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Moral Cognition and the Divine Command Theory
in the Thought of Muhammad Hussein al-Tabataba'1:
Analysis and Critique

Dr. Jaafar Sadiq Al-Jazaeri

Abstract:

This study aims to investigate the role of moral cognition (mudrakat
al-‘aql al-akhlaqiyya) in the contemporary philosopher and reli-
gious thinker Muhammad Husayn al-Tabataba'1’s ethical thought,
which may be situated within the paradigm of the Divine Command
Theory. While affirming the divine command as the ultimate source
of morality, al-Tabataba'1 nonetheless assigns reason a significant
role in apprehending moral propositions. The rational faculty that is
central to his philosophical investigations remains active in his ethi-
cal writings, occupying an essential place within a religious—ethical
framework developed by a philosopher and Qur’anic exegete.

The main question this research seeks to address is: Did al-Tabataba'1
succeed in resolving the central dilemmas of moral philosophy by
integrating the religious grounding of ethics with rational moral cog-
nition? How did he engage with key challenges such as the source of
moral obligation, the problem of deriving normative moral proposi-
tions from necessary ontological ones (as articulated by Hume), and
the issue of exceptions in moral reasoning? To what extent was he
able to overcome these challenges in his theory?

Keywords: al-Tabataba’1; Divine Command Theory; moral obligation;
reason; moral propositions; fitra (innate disposition).
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