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Abstract

he relationship between the soul and cognitive forms (al-Suwar
T al-ilmiyyah) and its analysis in Islamic philosophy has a long
history. This research seeks to examine the role of the soul in
relation to cognitive forms in Islamic philosophy, focusing on
the perspectives of Mulla Sadra and ‘Allamah Tabataba't. The method
employed in this article is analytical-comparative, utilizing primary texts
and philosophical commentaries. Mulld Sadra, by establishing principles
such as the substantial motion (al-Harakah al-Jawhariyyah) of the soul,
the primacy of existence (Asalat al-Wujiid), and the immateriality of cog-
nitive forms (Tajarrud al-Suwar al-‘ilmiyyah), was able to demonstrate
that the soul, with respect to particular forms—namely, sensible and ima-
ginal forms—is their source (Masdar), that is, the soul itself creates these
particular forms. However, with respect to intellectual forms, the souls
role is that of manifestation (Mazhariyah). By regarding the soul as the
source of particular forms, Mulla Sadra addresses many of the problems
concerning mental existence (al-Wujiid al-Dhihni) and presents his philo-
sophical solutions based upon this principle. This article also demon-
strates that numerous later philosophers after Mulla Sadra have followed
him on this issue. However, based on his specific analysis of the nature of
acquired knowledge (mahiyyat al- ‘ilm al-husili) and the impossibility of
the union of potency and act (Ittihad al-Quwwah wa al-Fi‘l), ‘Allamah
Tabataba'T considers the soul’s role in all forms to be that of manifesta-
tion.

Cite this article: Navid, B. (2025). Sourcehood or Manifestation: An Investigation
into the Soul's Relation to Cognitive Forms from Sadr alMutaallihin to ‘Allamah
Tabataba'1. Islamic Philosophical Doctrines, 20(36), 285-310.
https://doi.org/10.30513/ipd.2026.7328.1635

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



mailto:b_navid%40modares.ac.ir?subject=
https://orcid.org/0000000224607873
https://doi.org/10.30513/ipd.2026.7328.1635 

g 3L /bl adle b eplliallns jl avals sy b i dlaly (solSTycappdinls cuyine ||||||||||||||||||||||

Extended Abstract

Introduction

The relationship between the soul (Nafs) and cognitive forms (al-Suwar al-‘ilmiyyah),
and the very process of perception, constitutes a complex and pivotal issue in the history
of Islamic philosophy. The central question is: what role does the human soul play in
relation to perceptual forms, whether sensible, imaginal, or intellectual? Are these forms
abstracted and acquired from the external world, implying a receptive role for the soul,
or does the soul actively participate in their very emergence, implying an agentive role?
Explaining this relationship has significant implications for solving classical problems
such as mental existence (al-Wujtid al-Dhihn1) and the nature of knowledge.

This research seeks to analyze and compare the viewpoints of two eminent philos-
ophers of transcendental philosophy (al-Hikmah al-Muta‘aliyah), Mulla Sadra and
‘Allamah Tabataba’1, on this issue. The primary objective is to precisely explain Mulla
Sadra’s theory of the soul’s sourcehood (Masdartyah) and manifestation (MazharTyat),
analyze its philosophical foundations, and ultimately examine ‘Allamah Tabataba'1’s
critique and his alternative theory, which advocates the soul’s absolute manifestation in
all forms.

The background of the discussion traces back to the Peripatetic (Mashsha 1) philoso-
phers’ view on the abstraction (Tajrid) of forms from matter. Contemporary research has
mainly focused on explaining or elaborating Mulla Sadra’s view, as seen in Qasimiyan
(2014), or examining the consequences of accepting the soul's agency, as in Rastin and
Husayn1 Shahradr (2020). However, a systematic study that directly contrasts Mulla
Sadra’s view with ‘Allamah Tabataba1’s final and independent theory represents a sig-
nificant gap, which this article aims to fill.

This article is beneficial for researchers and students of Islamic philosophy, particu-
larly those interested in epistemology and transcendental philosophy, as well as scholars
in the philosophy of mind. To achieve its stated objectives, an analytical-comparative
method has been selected. The research employs a philosophical approach based on the
analysis of primary texts such as al-Asfar and al-Shawahid al-Rububiyyah and other
authoritative works.

Method

This study is descriptive-analytical with a comparative approach. The scope of the
research encompasses Mulla Sadra’s opinions in his principal works and ‘Allamah
Tabataba'1’s interpretation of these opinions in his glosses on al-Asfar and his inde-
pendent works, such as Usiil-e Falsafeh wa Raweh-e Re’alizm (The Principles of Phi-
losophy and the Method of Realism). Furthermore, to demonstrate the adherence of
post-Sadrian philosophers, reference is made to viewpoints such as that of al-Sabzawart.

Information was gathered through library research and the study of primary and sec-
ondary philosophical texts. The main axes of analysis are: the foundations of each the-
ory, including substantial motion and the primacy of existence; the explanation of the
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soul’s relation to sensible and imaginal forms; the explanation of the soul’s relation
to intellectual forms; and the consequences and implications of each viewpoint. After
extracting key relevant propositions from the texts, using qualitative content analysis,
concepts were extracted, categorized, and examined within a comparative framework.

Results

The Peripatetic philosophers, with their theory of abstraction (Tajrid), believe that
the soul abstracts material external forms by gradually separating material accidents,
transforming them into sensible, imaginal, and intellectual levels. In this view, the soul
is passive and receptive, and the forms are changing.

Mulla Sadra, by critiquing the foundations of the Peripatetics and relying on princi-
ples such as the substantial motion of the soul (al-Harakah al-Jawhariyyah li-1-Nafs), the
primacy of existence (Asalah al-Wujid), and the immateriality of all cognitive forms
(Tajarrud Jam1* al-Suwar al-‘ilmiyyah), presents a novel theory. The findings indicate
that from his perspective, the soul holds the role of sourcehood (Masdariyah) in relation
to particular forms, both sensible and imaginal. This means that it is the soul which, ac-
cording to its substantial perfection, brings these forms into existence (Ijad), rather than
abstracting them from the outside. This viewpoint resolves many problems of the theory
of mental existence. However, the soul’s role in relation to universal intellectual forms
is that of manifestation (Mazhartyah), meaning these forms are illuminated upon the
soul from the intellectual realm and the soul is merely the locus of their manifestation.

The findings confirm that most philosophers after Mulla Sadra, such as al-Sabzawarf,
Mirza Mahdi Ashtiyani, and Shaykh Muhammad Taqi Amuli, have accepted and elab-
orated on this dual-role theory.

The most significant finding is the extraction and explanation of ‘Allamah Tabataba'1’s
independent and critical theory. Considering his specific analysis of the nature of ac-
quired knowledge (Mahiyyah al-‘ilm al-Hustl1) and the impossibility of the identity
of potency and act (Istihalah Ittihad al-Quwwah wa al-Fi‘l), he accepts Mulla Sadra’s
theory concerning intellectual forms but criticizes it regarding particular forms. From
Tabataba’'1’s perspective, the soul’s role across all levels of perception—sensible, ima-
ginal, and intellectual—is solely that of manifestation. Just as intellectual forms are be-
stowed from the active intellect, sensible and imaginal forms are also bestowed upon the
soul from an immaterial imaginal substance. Just through union with these immaterial
entities, the soul receives the appropriate forms. Therefore, the soul’s role is always one
of reception and manifestation, not creation and sourcehood.

Conclusion

Explaining the relationship between the soul and cognitive forms is key to resolving
many historical disputes in Islamic epistemology and providing a philosophical account
of the cognitive process. This research demonstrates how developments in ontological
foundations, such as the primacy of existence and substantial motion, can lead to trans-
formations in epistemological theories.

The prevalent view of Mulla Sadra was confirmed among most later philosophers. In
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contrast, Tabataba'1’s alternative theory, which considers the soul a manifestation in all
forms, is presented as the analytical culmination of later thinkers. This research contrib-
utes to clarifying the evolution of the philosophy of knowledge in Islam. Its results can
serve as a basis for philosophical dialogue with contemporary schools of epistemology
and for interdisciplinary studies in the philosophy of mind and cognitive sciences.

This research raises the question that if, according to Tabataba'1, the soul lacks agency
even in sensible perception, what would the philosophical explanation of attention and

will in the perceptual process be? This issue can pave the way for future research.
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