
cultivating responsible, self-aware, and morally
committed human beings.
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