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Van Deurzen, an existential psychotherapist, identifies self-reflection and self-
discovery as the core components of existential therapy through her
examination of its various aspects. She posits that humans, distinct from other
creatures, possess a fluid and dynamic identity. This, according to her, allows
individuals to determine their own existence and identity. Mulla Sadra, on the
other hand, acknowledging the fluidity and dynamism of human identity,
proposes that human existence extends beyond this world, encompassing
multiple worlds and levels of existence, and within each world, individuals
find a corresponding level of existence, so that through their own free will,
humans determine their position in this system of existence. By elevating their
existence to the level of rational existence, they can transform themselves into
a rational world akin to the objective world. This paper aims to demonstrate,
based on the views of these two thinkers on human beings’ fluid and dynamic
existence, the self-determining nature of the human self, the place of self-
discovery in existential therapy, and Sadra's perspective on self-discovery, that
Sadra’s view can potentially serve as the foundation for an existential therapy
within Iranian-Islamic culture.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Humans are not merely autonomous beings whose identities and actions are determined by the options
and choices presented to them; they are also inherently malleable, possessing the capacity to actively
shape their own existence. Existential psychotherapists recognize this characteristic of self-fluidity as a
fundamental basis for human self-actualization and empowerment.

Discussion

Prominent existential psychotherapist, Emmy Van Deurzen, underscores the centrality of ‘self” as an
ongoing process of transformation and change in existential therapy, recognizing the fluid and dynamic
nature of human identity and the multifaceted dimensions of human existence. Acknowledging the
inherent malleability of human nature and the fluid, dynamic quality of individual identity, Van Deurzen
encourages individuals to engage in introspection, self-observation, and self-awareness. Van Deurzen’s
approach aims to assist individuals in delving into introspection, gaining insight into the various facets of
their existence, and recognizing the fluidity of their self-identity. Through this process of self-discovery,
individuals, cognizant of their existential fluidity, can better understand their strengths and weaknesses,
enabling them to strive for holistic well-being across all dimensions of their existence. This, in turn,
empowers individuals to consciously and actively pursue growth in all aspects of their being,
encompassing the physical, personal, social, and, crucially, spiritual domains, where all other dimensions
converge. Ultimately, Van Deurzen contends that existential therapy empowers individuals to expand
their perspectives and worldviews, aligning their lifestyles with their own priorities, while cultivating the
art of living.

Renowned philosopher, Mulla Sadra (1571-1640), also espoused the notion of the human being as a
dynamic entity, encompassing multiple dimensions and facets of existence. Through introspection and
self-exploration, individuals can gain insight into their evolving selves and the fluid, dynamic nature of
their being. For Sadra, self-awareness is an evolutionary process that progresses from rudimentary self-
consciousness to God-consciousness. In this process, by attending to the various dimensions of their
existence, individuals can refine their worldview, values, and concerns. By traversing the stages of self-
awareness and uncovering their limitations, abilities, and talents, they can lay the groundwork for
conscious growth and transformation. According to Sadra, human existence is characterized by a
continuous process of transformation and development, rooted in an substantial movement (harkat-i
jawhari). This existence encompasses material, psychic, and rational levels, corresponding to the natural,
imaginary, and rational realms of existence. As individuals progress along their path of existential
refinement, entering diverse spheres of existence and encountering various situations and possibilities,
they unveil different facets of their selves. In each domain of life, they can discover new aspects of their
existence and, guided by self-awareness and self-knowledge, govern their lives in accordance with their
evolving self-consciousness.

In Mulla Sadra’s philosophical framework, rooted in rational and religious principles, self-awareness,
self-discovery, and self-actualization hold a pivotal position in the realization of the perfect human being.
Within this perspective, the human self, the heavenly substance of the soul and the evolving existence of
the human being are capable of being guided towards perfection under divine guidance and sound reason.
Navigating the path of self-actualization, utilizing one's talents and abilities effectively and fully,
recognizing one’s weaknesses and limitations, and identifying appropriate methods for attaining
happiness necessitate the guidance of a divine vicegerent who has traversed the path of ascension,
connected to the active intellect, acquired knowledge of the prerequisites and conditions, recognized the
path, and been chosen to assist humanity.

Mulla Sadra posits that human and divine self-actualization, along with individual spiritual growth, is
achieved through self-knowledge, self-discovery, and contemplative living grounded in a realistic
understanding of humanity. Therefore, drawing upon religious teachings and concepts, seeking guidance
from the Quran, and employing religious models, he directs individuals towards a path of wholesome
living. Additionally, Sadra maintains that human well-being necessitates the goodness of all one’s
attributes and character traits, adhering to moderation, and identifies extremes and deviations from
moderation as the root causes of psychological abnormalities and illnesses.

Conclusion
This descriptive-analytical study delves into Mulla Sadra’s existential philosophy, demonstrating how the
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concepts of self-knowledge, self-actualization, and self-discovery can serve as the bedrock for a novel
form of guided and ethical psychotherapy. By fostering self-knowledge and self-discovery under divine
guidance, this approach empowers individuals to embark on a journey of self-actualization and self-
transformation, leading them towards the path of human well-being and happiness.
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