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Abstract

he question of meaning and its relationship with expressive

forms has long been a central concern in philosophical and

linguistic discourse. Linguists have hitherto examined lan-

guage and linguistic issues from the perspective of Western
philosophy, but this topic has not been addressed from the standpoint of
Transcendent Theosophy (al-Hikmat al-Muta ‘aliyah). Employing a de-
scriptive-analytical methodology and a study of foundational linguistic
and philosophical texts, this research undertakes a comparative analysis
of three approaches: the Saussurean, the Derridean, and that of Transcen-
dent Theosophy. The findings indicate that the philosophical approach of
Transcendent Theosophy, by explaining the single signified (Madliil) and
its multiple manifestations (Tajalliyat) in the form of various signifiers
(Dall), offers a more coherent framework for understanding the system of
signs—something that cannot be adequately explained by the theories of
Saussure and Derrida alone. This theoretical framework, drawing upon
the principles of Transcendent Theosophy, presents a novel model in lin-
guistics that accounts for both the continuity of meaning and the diversity
of its expressive forms. The main achievement of this research is the for-
mulation of a theory in linguistics based on Transcendent Theosophy,
which has the potential for application in linguistic studies and the hu-
manities.

Cite this article: Doaga, M.; Abu‘Alf, R. (2025). A Comparative Analysis of the
Signifier and Signified: From Saussure’s Contract and Derrida’s Différance to the
Theory of Unity in Multiplicity in Mulla Sadra’s Transcendent Wisdom. Islamic Phil-
osophical Doctrines, 20(36), 157-190. https://doi.org/10.30513/ipd.2025.7280.1638

@' BY © The Author(s). Publisher: Razavi University of Islamic Sciences.



mailto:mdk.doagoo%40gmail.com?subject=
mailto:raja%40atu.ac.ir?subject=
https://orcid.org/0009000798320027
https://orcid.org/0000000214231307
https://doi.org/10.30513/ipd.2025.7280.1638 

Heslslry g 5Tles oygais / oo ddlae ceaSr 8,5 Sy dyslas gl Ledlyind 1 gusges 13yl Jsoe s IS sirelas Joloes ||||||||||||||||||||||

Extended Abstract

Introduction

The question of meaning and its ontological relationship with expressive forms—the
signifier—has long occupied a central place in philosophical and linguistic discourse,
delineating the boundary between realism and relativism. In the modern and postmod-
ern eras, this challenge entered a critical phase with the emergence of structuralism and
post-structuralism, confronting linguistics with profound epistemological paradoxes.

On one hand, Ferdinand de Saussure, by proposing the theory of social contract and
emphasizing the arbitrary nature of the sign, defined the relationship between the sig-
nifier and the signified within a closed, intra-linguistic framework. In this approach,
language is a system of differences where signifiers do not refer to external reality but
merely to one another. On the other hand, Jacques Derrida, critiquing the metaphysics
of presence, deconstructed this very structure. By introducing the concept of différance,
he argued that a final, fixed signified can never be attained because meaning is always
deferred in an endless chain of signifiers, leaving only a trace of itself. These two ap-
proaches have placed contemporary linguistics at a crossroads between structural rigid-
ity and absolute uncertainty.

The necessity of this research arises from the fact that the lack of a solid ontological
foundation for language has led to a crisis in the interpretation of texts, particularly
religious scriptures. The fundamental question is whether a rigorous explanation can be
provided, transcending the dualisms of Western philosophy, that guarantees the stability
of meaning for mutual understanding while simultaneously accepting the dynamism and
multiplicity of signifiers.

The fundamental objective of this research is to conduct a comparative analysis of the
nature of the signifier and the signified within the three paradigms of Saussure, Derrida,
and Mulla Sadra’s Transcendent Theosophy (Hikmat Muta‘aliyah), aiming to demon-
strate that Mulla Sadra’s theory of unity in multiplicity (al-Wahdah fT al-Kathrah) can
serve as an alternative model.

In reviewing the literature, although studies have been conducted on Islamic philos-
ophy of language, the direct application of the structure/post-structure challenge to the
Sadrian solution has received less attention. For instance, Sajidi (2024) offered a meth-
odological pattern for resolving dualities by referring to the gradations of truth, which
inspired the current research. However, previous studies have primarily focused on a
negative critique of the idea of endless signifiers, and the main gap remains the absence
of a coherent existential linguistics (Zaban-Shinasi-ye Wujudi) capable of stabilizing
and correcting the concept of différance within its proper ontological place.

Method

This research is theoretical-fundamental in type and conducted using a descriptive-an-
alytical method with a comparative approach. The logic governing the research is a
dialectical movement from the thesis (structuralism) and antithesis (post-structuralism)
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toward the synthesis (Transcendent Theosophy). Data were collected via library and
documentary methods from primary sources, including Saussure’s Course in General
Linguistics, Derrida’s works such as Writing and Difference, and Mulla Sadra’s al-As-
far al-Arba‘ah and Mafatih al-Ghayb. Data analysis began with the description and
deconstruction of definitions of the sign in the West, followed by revealing their on-
tological voids, and finally reconstructed by applying the principles of the primacy of
existence (Asalat al-Wujad), the gradation of being (Tashkik al-Wujtid), and the spirit
of meanings (Rih al-Ma‘ani).

Findings

The findings of this comparative analysis reveal that the Achilles’ heel of Saussurean
linguistics is its horizontal view of language, confining meaning to the relationship
of signifiers with one another, thereby turning language into a self-referential system.
Derrida astutely identifies this gap, realizing that in this horizontal system no fixed
point exists; thus, he arrives at the endless play of signs. His fundamental error, how-
ever, lies in generalizing the characteristics of the material world—change, flux, and
difference—to all realms of existence. Because he does not acknowledge immaterial
and immutable realms of being, he considers the stability of meaning an illusion. From
the Sadrian perspective, différance is an intrinsic characteristic of the material world
and a sign of existential poverty, but it is not the whole truth.

In contrast to these approaches, Transcendent Theosophy opens a new horizon by
proposing the theory of the spirit of meanings. Contrary to the positivistic view that
regards words as being coined for material and changing instances, in Transcendent
Theosophy words are coined for the spirits of meanings. The spirit of meaning is an im-
material, universal, and immutable truth, analogous to the concept of “scale” (Mizan),
which is the truth of measurement regardless of whether it is manifested as a physical
balance or a digital instrument. This stability in the spirit of meaning is the missing link
that Derrida denied and Saussure ignored.

Another key finding is the transition from the concept of contract to theophany (Ta-
jalli). Although at a superficial level the relationship between word and meaning is
conventional, in a deep existential analysis based on the rule of the matching of worlds
(Tatabuq al-‘awalim), the signifier is the lowest stage of the descent of the signified.
Just as the material world is the shell and crust of the spiritual world, the word is the
body and mold in which the spirit of meaning has manifested; therefore, the relation-
ship between signifier and signified is longitudinal and apparitional (TGlT wa ZuhirT),
not merely contractual.

The most significant achievement of this analysis is resolving the conflict between
stability and change by applying the model of unity in multiplicity. Accordingly, the
signified in the higher existential realm—Divine Knowledge or the Intellect—is a sin-
gle and simple truth that guarantees understanding and truth, preventing the collapse
of meaning into relativism. However, this same single meaning becomes multiple in
the arc of descent and upon entering the realm of human language. Diverse languages
and various metaphors are all multiple mirrors reflecting that single sun. Thus, the
difference and slippage of signifiers emphasized by Derrida belong to the realm of
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multiplicity and manifestation, while the stability of meaning belongs to the realm of
unity and the interior (Batin).

Conclusion

The results of this research, while confirming the efficacy of Sadrian ontology in
resolving the crisis of meaning, demonstrate that language in this approach is elevated
from a mere communicative tool to an existential phenomenon. Human speech is a di-
luted form (Raqiqah) of Divine Speech, and the mechanism of theophany operative in
the creation of the world is also operative in the creation of sentences. This perspective
has significant hermeneutic implications, paving the way for valid interpretation, such
that the interpreter is neither enslaved by the literal exterior—rigidity—nor trapped in
semantic chaos. Rather, the process of understanding is an ascending movement (Tawil)
from the multiple shell of signifiers toward the single kernel of the signified. Given the
potential of this theory, it is suggested that future research investigate the impact of the
theory of substantial motion (al-Harakah al-JawharTyah) on the historical evolution of
language and the critique of cognitive linguistics based on Sadrian psychology, in order
to reveal further dimensions of this new paradigm.
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