The Quarterly Journal ol
PHILOSOPHICAL INVESTIGATIONS
University of Tabriz

Vol. 16/ Issue: 38/ Spring 2022

Determinism and Moral Responsibility
According to Avicenna's Theory of Action

Roozbeh Zare (corresponding author)
Assistant Professor, Institute for Islamic Culture and Thought (1ICT), Tehran, Iran.
roozbeh.zare@gmail.com

Seyed Hassan Hosseini Sarvari
Professor in Philosophy of Science, Sharif University of Technology, Tehran, Iran.
hoseinih@sharif.edu

Abstract

The main issue of this atticle is how to harmonize determinism and moral
responsibility (the classic problem of free will) by reconsidering the
philosophy of Avicenna. Certainly, Avicenna believes in determinism and
in various works has emphasized the necessity of the effect by its sufficient
cause. Avicenna, on the other hand, certainly believes in the moral
responsibility of autonomous agents, including human beings. We have
shown in the first step that he denies free will in the libertarian sense (the
ability to do otherwise) for any agents; Because this notion of free will
requires objective possibilities and is not compatible with causal
determinism. Avicenna has identified a new type of voluntary agent who
does not need to have an over-intentional intention to do something.
Here, he looks very similar to proponents of agent causation; His idea,
however, was not intended to defend a libertarian notion of free will, but
to get rid of the challenge of the infinite regress of wills. Hence, Avicenna
can be considered one of the few proponents of the "compatibilist agent
causation." In the second step, an overview of Avicenna's theory of action
is drawn. Here, in particular, emphasis is placed on the activity of the soul
in the stages of the causal process leading to action, and the quality of
these activities is introduced as a criterion for the morality degree of the
agent..
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Introduction

The main issue of this article is how to harmonize determinism and moral
responsibility (the classic problem of free will) by reconsidering the
philosophy of Avicenna (Ibn Sina).

1. Causal Determinism

Certainly, Avicenna believes in determinism and in various works has
emphasized the necessity of the effect by its sufficient cause. Determinism
can be formulated based on causality, the principle of sufficient reason
(PSR), and the laws of nature. In this article, we have shown that the
formulation based on the laws of nature is a specific case of the other two
forms and by accepting the physical causal closure, it becomes the same
as traditional formulations. Determinism, with its two traditional
formulations, goes back to the same basis, and this point appears due to
the similarity of reason and cause.

2. Compatibility of Determinism and Moral Responsibility

Avicenna, on the other hand, certainly believes in the moral responsibility
of autonomous agents, including human beings. It is therefore up to him
to somehow reconcile determinism with moral responsibility. We have
shown in the first step that he denies free will in the libertarian sense (the
ability to do otherwise) for any free agents; Because this notion of free will
requires objective possibilities and is not compatible with determinism.

2.1. Moral Responsibility

To have a moral responsibility, Avicenna introduces a compatible account
of free will. In this sense, free will and moral responsibility are based on
satisfaction with voluntary actions.

He considers three conditions: 1) to return the act to the inherent

powers of its agent and no external power prevents the agent to do so; 2)
the agent does his act with knowledge (self-knowledge as the agent of the
act), And 3) the agent wants to perform that action.
So according to Avicenna regardless of self-awareness, the necessity that
conflicts with moral responsibility is the necessity over the agent not the
necessity from the agent. The necessity from the agent guarantees the
control of the agent on his action.
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2.2. Regression of Will

Avicenna has identified a new type of voluntary agent who does not need
to have an over-intentional intention to do something. Here, he looks very
similar to proponents of agent causation; His idea, however, was not
intended to defend a libertarian notion of free will, but to get rid of the
challenge of the infinite regress of wills.

3. Theory of Action

In the second step, an overview of Avicenna's theory of action is drawn.
Here, in particular, emphasis is placed on the activity of the soul in the
stages of the causal process leading to voluntary action, and the quality of
these activities is introduced as a criterion for the morality degree of the
agent.

Based on this overview, true freedom is worthy only of God, and all
human agents have shortcomings in at least two ways that limit their
freedom: first, that they are not independent agents and depend on God
in their existence, and second, that they do their acts to achieve the
perfection they lack.

But human voluntary actions can be flawed in other ways as well, which
are mainly related to cognitive errors and weakness of will. Cognitively,
misdiagnosis of happiness (ultimate perfection) and errors in recognizing
the place of a specific action, in approaching or distancing man from
happiness can be considered as the main shortcomings. These second-
category imperfections are not found in the prophets and true sages, and
therefore the most perfect state of voluntary actions is performed by them
morally. However, in terms of the main issue of this article, there is no
difference between ordinary human beings and prophets, and they can
only be considered morally freer than other human beings because
prophets are free from physical restraints and bodily pleasures.

4. Conclusion

We addressed Avicenna's response to the classic problem of free will and
some related problems as compatibilism agent causation and defended
that it is one of the best attempts according to those problems based on
the compatibility notion of free will.
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