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Abstract

The problem of the relationship between rationality and emotion in moral philosophy is one
of the most fundamental questions that sets two different philosophical traditions against each
other. This article undertakes a comparative study of the views of Mulla Sadra and David
Hume on this issue. Hume, with his empiricist approach, regards reason merely as an
instrument for discerning relations among matters and grounds ethics in human sentiments
and passions. His famous dictum that “reason is, and ought only to be, the slave of the
passions” expresses the view that moral judgments are not a species of rational truths but
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rather sentiments of approval or disapproval. In contrast, Mulla Sadra, relying on the
Transcendent Philosophy (al-Hikmah al-Muta‘aliyah), considers reason to be an existential
reality and regards intellectual perceptions as arising from inward intuition and disclosure. In
his philosophical system, rationality is not only not in conflict with emotion, but authentic
emotions themselves are products of intellectual and intuitive understanding of the order of
existence. The findings of this research demonstrate that in Mulla Sadra's thought, moral
virtues are firmly rooted dispositions of the soul and belong to the category of intellectual and
intuitive perceptions, whereas Hume evaluates virtues solely on the basis of their utility and
their capacity to produce collective pleasure. These two approaches offer fundamentally
different pictures of the relation between reason and emotion in ethics, a comparison that can
be fruitful for contemporary debates in moral philosophy.
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Introduction

The discussion of reason and emotion has long been central to moral philosophy, and these
two have often been portrayed as conflicting opposites. In the Greek tradition, especially in
the thought of Plato and the Stoics, the supremacy of reason over the emotions was considered
the essential condition of virtue. In the modern era, however, this view faced serious
challenges. David Hume, by posing the question “whether morals are based on reason or
sentiment”, created a turning point in moral philosophy. With his empiricist approach, he
declared that moral judgments ultimately revert to sentiments, and reason alone is incapable
of motivating moral action.

On the other side, Islamic philosophy -and particularly Mulla Sadra's system of Transcendent
Philosophy- offers a markedly different perspective on this issue. In this tradition, reason is
not merely a tool for argumentation but an existential light and a level of intuitive perception
that can attain the truths of existence. Ethics in this system is not grounded merely in
sentiments but in intellectual and intuitive knowledge of the perfection-oriented order of
existence. Nevertheless, Mulla Sadra, like Hume, pays attention to the role of non-rational
perceptive faculties in the formation of virtues, introducing virtues as psychic dispositions and
capacities for grasping moral truths.

This article seeks, through a comparison of two different philosophical systems from Eastern
and Western traditions, to provide a comparative answer to the question of the relation
between rationality and emotion in ethics and to show whether these two approaches
ultimately arrive at a single definition of ethics or entirely different ones.

Methodology

The present research has been conducted by using a comparative-analytical method. To this
end, the views of each philosopher have been examined in three key areas: 1. the definition of
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reason and its scope, 2. the role of emotion and sentiments in ethics, and 3. the relationship
between the two in the process of moral judgment and action.

For Hume, primary sources -namely, A Treatise of Human Nature and An Enquiry
Concerning the Principles of Morals- along with contemporary interpretations of his thought,
have been utilized. For Mulla Sadra, his principal works on Transcendent Philosophy, as well
as relevant scholarly research, have been used to articulate his theoretical framework.

After expounding each of the two systems, a comparison has been made at three levels: 1. the
epistemological level (how moral knowledge is acquired), 2. the moral-psychological level
(the role of motivation in moral action), and 3. the ontological level (the relationship of ethics
to the overall order of existence).

Findings

Reason from Hume's Perspective

From Hume's viewpoint, reason has only two functions: first, discerning relations among
things (such as mathematical relations), and second, ascertaining matters of fact through
experience. Reason by itself generates no motive for action and cannot determine an end for
human beings. His famous statement that “reason is the slave of the passions and ought to be
so” reflects his functional and instrumental view of reason. According to Hume, whenever
reason appears to overcome the passions, it is actually a “calm passion” (such as love of life
or benevolence) that has replaced another passion.

Reason from Mulla Sadra's Perspective

In the system of Transcendent Philosophy, reason is not merely a discursive faculty but a level
of human existence connected to the universe. Intellectual perceptions, in this view, are not
the product of passivity in the face of sensory data but rather a form of existential intuition
and direct understanding of the order of existence. Unlike Hume, who regards reason as
merely an instrument, Mulla Sadra attributes an ontological role to reason; thus, intellectual
perceptions constitute man's understanding of his place in the order of existence and its
ultimate ends.

Ethics and Emotion in Hume's Thought

Hume, through his famous argument concerning the “is-ought problem”, shows that one can
never derive normative “ought” statements from descriptive “is” statements. Therefore, the
origin of moral judgments cannot be reason, since reason deals only with matters of fact and
relations among them. Hume maintains that when a person deems an action good or evil, a
sentiment of approval or disapproval is aroused in them. These sentiments, particularly
“sympathy”, form the foundation of moral virtues.

Ethics and Emotion in Mulld Sadra's Thought

Mulla Sadra regards moral virtues as firmly rooted psychic dispositions belonging to the
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category of intellectual and intuitive perceptions. In other words, authentic moral emotions
themselves derive from intellectual knowledge of virtues and human perfections. In this view,
there is no contradiction between reason and emotion; rather, noble emotions are the fruits of
transcendent rationality. Lower emotions, too, become virtues when, guided by reason, they
are directed onto the right path and lead man toward existential perfection.

Moral Motivation in Hume and Mulla Sadra

In Hume's thought, only sentiments can motivate action. Reason alone can never induce a
person to perform an action. If reason influences action, it does so only by correcting our
beliefs about the means of achieving ends that sentiments have set.

Mulla Sadra, however, with his existential-ontological outlook, bases moral motivation on
man's intellectual and intuitive knowledge of the perfection-oriented order of existence. In this
view, a person inclines toward moral virtues when they have correctly grasped what their true
perfection consists in.

The Relation of Reason and Emotion in Moral Judgment

Hume holds that moral judgment is an expression of generalized sentiments formed on the
basis of sympathy with others. To move from personal judgments to moral judgments, one
must, through reasoning, correctly understand one's place in society and adopt a general point
of view. Here reason can play a role alongside sentiment, albeit still in service to the
sentiments.

In contrast, Mulla Sadra regards moral judgment as the product of transcendent rationality
and inner intuition, attained through reflection on existence and the human place within it.
From this perspective, human emotions are not obstacles to correct judgment; on the contrary,
when they originate from authentic rationality, they become the best moral guides.

Discussion and Conclusion

The comparison of the views of Mulla Sadra and Hume regarding the relation between
rationality and emotion in moral philosophy reveals two fundamentally different approaches,
each with its own strengths and weaknesses. Hume, with his empiricist outlook, reduces
reason to an instrument in the service of sentiments and grounds ethics in an irrational
foundation. The strength of this approach lies in its explanation of moral motivation and its
connection to human emotions. Its main challenge, however, is the difficulty of justifying
universal moral standards and avoiding relativism.

In contrast, Mulla Sadra, with his existential-ontological outlook, presents reason as life-
giving and emotions as products of rational understanding of the perfection-oriented order of
existence. This approach is more successful in justifying universal moral standards, but it must
adequately explain how rational knowledge alone can motivate a person to moral action.

In light of this comparison, one can see that a comprehensive theory in moral philosophy
inevitably requires a synthesis of these two perspectives. Rationality without emotion lacks
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motivational force, and emotion without rationality lacks universal standards. Therefore, it
can be concluded that in moral philosophy, reason and emotion are not in conflict but acquire
meaning through their interaction; neither alone can fully answer the fundamental questions
of ethics. This interaction is observable to some extent in Mulla Sadra's system through its
emphasis on intuitive rationality, and in Hume's system through its emphasis on the role of
reason in correcting emotional judgments and it can serve as a starting point for theorizing in
contemporary moral philosophy.
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