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Abstract

The theory of i ‘tibariyat (constructed concepts) in the thought of Allameh
Tabataba’i is not merely a linguistic or logical distinction from hagqigr (real)
perceptions; rather, it provides a philosophical and epistemological
framework for explaining the emergence, function, and transformation of
fundamental concepts that structure human voluntary and social life. This
article, focusing on the inner structure of i ‘tibariyat, analyzes six key
features and four main types of them, while examining their relation to
philosophical categories such as firrah (primordial disposition), practical
reason, and the active faculties of the human being. The findings indicate
that i tibart concepts, within Tabataba’i’s intellectual system, are not merely
products of subjective will, but are formed in the process of interaction
between objective necessities and the mechanisms of practical reason. The
conceptual duality of “pre-social/post-social,” together with characteristics
such as subjectivity, changeability, external effects, and the incapacity for
demonstrative  proof, provides a foundation for philosophical
reconsideration of the human sciences on Islamic grounds. Thus,
Tabataba’i’s theory of i ‘tibariyat can be regarded as an attempt toward
unifying epistemological, ontological, and social dimensions in the
understanding of the human being.

Keywords: i ‘tibari perceptions; Allameh Tabataba’i; practical reason;
social epistemology; fitrah, Islamic philosophy; constructed concepts
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The theory of i'tibariyat (constructed concepts) in

the philosophical system of Allameh Tabataba’i
represents a profound attempt to distinguish the
dimensions of human cognition that are oriented
toward reality from those that are oriented toward
practice, need, and social regulation. Unlike earlier
Islamic philosophers, who often treated non-real
concepts as marginal or secondary, Tabataba’i
offered a systematic epistemological account of
their genesis and role. He traced the intellectual
origins of this framework partly to discussions in
usz/ al-figh but extended them into a
comprehensive epistemology that sought to explain
how human beings create conceptual structures
without external referents that nonetheless have
real  social, ethical, and psychological
consequences. In his analysis, real perceptions
mirror the order of being, while constructed
perceptions arise out of volition, goals, and the
social demands of life. This duality makes human
cognition not merely a mirror of external being but
also a generative faculty for producing structures
such as law, ethics, and social norms. Tabataba’i
insisted that earlier thinkers had not given an
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independent, systematic discussion of i‘tibartyat
(Tabatabai, 1995), though later scholars such as
Yousefzadeh questioned this historical claim
(Yousefzadeh, 2001). Nevertheless, this assertion
demonstrates his intention to create an independent
philosophical ~ framework.  Moreover, the
significance of his project should be seen not as a
reaction to ideological currents like Marxism but as
an attempt to address the fundamental
philosophical question of how non-real constructs
govern human life. Thus, the discussion of i‘tibar1
concepts provides an epistemological bridge
between metaphysical reality and practical human
existence, positioning philosophy not only as a
search for truth but also as a science of social
construction and human flourishing.

Central to Tabataba’i’s exposition is his analysis of
the mental processes that generate 1tibari concepts.
He emphasized that these concepts are neither
arbitrary nor mere linguistic conventions but
products of the active faculties of the human mind,
particularly the faculty of imagination and practical
reason. Human needs and teleological orientations
demand the creation of such concepts, which then
acquire functional roles in life. For instance, the
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metaphorical construction “man is a lion” shows
how the mind attributes the limit of one entity to
another, producing psychological and motivational
effects (Tabatabai, 2008). Similarly, the
attribution of “ownership” or “moral duty” derives
from the relation of “ought,” which has no direct
external correlate but is grounded in the functional
relationship  between human faculties and
volitional goals (Tabatabai, 1985, 2008). This
analysis implies that constructed concepts emerge
from the interplay between objective necessities
and subjective volition. They are neither purely
conventional nor metaphysically grounded but
occupy a middle zone of rational construction.
Tabataba’i  proposed three  methodological
strategies to uncover their roots: analyzing complex
concepts by tracing them back to simpler ones like
“employment,” studying primitive societies and
even social animals, and observing the
developmental stages of children’s cognition
(Khansari, 2008). In all cases, the evidence
suggests that social life is impossible without such
constructs. Even though they lack external
referents, they exert real influence in structuring
behavior, language, and institutions, thereby
making i‘tibariyat indispensable to understanding
human existence.

In defining the purpose and function of i‘tibari
perceptions, Tabataba’i linked them to the dual
layers of human existence: the biological and the
cognitive-emotional. Real perceptions address the
first layer, but the second requires concepts that
mediate between faculties and needs. This explains
why metaphors and symbolic designations produce
emotional and motivational effects even when they
are not literally true (Motahhari, 1994). The
human mind, therefore, generates concepts such as
“money,” “husband,” or ‘“authority,” which lack
real referents but nevertheless operate as effective
structures in social life (Tabatabai, 1985). These
constructs are not merely subjective illusions; they
are rational-affective devices that serve as
necessary instruments for organizing collective
existence. The key marker of their i 'tibart nature is
the presence of the “ought” relation: whenever
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cognition is goal-oriented and action-directed, the
resulting concepts belong to this category
(Tabatabai, 1995). In this sense, i‘tibariyat form
the foundation of ethics and social order, not
because they correspond to external entities but
because they regulate conduct. Oliaei’s analysis
further highlighted that concepts such as
“deservingness” or “command” do not arise from
the essences of objects but from the mental relation
between human will and practical goals (Oliaei,
2010). From this angle, i‘tibari perceptions are
constitutive rather than representational; they
generate order by structuring action and social
relations.

The distinctive features of 1i'tibari concepts
illustrate their hybrid ontological status. They are
subjective yet produce external effects; they are
rooted in real perceptions but are not demonstrable
by syllogistic proof. Tabataba’i noted that if a
concept had no external effect, it would be
meaningless (Tabatabai, 1985). Their validity is
measured not by correspondence with reality but by
their pragmatic effectiveness in guiding action.
They are mental in origin, arising from imagination
and will, and are highly variable, influenced by
social conditions, emotional states, and historical
transformations. For example, the concept of
justice may change its practical applications across
different eras, though its general form persists
(Tabatabai, 1985). Environmental and
professional contexts, repetition and
indoctrination, and scientific and civilizational
progress all influence their formation and evolution
(Esmaeili, 2014; Oliaei, 2010; Tabatabai, 1995,
2008). At the same time, these constructs always
depend on a grounding in real perceptions, because
the human mind cannot invent purely arbitrary
meanings (Tabatabai, 2008). This also explains
why they cannot be demonstrated through strict
logical syllogisms: they lack the essential structures
required for formal definition and proof
(Tabatabai, 1995). Instead, they are sustained by
dialectical reasoning and social consensus,
operating in a domain between theoretical intellect
and practical reason (Khansari, 2008;
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Khosropanah, 2011). Thus, i‘tibari concepts
exemplify a category of cognition that is neither
reducible to factual truth nor dismissible as mere
convention.

The social dimension of i‘tibariyat emerges most
clearly in Tabataba’i’s treatment of them as
foundations of collective life. Social institutions
such as law, justice, property, and governance are
all constructed concepts. They lack external
referents but are indispensable for regulating
interactions and distributing power. Their
legitimacy depends not merely on consensus but on
their alignment with practical reason and innate
human disposition (fitrah). As Tabataba’i
emphasized, concepts without external effect
amount to “real falsehood” (Tabatabai, 1995),
which means that legitimacy requires a grounding
in rational utility. The principles underlying this
framework include the principle of employment
(istikhdam), the principle of causality, and the
principle of adaptation to needs. The principle of
employment explains the human tendency to use
others for self-interest, which provides the
foundation of social interaction (Oliaei, 2010;
Tabatabai, 2008). The principle of causality
grounds concepts like obligation and necessity in
the real structure of cause and effect (Tabatabai,
1995). The principle of adaptation to needs ties
1'tibarT perceptions to biological and social
necessities, allowing them to evolve with
civilization (Tabatabai, 1985; Yousefzadeh,
2001). These principles position constructed
concepts as rational responses to the demands of
life, explaining why they are both historically
variable and ontologically anchored. Moreover,
Tabataba’i’s theory can be described as a form of
functional realism: values and constructs are real
not by correspondence but by their regulatory role
in human existence (Darwall, 2001; Tabatabali,
2008). This places his philosophy between
metaphysical realism and relativism, offering a
middle path that grounds values in practical reason
while acknowledging their constructed character.
Finally, Tabataba’i provided a systematic
classification of constructed concepts that shows

o

their scope and variety. He distinguished between
general philosophical abstractions and practical
constructs, between stable and variable concepts,
between pure and impure constructions, and
between pre-social and post-social constructs
(Esmaeili, 2014; Khosropanah, 2011;
Yousefzadeh, 2001). Pre-social constructs arise
from individual faculties and include notions like
obligation, good and evil, ease, employment, and
sociality (Motahhari, 1994; Tabatabai, 2008).
Post-social constructs, by contrast, require
collective life and include property, language,
authority, and contractual relations (Tabatabai,
1985, 1995, 2008). Even animals, he noted,
display rudimentary constructed perceptions for
survival (Tabatabai, 1985), though only humans,
through the faculty of judgment (tasdiq), can create
complex ethical and legal  constructs
(Yousefzadeh, 2001). This classification illustrates
the continuity from individual cognition to
institutional structures, suggesting that human
society itself is a vast edifice of constructed
concepts built upon the foundations of innate
faculties and practical reason. By systematizing
these categories, Tabataba’i provided a conceptual
framework for rethinking the human sciences on
Islamic philosophical grounds, showing how
ethics, law, politics, and social life can be
reconstructed as products of rational, volitional,
and functional cognition.

In conclusion, Tabataba’i’s theory of i‘tibartyat
establishes a philosophical system that bridges
ontology, epistemology, and social philosophy.
Constructed concepts are not arbitrary inventions
but necessary structures produced by the human
mind to mediate between needs and action. They
are subjective yet effective, variable yet grounded,
non-demonstrable yet rationally indispensable.
Their role in shaping ethics, law, and society
demonstrates that the human world is
fundamentally a constructed world, though its
constructions are tethered to reality through
practical reason and innate disposition. By
articulating this theory, Tabataba’i offered an
original framework for understanding the
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foundations of social life and opened the possibility
of reconstructing the human sciences on the basis
of Islamic philosophy. This achievement not only
clarifies the epistemological status of values and
institutions but also provides tools for critically
engaging modern social thought, positioning his
philosophy as a vital contribution to the dialogue
between tradition and contemporary challenges.
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