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The problem of sense perception in Mulla Sadra’s philosophy has been drawn
in such a way that makes possible two different approaches to it: idealistic and
realistic. According to the first approach, considering the superiority and
priority of the mind and its concepts to the external world, we can provide an
idealistic interpretation of Mulla Sadra’s epistemological system, and
according to the second approach, there is a unity between man and the
external world, according to which there is no preventer between man and the
external world. The second approach implies avoiding from subjective
idealism. But based on the first approach, the possibility of leaving the
objective idealism becomes more complicated. In this paper, | have tried to
explain the background of the formation of these two approaches by a
descriptive-analytical method, and to analyze the different implications of
both of those two approaches. For this reason, by appealing to an intra-
structural solution, which is the ideality of the distinction between the world of
objects and the world of the mind, | have stated the irrelevance of the
challenges of objective idealism with the sense perception in Mulla Sadra’s
philosophical system.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

By a brief look at the epistemological system of Muslim philosophers, it can be known that
“correspondence to reality” is one of their fundamental principles about the knowledge of the material
world. This shows that by taking the external world as self-evident, we can consider the Muslim
philosophers as realists. However, in Mulla Sadra’s philosophical system, the problem of sense
perception has been explained in such a way that we can take two different approaches to it: idealistic and
realistic.

Discussion

Mulla Sadra has two views of how the sense perception is achieved in the mind. His famous view is that
the sensory forms are originated by the soul. Mulla Sadra proves the power of the soul to originate the
forms by proving the immateriality of soul. His second view is that the sensory forms emanate from the
Forms-Giver. According to this view of sense perception, Mulla Sadra considers the agent of sense
perception as the Separate Intellect.

According to Mulla Sadra, in the sense perception, after a human being’s contact with an external
object by his senses, an effect from the external object is transmitted to the soul, and the soul then
originates a form correspondent to this mental effect, or in the process of the formation of sensory forms
the Forms-Giver plays a role. Accordingly, the immediate object of human perception is the form
originated in the soul. Now, if we speak of the realism about the sense perception, it means the
correspondence to the form which is originated by the soul or emanates from the Forms-Giver.

According to the first approach, since the forms are mediated in knowing the world of objects, we have
not a direct contact with the external and material world. The implication of this approach is the objective
idealism. In Mulla Sadra’s view, since the material world is a dispersed, spatial and temporal world, we
know it by mediation of the forms. Therefore, based on the primacy and superiority of immaterial things,
i.e. the forms, to material things, i.e. the external things, this approach tends to objective idealism.

Considering Mulla Sadra’s philosophical foundations and his existential view of knowledge in his
epistemological system, we can take a realistic approach to sense perception. In this approach, according
to Mulla Sadra’s philosophical foundations, the soul should be taken into account. Because, according to
Mulla Sadra, the soul is one and, by maintaining its unity, is present in all degrees of perception, and in
any degree of perception becomes identical with that degree of perception. According to this view, there
is a unity between man and the external world, according to which there is no preventer between man and
the external world. In this way, a man is not only able to access the external world, but also, as if, he
becomes the same as it. Because, in Mulla Sadra’s view, the world is not a set of dispersed and multiple
things, but rather it is a unified whole in which all the parts are in a causal chain. For this reason, the
chain of the world is a vertical chain in which all beings end to a one ultimate cause. And so, Mulla Sadra
believes that the human soul can reach a degree of perfection in which all beings become his parts. The
implication of this approach is to leave the subjective idealism.

In the second approach to sense perception, it was shown that by believing in a unity between man and
the external world, Mulla Sadra leaves the subjective idealism. But the challenge of objective idealism
about the sense perception is only solvable by considering the distinction between the objective world and
the world of the mind as an ideational distinction. Neglecting this point in explaining the sense perception
makes us misunderstand Mulla Sadra’s philosophical system and consider it as an objective idealism
mistakenly.

Conclusion

Based on the two approaches, i.e. the idealistic and the realistic approaches, to sense perception in Mulla
Sadra’s philosophical system, which have been discussed in this paper, we can conclude that, according
to the idealistic approach, the existential view of knowledge in Mulla Sadra’s epistemological system
implies realism about the sense perception. In this approach, there is a unity between man and the external
world, according to which there is no preventer between man and the external world. In this way, a man
can not only access to the external world, but also, as if, he becomes the external world itself. The
considerable point in this approach is that it only implies leaving the subjective idealism. It seems that,
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considering Mulla Sadra’s foundations in explaining the sense perception, only to leave the subjective
idealism is possible and the challenge of objective idealism remains unsolvable. It was shown that this is
because of neglecting the ideational distinction between the objective world and the world of the mind in
Mulla Sadra’s philosophical

system, and without considering this distinction, the challenge of objective idealism will not be solvable.
For this reason, that distinction is not considered as a real distinction in order to find a way for leaving the
objective idealism. Therefore, neglecting this point in explaining the sense perception leads to
misunderstanding Mulla Sadra’s philosophical system as an objective idealism.
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