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Abstract

his research adopts an analytical-comparative approach to ex-
T amine the concept of happiness (sa‘adat) in the thought of
Mulla Sadra and Lorraine Besser; in order to demonstrate how
these two theoretical systems, despite fundamental differences
in their metaphysical and methodological foundations, each present a pic-
ture of human development and well-being. In Transcendent Philosophy
(al-hikmat al-muta ‘alivah), happiness is an ontological matter grounded
in substantial motion (al-harakat al-jawhariyyah), existential intensifica-
tion (al-ishtidad al-wujiidi), and the union of knowledge, the knower, and
the known (ittihad al- ‘alim wa al-ma ‘liim), in which human development
is realised through knowledge, intellection, and the acquisition of virtue
on the path toward Absolute Truth. In contrast, Lorraine Besser regards
happiness as a eudaimonic concept arising from human flourishing,
shaped within interpersonal relationships, experiential self-knowledge,
and the actualisation of capacities. Drawing on positive psychology, she
interprets happiness as a this-worldly event dependent on satisfaction,
Sflourishing, and feeling good. The findings indicate that both thinkers link
happiness to the concept of development, but development in Mulla
Sadra’s thought takes a metaphysical form grounded in the gradations of
existence, whereas in Besser s theory it assumes a psychological, empiri-
cal, and this-worldly orientation. By clarifying the structural commonali-
ties and fundamental differences between these two intellectual systems,
this study opens the possibility of a new dialogue between philosophical
theology and contemporary psychology.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The question of happiness (sa ‘adat) is among the most fundamental concepts in mor-
al philosophy and philosophical anthropology, consistently treated as the final end of
human life, yet interpreted in markedly different ways depending on the metaphysi-
cal and methodological framework applied. In Mulla Sadra’s Transcendent Philosophy,
happiness is not merely a psychological state but a deeply ontological matter, bound to
substantial motion, the gradation of existence, the union of knowledge and being, and
the soul’s teleological orientation. In Lorraine Besser’s eudaimonic ethics, by contrast,
happiness is redefined within a this-worldly, psychological horizon, arising from flour-
ishing, emotional satisfaction, and the actualisation of human capacities within social
relationships. The apparent convergence of both approaches on virtue and development
raises the study’s central question: can a meaningful correspondence be drawn between
Sadra’s ontological conception of happiness and Besser’s psychological, secular con-
ception, or do their differing metaphysical foundations preclude comparison?

The research problem is not a descriptive comparison but a critical evaluation of the
possibility and limits of reconciling Sadrian happiness with contemporary eudaimonic
ethics: can happiness be detached from its Sadrian metaphysical context and reread
within a psychological theory, or does removing its ontological foundations reduce hap-
piness to a mere psychological state? Does Besser’s theory, despite its emphasis on
experience and flourishing, fall into a kind of philosophical reductionism?

Four prior studies leave the present gap unaddressed. Hushangt and Rida’'t (2012) ex-
amine substantial motion’s role in redefining Sadrian happiness but confine their account
to the rule of the union of the intellecter and the intelligible. Shivapur (2023) critiques the
coherence of “supreme happiness” in Sadra’s system, with limited attention to the onto-
logical role of knowledge. Vitterseg (2016) surveys eudaimonic ethics historically with-
out engaging Islamic virtue ethics. Arslan (2025) explores positive-psychology tools for
understanding happiness without weighing Besser against Sadrian ontology. The present
contribution lies precisely in comparing Sadrian virtue ethics with Besser’s specific psy-
chological-philosophical eudaimonism—a juxtaposition absent from the literature.

The study addresses scholars of comparative philosophy, Islamic philosophy and the-
ology, ethics, and philosophy of religion, as well as researchers in positive psychology
interested in dialogue between philosophical theology and contemporary psychology.
Given the aim of precisely delineating two theoretical systems and assessing their cor-
respondence, an analytical-descriptive method with conceptual comparison, rather than
an empirical or field-based approach, is the most suitable instrument, since it allows
each thinker’s theoretical foundations to be extracted systematically and compared at
clearly defined levels.

Method

The study employs an analytical-descriptive method with a conceptual-comparative ap-



|||||||||||||||||||||| A §ylads VFe0) liasls 5 s Y1 850 i’?ﬁdwﬂ’

proach. Data were gathered through library research: for the Sadrian side, primary texts
including al-Hikmah al-Muta‘aliyah fi al-Asfar al-Arba‘ah al-‘Aqliyyah, al-Shawahid
al-Rubtibiyyah, and Sharh usil al-Kaft; for Besser, her core works on eudaimonic ethics
together with supporting positive-psychology sources (Keyes et al., 2003; Peterson &
Seligman, 2004). The research proceeded in three steps: extracting each thinker’s theo-
retical foundations independently; comparing commonalities and differences across three
levels—conceptual structure, metaphysical foundations, and teleology; and a compara-
tive-critical analysis of the limits of correspondence. As a library-based study with no
human participants, the principal ethical requirement is fidelity in citation and avoidance
of misrepresenting either thinker’s views. Sources were selected for their bearing on hap-
piness, the soul, and substantial motion on the Sadrian side, and on flourishing, virtue,
and eudaimonia on Besser’s side.

Findings

The comparative analysis shows that both thinkers link happiness to virtue and devel-
opment, but this structural commonality conceals a foundational divergence: virtue for
Mulla Sadra is theologically and ontologically oriented, contingent on divine knowl-
edge, whereas virtue for Besser aligns with flourishing within human relationships
and remains this-worldly and psychological. At the level of metaphysical foundations,
Sadra affirms the soul’s survival beyond the body and higher ontological grades of
being, whereas Besser, shaped by positive psychology’s methodology, remains con-
fined to the worldly domain and treats any world beyond matter as methodologically
meaningless, while her epistemology stays open to religious propositions insofar as
they serve a social function. At the level of teleology, Sadrian happiness culminates in
an intensifying movement toward Absolute Truth and union with the Perfect Human
(al-insan al-kamil), while Besserian happiness is realised in increased pleasure and
“feeling good” through the actualisation of capacities.

The study’s comparative-critical table sets out these differences across six axes: the
ethical end (existential perfection of the soul versus this-worldly psychological satis-
faction), the ontology of the soul (immaterial and graded versus psychological agent),
the criterion of happiness (existential intensity and intellectual joy versus phenomenal
experience of satisfaction), the temporal dimension (extension beyond material time
versus confinement to worldly life), epistemology (reality-centred and rational ver-
sus function-centred and non-realist), and the relation of virtue to perfection (identity
with existential intensification versus an instrumentalist view of virtue). The findings
state this evaluation directly: Besser’s theory, lacking an ontological foundation, cannot
account for the intensity and continuity of happiness—a conclusion reported without
suppression, in proportion to the evidence available for both systems.

Discussion

The findings reveal that the divergence between Mulla Sadra and Besser is not mere-
ly a difference of emphasis but a difference in the very foundations upon which the
concept of happiness is constructed. For Sadra, happiness is inseparable from the soul’s
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substantial motion and its existential intensification; it is a reality that unfolds across
the gradations of being and culminates in union with Absolute Truth. For Besser, by
contrast, happiness is situated within the horizon of lived experience, interpersonal rela-
tionships, and the actualisation of capacities; it is measured by satisfaction, flourishing,
and feeling good. The comparative analysis shows that the two systems converge only
at the descriptive level—both connect happiness to virtue and development—but di-
verge fundamentally at the analytical level, where the ontological grounding of Sadrian
happiness and the psychological grounding of Besserian happiness prove irreconcilable
without a reduction of one to the other. The study thus suggests that any attempt to
reread happiness within Islamic philosophy in dialogue with contemporary psychology
must proceed with caution, preserving the ontological dimensions of the concept while
engaging the empirical insights of positive psychology.

Conclusion

The study demonstrates that despite the apparent convergence of both approaches on
virtue and human flourishing, at the level of philosophical foundations Sadrian happi-
ness and Besserian eudaimonic happiness differ fundamentally and decisively. Happi-
ness for Mulla Sadra is an ontological, intensifying concept grounded in the simplicity
of the soul, substantial motion, and the soul’s existential teleology; happiness for Besser
is defined mainly within a psychological, this-worldly horizon and is reduced to the
realisation of feeling good and lived satisfaction. The article’s principal finding is that
Besser’s eudaimonic ethical theory, for want of a coherent metaphysical foundation,
cannot sustain a stable and deep account of human happiness, failing in particular to
explain its temporal continuity and qualitative intensity. This finding bears on broader
questions in philosophy of religion and on the possibility of dialogue between philo-
sophical theology and contemporary psychology.

The study’s direct answer is that reconciling happiness in Transcendent Philosophy
with Besser’s eudaimonic ethics is possible only at a descriptive level; analytically and
foundationally it faces serious limitation owing to fundamental differences in the ontol-
ogy of the soul and the epistemology of ethics. The implication is that any contemporary
rereading of happiness within Islamic philosophy, if it is to avoid psychological reduc-
tionism, must preserve the connection between happiness, reality, the soul’s existential
perfection, and the metaphysical end of the human being.
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