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Abstract

The present study explains the relationship between rational knowledge and moral knowledge in Mulla Sadra’s Transcendent Philosophy.
Its necessity arises from the fact that, in Islamic philosophy, these two domains have often been examined independently, while the way
in which concepts of moral knowledge are employed in rational knowledge, as well as the reciprocal role of ethics in enhancing epistemic
capacity, has received less attention. The main research question is: “How is the relationship between rational knowledge and moral
knowledge defined in Mulla Sadra’s intellectual system, and what role do moral and epistemic virtues play in the perfection of the soul
and the realization of rational knowledge?” The research method is textual analysis and a descriptive-analytical examination of Mulla
Sadra’s major works, including al-Asfar, Sharh al-Hidayah al-Athiriyyah, and his Exegesis of the Holy Qur’an. The findings indicate that
although rational and moral knowledge constitute distinct domains in Transcendent Philosophy, they are mutually interconnected,;
purification of the soul and the acquisition of moral virtues provide the groundwork for increasing perceptual capacity and attaining higher
knowledge. Moreover, epistemic and moral virtues, as existential attributes of the soul, facilitate the existential development of the human
being and make the realization of complete knowledge possible through divine illumination.
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Extended Abstract

The present study seeks to explain the relationship between rational knowledge and moral knowledge in Mulla
Sadra’s Transcendent Philosophy, with particular attention to the way in which epistemology and ethics,
despite belonging to distinct domains of philosophical inquiry, become deeply interconnected in the existential
development of the human soul. In Sadraean philosophy, rational knowledge is generally situated within
theoretical wisdom, whose purpose is the perfection of the theoretical faculty through the apprehension of
truths, whereas ethics belongs to practical wisdom, which concerns voluntary human actions and the
cultivation of stable moral dispositions. Mulla Sadra distinguishes between realities that are independent of
human choice and those that are related to voluntary action, thereby assigning the former to theoretical wisdom
and the latter to practical wisdom (1, 2). However, this distinction does not imply separation or opposition.
Rather, the purification of the soul, the refinement of the inner self, and the acquisition of moral virtues create
the existential conditions necessary for the reception of higher intellectual truths (6). Accordingly, the central
question of this research is how rational knowledge and moral knowledge are related in Mulla Sadra’s
intellectual system, and what role moral and epistemic virtues play in the perfection of the soul and the
realization of rational knowledge.

The study adopts a textual and descriptive-analytical method, relying on Mulla Sadra’s major works, including
al-Asfar al-Arba‘ah, Sharh al-Hidayah al-Athiriyyah, his commentary on the Metaphysics of al-Shifa, Tafsir
al-Qur’an al-Karim, and other relevant philosophical and exegetical writings. Within this framework,
knowledge is not treated as a merely conceptual or psychological state, but as an existential mode. Mulla Sadra
rejects a quiddative definition of knowledge, because knowledge, like existence, is too evident and
fundamental to be defined through genus and differentia (6). Knowledge is instead understood as the presence
of an immaterial reality before the knowing subject and, in its highest form, as a mode of union between the
knower and the known. If the real existence of the object is present to the subject, knowledge is immediate and
presential; if the mental or shadow-like existence of the object appears in the soul, acquired knowledge is
formed (8). This ontological account of knowledge is grounded in the gradation of existence, according to
which every being can possess different levels of existence: material, imaginal, intellectual, and divine (6, 9).
Thus, cognition is not static representation, but the existential elevation of both the known object and the
knowing soul.

On this basis, rational knowledge in Mulla Sadra’s thought is inseparable from the substantial motion of the
soul. The soul begins with sensory perception and gradually ascends through imaginal and intellectual levels
of cognition as it becomes more immaterial and more perfect. Unlike earlier theories that understood
abstraction mainly as the stripping away of material accidents from a quiddity, Mulla Sadra interprets
abstraction as an ontological elevation of the object’s mode of being in the soul (6). Since knowledge, knower,
and known are united, every elevation in the mode of the known corresponds to an elevation in the existential
rank of the knower. This means that the quality of knowledge depends not only on logical reasoning, but also
on the existential purity, strength, and receptivity of the soul. Factors such as sincerity of intention,
contemplation, worship, remembrance, fasting, silence, ascetic restraint, and detachment from excessive
worldly involvement are therefore presented as conditions that prepare the soul for the illumination of
knowledge (10). This position also explains why moral and spiritual disciplines are not external to
epistemology; they are internal conditions for the expansion of epistemic capacity and the attainment of higher
truths.

The relationship between moral virtue and rational knowledge becomes clearer when Mulla Sadra’s theory of
virtue is considered. He defines virtue as a stable disposition or habitus in the soul that enables actions to
proceed easily, naturally, and without hesitation (6). While he accepts the classical doctrine of the mean, he
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reinterprets virtue within his existential metaphysics. Virtues and vices are not merely behavioral qualities;
they are existential attributes of the soul. Some dispositions expand and perfect the soul, while others darken
it and obstruct its ascent toward intellectual perfection (6). In this sense, virtues possess degrees, just as
existence itself is gradational, and the more a person participates in these existential perfections, the closer the
soul becomes to the source of life and being (11). Mulla Sadra also accepts the acquired nature of virtues,
arguing that repeated actions leave effects in the inner reality of the human being and eventually become stable
moral forms (6, 10). Moral virtues such as moderation, purity of the heart, humility, good character, and ethical
clarity strengthen the rational faculty, whereas vices such as attachment to the world, arrogance, envy,
excessive desire, and domination of the lower faculties weaken the soul’s capacity to receive intellectual
illumination (3, 5).

The findings of the study indicate that, in Mulla Sadra’s system, rational knowledge and moral knowledge are
related through a reciprocal and transformative structure. Moral purification prepares the soul for intellectual
knowledge, while true knowledge itself guides the soul toward moral perfection. This reciprocity is especially
visible in Mulla Sadra’s discussion of righteous and corrupt actions. Knowledge is described as a divine light
whose intensity varies according to the existential rank of the human being (6). The heart or rational soul is
compared to a mirror that can reflect the realities of the visible and invisible worlds only when it is polished
and freed from the rust of sin, negligence, and attachment (11). Mulla Sadra’s use of prophetic and Imamic
traditions further reinforces the idea that the veils placed upon the heart prevent the vision of the higher realities
of the cosmos (6, 13). Thus, righteous action, worship, self-discipline, and piety are epistemically significant
because they purify the mirror of the soul and make it receptive to divine instruction (11). Conversely, corrupt
actions darken the substance of the soul, intensify its attachment to the bodily and material world, and deprive
it of higher intellectual happiness (12). In this regard, the perfection of the practical intellect becomes a
condition for the flourishing of the theoretical intellect (4).

In conclusion, Mulla Sadra’s account of the relationship between rational knowledge and moral knowledge
presents an integrated philosophical anthropology in which knowing, becoming, and acting are mutually
implicated. Rational knowledge is not reducible to formal reasoning, conceptual analysis, or abstract
demonstration; it is the existential actualization of the soul through its movement toward immateriality and
divine proximity. Moral knowledge, likewise, is not limited to the recognition of duties or ethical rules, but
consists in the formation of the soul through virtues that make higher cognition possible. The study concludes
that, although rational knowledge and moral knowledge retain distinct theoretical and practical functions, they
are inseparable in the concrete process of human perfection. Rational knowledge without moral purification
remains incomplete and vulnerable to distortion, while morality without intellectual illumination lacks depth,
direction, and metaphysical grounding. In Mulla Sadra’s Transcendent Philosophy, ethics and epistemology
therefore function as two complementary dimensions of the same existential ascent: the ascent of the human
being from sensory and material limitation toward intellectual perfection, divine illumination, and ultimate
felicity.
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