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Extended Abstract

Introduction: Despite an apparent consensus on the intrinsic value of equality, its defi-
nition, scope, and implementation remain subjects of fierce debate. Marxism, emphasiz-
ing equality of outcome and collective ownership, and liberalism, prioritizing equality
of opportunity and meritocracy, offer competing frameworks that face significant theo-
retical and practical criticisms. Engaging with socialist, liberal, and eclectic currents of
his era, Morteza Motahari (1919-1979) sought to construct a contextualized yet univer-
sal model rooted in Transcendental Philosophy (a/-Hikmat al-Muta ‘aliyah). While ex-
tensive literature addresses justice in Motahari’s thought, the foundational link between
his philosophical anthropology and his theory of equality remains underdeveloped. This
study explicates this relationship, demonstrating how core concepts—such as substan-
tial motion (al-harakat al-jawhariyyah), natural rights, and human dignity—inform an
alternative theory of equality. This model avoids both Marxist collectivism and liberal
individualism, proposing an egalitarian trajectory anchored in the existential transfor-
mation of the human subject.

Methods: Employing textual content analysis within an interpretive framework, this
research analyzes Motahari’s primary works in light of authorial intent and socio-histor-
ical context. To foster an inter-philosophical dialogue, his perspectives are brought into
conversation with the contemporary political philosopher Jonathan Wolff, particularly
regarding Wolft’s concept of the “egalitarian spirit.”

Results and discussion: Motahari conceptualizes equality not as a static condition, but
as a dynamic existential process realized within society. First, rooted in substantial mo-
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tion, his anthropology views existence as inherently graded and differentiated. Motahari
posits difference—distinguishing it sharply from discrimination—as a prerequisite for
social evolution; natural disparities are not impediments to equality, but necessary con-
ditions for collective movement toward perfection. Second, his doctrine of natural rights
grounds equality in a teleological order of creation, offering a supra-social foundation
that is neither purely contractual nor biologically deterministic. For Motahari, natural
capacities inherently generate natural rights. Third, through his concept of “mutual con-
quest” (al-stikhdam al-mutabadal), Motahari critiques Marxist class struggle, arguing
that human interdependence allows for mutual benefit without exploitation. Unlike an-
imal societies, human society functions as a realm of free, moral agency. Fourth, Mot-
ahari’s account of human dignity—distinguishing between the “empirical self” and the
“divine self”—frames equality as a developmental process. As individuals align with
their divine nature, equality becomes increasingly attainable. This inner shift fosters
“affective cooperation” and voluntary brotherhood, elevating equality beyond mere dis-
tributive mechanics. By combining state-enforced equal opportunity with affective soli-
darity, Motahari proposes a dual-faceted model that addresses both structural conditions
and personal moral development.

Conclusion: Motahari’s theory neither suppresses individual liberty (as in state social-
ism) nor ignores systemic inequalities (as in laissez-faire liberalism). Anchored in a
dynamic anthropology, it offers a framework for realizing equality through—rather than
despite—human difference. Its starting point is the transformation of the self, and its
endpoint is a community grounded in brotherhood and voluntary moral responsibility.
A comparative reading with Jonathan Wolff reveals a shared emphasis on relational
solidarity and empathy; however, Motahari grounds these virtues in transcendent hu-
man dignity, recasting equality from a problem of resource allocation into a moral and
existential imperative. This framework enriches Islamic political philosophy and offers
valuable insights for contemporary debates on social justice.

Keywords: Morteza Motahhari, equality, philosophical anthropology, mutual conquest,
emotional cooperation, natural rights.
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