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Article info Abstract

Over this century, Islamic seminaries in Iran have critically engaged
with Western thinkers” ethical and practical works, addressing its
occasionally differing or conflicting foundations and outcomes with
religious perspectives. This engagement aims to resolve practical
issues pertinent to the Islamic community by delving into abstract
and concrete rational inquiries in ethics. This quest for truth has led
some Islamic seminary scholars in Qom to explore fields such as
ethics, the philosophy of ethics, applied ethics, moral education, and
the sociology of ethics. This study employs a descriptive-explanatory

method, gathering data through both documentary and
observational-field methods, to categorize the rationalist ethical
movements in contemporary Iranian seminaries into four types of
ethical rationality: 1. First Type of FEthical Rationality: This
movement focuses on epistemological and ontological foundations
of ethics through deductive reasoning within the Islamic tradition.

2. Second Type of Ethical Rationality: This movement emphasizes
deductive reasoning but concentrates on modern ethics, particularly
meta-ethics and normative ethics. 3. Third Type of Ethical
Rationality: This movement shifts from foundational ethics studies
toward concrete and practical ethics research, using deductive and
somewhat empirical reasoning. 4. Fourth Type of Ethical
Rationality: This movement fundamentally does not find deductive
reasoning useful or effective; instead, it emphasizes "empirical-
scientific rationality” and, thus, has adopted empirical methods in
moral psychology, moral education, and the sociology of ethics.
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Introduction

This paper provides an overview of achievements, centers, and active figures within the movements.

A) The First Type of Rationality and the Extension of Theological-Philosophical Ethics
In the contemporary Seminary of Qom, four scholars have extended the theological-philosophical
ethics discussions:

1. Ayatollah Ja‘far Subhani: He has established the rationality of good and badness based on
foundationalism. Among ethical propositions, the most evident proposition (the fundamental premise
of practical intellect) is the goodness of justice and the evil of injustice.

2. Ayatollah Ali Abedi Shahroudi: He has distinguished between practical intellect, ethical
intellect, and practical and ethical reasoning, bestowing an unparalleled role to ethical reason within the
rational system. He believes that the propositions of practical reason are demonstrable indirectly.

3. Ayatollah Sheikh Mohammad Sanad: In his view, the judgments of practical reason are
demonstrable and belong to the category of certainties. Goodness and evil are intrinsic, and in particular
cases such as the goodness of justice and the evil of injustice, they are among the clearest innate
judgments.

4. Mohammad-Taqi Subhani: He argues that only theologians (not philosophers) have
convincingly defended the reality and rational acceptability of ethical values by presenting the theory of

rational goodness and evil and intrinsic goodness and evil.

B) The Second Type of Rationality and Its Reflection in Ethics Research
The prominent figures in this movement in the field of meta-ethical research include:

1. ‘Allameh Tabataba'i: According to a common (though incorrect) understanding of his
I*tibariat theory, Allameh Tabatabai views ethical values as nothing more than societal agreements for
proper management of social affairs. However, the correct understanding fundamentally situates the
I*tibariat theory within the philosophy of action.

2. Ayatollah Morteza Motahari: Critiquing Allameh Tabatabai's theory, he posits that ethical
propositions are true.

3. Mahdi Haeri Yazdi: He believes that ethical obligation and necessity are the same as necessity
by-something-else, inherent in the act, and the free agent transfers it through their choice and will. This
viewpoint has yet to garner significant and recent proponents.

4. Ayatollah Mohammad-Taqi Misbah Yazdi: He considers ethical concepts to be the
secondary intellectual concepts (intelligibles) of philosophy, deriving from the "relationship between

volitional action and the human goal of happiness." His perspective has gained followers and become
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a notable approach in Islamic ethics.

5. Ayatollah Sadiq Amoli Larijani: He contends that the reality of ethical obligations - unlike
arbitrary and prescriptive obligations - is to draw the audience's attention to the intrinsic necessity of a
moral act. Human awareness of this real necessity is a form of intuitive cognition. His view has yet to
find serious and new components.

The approaches within the second type of rationality in the field of normative ethics include:

1. Self-oriented Teleology: The most significant proponent of this theory is Ayatollah Mesbah
Yazdi. Introducing the Islamic ethical theory, he posits "the individual's existential closeness to Almighty
Allah" as the criterion for evaluating human volitional actions. This attitude has created an approach in
normative ethics and also has critics.

2. Virtue-oriented Ethics and Eudaimonism: Among contemporary Islamic seminary ethicists,
Mohsen Javadi (Ph.D.) and some other researchers have chosen an Islamic reading of eudaimonism, or
monotheistic virtue-oriented ethics.

3. Deontological Ethics: Recently, among Shia scholars, Ayatollah Abedi Shahroudi has adopted
a deontological approach, presenting innovative ideas about practical intellect while critically assessing
Kantian ethical theory.

4. Hybrid Theories: Hybrid theories have not become an established approach or are not yet
current in the seminary. Among these theories, Hadi Sadeghi's idea known as the "umbrella theory of

ethics" is notable, considering each normative theory relevant to a stage of moral development.

C) The Third Type of Ethical Rationality and its Reflection in Applied Ethics

Before the revolution, the only notable serious work in applied ethics was Ayatollah Motahari’s book
on sexual ethics. However, after the Islamic Revolution, four centers in the Islamic seminary in Qom
and its periphery started to pursue research and education in applied ethics. One of the significant
drivers of this movement is the Ethics and Spirituality Research Institute at the Islamic Sciences and
Culture Academy. The second and third centers for applied ethics research and education are the Imam
Khomeini Institute and the Academic Institute for Ethics and Education. Additionally, the universities
in Qom Seminary, such as the University of Qom, Baqir al-Olum University, University of Religions
and Denominations, and the University of Islamic Teachings, can be considered the fourth center.

D) The Fourth Type of Ethical Rationality and its Reflection in Interdisciplinary Studies of

Ethics and Human Sciences

By the end of the 2000s, the Ethics and Spirituality Research Institute entered the field of
interdisciplinary studies by translating and publishing the Handbook of Moral Psychology in two
volumes, titled the Handbook of Moral Development, and the Handbook of Sociology of Morality.



Ethical Reflections, Winter 2024-2025, 5(4) 10

Consequently, various research projects were defined in this field.

Summary and Conclusion

In the past century, Iranian Islamic seminaries, centered around the Qom Seminary, have achieved a
significant leap in rational ethics research. The volume and diversity of scientific outputs in the layers
of theory, scientific principles, propositions, and teachings are remarkable. Reviewing the four main
currents under the broader nationalist movement in ethics reveals that seminary scholars and
researchers have neither neglected the originality in indigenous thought and extending the deep
intellectual traditions of the predecessors nor have they turned away from considering intellectual

developments around the contemporary world.
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