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“In the production of knowledge, it is only because emotion works so well that reason 

can work at all.” To what extent would you agree with this claim in two areas of 

knowledge?” [Ethics and Human Sciences] 

 

  



 In the view of German philosopher Immanuel Kant, “emotions are entirely distinct 

from reason and rationality. They do not yield knowledge.” (Blum, 1980) Reason and 

emotion have long been viewed as distinct entities of the human psyche, with reason being 

accepted by many people as the more consistent and objective way of knowing. The 

implication of the prescribed statement that reason can only work in tandem with emotion, 

therefore, is one of contention.  

 

 Where emotion and reason are concerned, the most prominent area of knowledge 

that springs to mind is ethics, which is primarily interested in the justification of moral 

decisions and actions. An example of an ethical claim would be the issue of the current 

Crimean crisis, widely condemned by the West. Following Crimea’s breakaway 

referendum and Russia’s annexation of the peninsula (The Economist, 2014), emotions are 

running high. As people seek to justify what they feel and do, they utilize reason to support 

their claims. Many philosophers have constructed logic-based structures addressing moral 

choices based on three main aspects of ethical decisions: 1) motives or intentions, 2) 

means, and 3) consequences. Kant, for example, looks at intentions and believes that the 

basic principle of ethical actions is a categorical imperative – that is, moral duty. Kant’s 

categorical imperatives follow that we should only “Act only according to a maxim […] 

that could become a universal law.” (Kant, 1999) With regards to the annexation of 

Crimea, Kant would say that annexation cannot be universalized – that is, if every country 

went around annexing territories at will, then the concept of ‘territory’ or ‘sovereignty’ 

would break down and ‘annexation’ couldn’t continue to exist. Of course, this raises other 

knowledge issues – can a country be ethical? Furthermore, the issue with Kant’s 

deontological approach is that it only determines what is not our moral duty (that is, to not 

annex countries), but does not tell us what is our moral duty. In this context, something 

like John Stuart Mill’s Harm Principle, that states that a society or government can only 



interfere with a person’s sovereign rights to prevent that member from causing harm to 

others, (Mill, 1859) may provide more guidance. Utilitarian thinkers, like Mill, take a 

consequentialist approach, stating that we should take the course of action that maximizes 

pleasure and minimizes pain (Bentham, 2000). This would evidently have implications on 

the issue of the Crimean crisis – on some analyses, the majority wants to be part of Russia 

(The Economist, 2014). Both logic-based theories mentioned derive themselves from 

rational thought processes, and yet arrive at different conclusions as to how Russia should 

act. This suggests that some other means of knowledge justification, like emotion, is 

needed in order for reason to work. 

 

In this sense, the greatest appeal of reason – its objectivity – is also its weakness. 

Ethics cannot be value-free; we attach moral judgment and importance to our decisions. 

Unless one subscribes to an absolute moral code, ethical reasoning has to be contextual: 

certain strains of reasoning can be better than others depending on the context. We need to 

rely on emotion to judge each case. When pro-Ukraine protestors took to the streets to 

protest Crimea’s annexation, they harbored a fundamental motivation in a rules-based 

democracy (against the autocracy of Russia), exhibiting their cultural belief. It is perhaps 

impossible to be completely objective: even the set of reasoned ethical theories we adopt is 

based on our different basic beliefs. This is sometimes described as ethical pluralism; a 

term suggesting that more than one ethical system can be valid (Mason, 2011). As we are 

more disposed to adopt the system that fulfills or satisfies our personal needs and beliefs, 

ethical decisions are still contingent upon the individual cultural perspectives and moral 

practices that we hold. The commandment of reason applies conditionally upon a personal 

motive (Kant labels this the hypothetical imperative, and refuses to accept it as a system of 

morality); in essence, the reasoning we come to accept still relies on emotion. David Hume 

supports this view: he locates all our motivations in the passions (emotion) and writes, 



“Reason is […] the slave of the passions.” (Hume, 1978) Reason locates truth and 

falsehood, but cannot provide a source of moral motivation that is reflected in our actions. 

In this sense, as much as reason can function on its own in theory, it cannot do without 

emotion in practice.  

 

 On a more personal level, I volunteer at my constituency’s Meet-the-People 

sessions, a platform for residents to voice their problems and needs for government 

assistance. As a volunteer, I write petition letters to relevant ministries on behalf of 

residents, appealing their case. Especially in more emotionally charged cases (sometimes 

dysfunctional families come in dire need of financial and emotional support), emotional 

appeal can work better than reason. Humans are not mechanical creatures; empathy plays a 

big role in our moral decisions. Our emotional understanding, or empathy for others, opens 

avenues to understanding. However, reason cannot be disregarded – if completely left to 

emotion, I would opt to allocate as much financial aid as possible to everyone – but this 

approach would evidently lead to disastrous consequences. We cannot rely on our 

subjective, individual emotions as the only basis for our moral decisions; we must have a 

consistent, common, and more structured system of reference to base our choices: that is, 

reason. Although emotion sometimes opposes the conclusions made through reasoned 

argument, both are necessary in the justification of our moral decisions. 

 

At this point, I think a clear distinction between different types of knowledge has to 

be made – in ethics, personal and group knowledge regarding a person’s or a collective 

group’s beliefs are justified (Dombroski, 2007), often utilizing both reasoned structures 

and emotional empathy. With the human sciences, however, theoretical knowledge is 

largely generated - the formulation of scientific theories is very much contingent upon the 

reasoning and interpretation of empirical observations, dealing largely with facts rather 



than with values. Take, for example, the study of the effectiveness of various learning 

strategies in the cognitive sciences. American scientist Henry Roediger conducted 

experiments on the effectiveness of repetitive study versus retrieval practice on memory 

retention (Roediger III, 2011), asking a group of students to learn 70 Swahili-English word 

pairs through different learning strategies and then testing their performance by a 

quantitative test a week later. Experiments like these follow a systematic procedure of 

hypothesis, observation and measurement; making use of mathematical and inductive 

reasoning to process the data and come to conclusions. We have to understand that we live 

in an age where the scientific paradigm is often seen as a hallmark of reason, and so even 

the human sciences seek to emulate the natural sciences. As in Roediger’s experiment, 

there is a perceived need for controlled parameters, contained experiments, and 

quantitative measures. Emotion is often downplayed in these ‘scientific’ disciplines, where 

systematic methodology leaves less room for personal interpretation and subjectivity. 

Although there are certain experimental issues in the social sciences (eg. there often cannot 

be a control group to provide a basis for comparison), and the process of inductive 

reasoning undoubtedly has it flaws (eg. making hasty generalizations – just because certain 

learning strategies are more effective for the test studies, it does not mean it extends to the 

rest of the population), the crux of the matter is, reason plays a dominant role. This 

eschewing of emotion and acceptance of knowledge derived only from sensory perception 

or its logical treatment (via reason) is deemed a positivist view. (Straub, 2004)  

 

 That is not to say, however, that emotion is not necessary in the human sciences. 

There can certainly be knowledge without emotion, but without emotion, there is little 

basis for interpretation and use of such knowledge. When looking at the effectiveness of 

learning strategies, it is almost inevitable that some cultural perspective is involved in the 

evaluation of what is considered ‘better’ for learning. Take the dichotomy between 



individual and collectivist cultural perspectives on education – from an individualist 

perspective (adopted more in Asian societies), independent work is considered most 

efficient, but from a collectivist perspective (adopted by more Western academic systems, 

such as the IB), discussion and class participation are regarded as more constructive 

(Ahearn, 2002). As an Asian student studying in a Western curriculum, my views on 

learning differ vastly even from that of my parents. Furthermore, as is evident in its name, 

the human sciences are concerned with the study of human phenomena and establishing 

trends in human behavior. A notable paradox of the human sciences is that we attempt to 

study ourselves – humans are attempting to investigate humanity. The Verstehen position 

(in contrast to the positivist view) purports that the aim of the human sciences is to 

“understand the meaning of various social practices from the inside”, “rather than 

mechanical causes and effects” (Lagemaat, 2011). In this manner, emotion (in our 

sympathy and ability to understand human behavior) plays a considerable role in our 

interpretations. Emotion and reason are not necessarily mutually exclusive; they converge 

in the human sciences when our emotional responses become a basis for our rational 

choice. Understandably, there are concerns over the extent to which emotion can play a 

part in scientific discovery without compromising the veracity of knowledge claims, but 

this does not undermine its necessity.  

 

 Clearly, both reason and emotion play a role in justifying ethical decisions and in 

generating knowledge in the human sciences. It is true that reason is very much reliant on 

emotion to give rise to our values and interpretations, but the converse also holds: our 

emotions need a logic-based framework to support our understanding and judgment. 

Rather than establishing a one-sided dependence as implied in the essay title, perhaps it 

would be more apt to claim that, in actuality, emotion and reason are mutually dependent.  
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