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Abstract

Perception, or apprehension, in philosophy is one of the significant
epistemological issues and the most important step in understanding the self
and existence, playing a fundamental role in recognizing the nature of the
relationship between human beings and the universe. This subject has
received attention among the views of many philosophers of both the East
and the West, including Iranian philosophers and especially those of the
Islamic era. Philosophers, in their works, have transmitted the opinions of
their predecessors, subjecting them to critique, acceptance, or rejection.
Comparative philosophy is not merely the study of the views of philosophers
on one or more philosophical topics or among various philosophical schools.
In most of these writings, the process leads to examining and explaining the
similarities, differences, commonalities, and distinctions of the subject
under discussion. One of the important philosophical topics that holds
significance in comparative philosophy is the issue of cognition. In line with
the purpose of this research, the position of the divisions of intellectual
perception in Mulla Sadra’s philosophical system and its relation to other
forms of perception is explained. The results of the study indicate that Mulla
Sadra does not consider the intellect sufficient for attaining all sciences and
truths, as the human intellect has specific limits that should not be exceeded;
however, in terms of accepting truths, it is unlimited with respect to other
sources and means. Therefore, Mulla Sadra affirms intuitive knowledge.
The intellect, due to being confined within the bounds of concepts, is
incapable of perceiving many truths. Mulla Sadra considers the true path to
knowledge of the realities of things to be through the way of intellectual
unveiling and intuition, beyond mere rational reasoning. In this regard,
Mulla Sadra’s view is comparable to Kant’s statement that we do not have
access to the essence of things through reason, and noumena do not appear
to us to be known.

Keywords: Intellectual perception, Mulla Sadra’s philosophical system,
views of philosophers, comparative philosophy
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Perception, or apprehension, is one of the

fundamental topics in epistemology and constitutes
the essential step toward understanding the self and
existence, thereby playing a pivotal role in defining
the nature of the human-cosmos relationship.
Philosophical traditions, both Eastern and Western,
including Iranian thinkers and especially
philosophers of the Islamic era, have engaged
deeply with this issue, often transmitting,
critiqguing, and refining the insights of their
predecessors. Within comparative philosophy,
cognition remains a central concern, not merely in
the sense of juxtaposing philosophical schools but
in elucidating their similarities and distinctions. In
this context, the philosophical contributions of
Mulla Sadra stand out for their originality and
divergence from earlier frameworks. Mulla Sadra’s
approach to intellectual perception challenges the
adequacy of the intellect as a sole means for
acquiring all forms of knowledge, arguing that
while the intellect has definable limits in
acquisition, it is unrestricted in its capacity to
receive truths from other valid sources. This
openness underpins his affirmation of intuitive
knowledge, which operates beyond the confines of
conceptual thought. In this respect, Mulla Sadra’s
stance resonates with Kant’s critical assertion that
reason cannot access the noumenal realm, as the
essence of things remains inaccessible to discursive
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intellect. The intellectual context for such positions
rests upon centuries of epistemological inquiry,
including the rejection by most Islamic
philosophers of Plato’s theory of innate knowledge
of universals, the partial acceptance and
modification of Peripatetic theories of abstraction,
and Mulla Sadra’s distinctive thesis that intellectual
cognition results from a substantial transformation
of the human soul (Ghaffari Ghara Daghi, 2015).
The conceptual underpinnings of intellectual
perception in Mulla Sadra’s philosophy emerge
from a broader historical discourse on the nature,
origin, and limits of human knowledge. From
antiquity to the present, philosophers have debated
whether human cognition accurately reflects reality
or merely constructs interpretive representations of
it (Doustan, 2017). The notion of ‘aql (intellect)
itself has evolved in meaning, from its divine
attribution in ancient Greece to its identification
with discursive reasoning by the Sophists
(Zarman, 1998). Rationalist traditions, epitomized
by Leibniz, have argued for the existence of
necessary truths apprehended a priori, independent
of sensory input, challenging empiricist notions of
the mind as a blank slate. Within Islamic
intellectual history, the work of scholars such as
Qayyumzadeh has highlighted the intricate
theological implications of intellect in its relation
to divine attributes, particularly under the doctrines
of the primacy of existence and the gradation of
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being (Qayyumzadeh, 2016). Likewise, Irani
Khandari’s engagement with causality in analytic
philosophy underscores the continuity of
metaphysical concerns across eras and traditions
(Irani Khandari, 2011). Mulla Sadra’s critical
engagement with the Peripatetic abstraction theory
is emblematic of his broader methodological
independence: while accepting the empirical
origins of certain forms of cognition, he rejected
the sufficiency of abstraction and instead posited an
ontological metamorphosis of the soul as a
prerequisite for intellectual cognition (Sajadi,
2008).

Mulla Sadra’s epistemology situates intellectual
perception within a hierarchical schema of the
soul’s faculties, wherein sensory, imaginative, and
intellectual cognition correspond to distinct
ontological levels of the soul’s being. Rejecting the
existence of a separate faculty for estimative
cognition, he interprets estimative perceptions as
intellectual judgments about particulars. The
Peripatetic sequence of cognition—progressing
from sensation to imagination to intellect—is
reinterpreted by Sadra through his doctrine of the
interconnectedness of all forms of perception, such
that every material form possesses an imaginal
counterpart, and every imaginal form corresponds
to an intellectual form (Sajadi, 2008). This
continuum is not merely a cognitive process but an
ontological ascent, wherein the intellect must
overcome the limitations imposed by embodiment
and material attachments to apprehend intelligible
realities in their purity. The metaphor of diminished
perception—Ilikened to a blurred or distant vision—
illustrates the inadequacy of the unpurified intellect
in achieving unmediated intellectual intuition
(Sajadi, 2008). The transformative journey of the
intellect, therefore, is not only a matter of acquiring
knowledge but of purifying the soul from the veils
of corporeal existence, aligning with the Qur’anic
imperative of cultivating the intellect as an inner
proof alongside prophetic revelation (Ahsai, 1997).
Within this schema, Mulla Sadra distinguishes
between the theoretical and practical intellect. The
theoretical  intellect is  concerned  with
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apprehending universals and immutable truths—
realities whose existence or nonexistence lies
beyond human volition—while the practical
intellect governs the soul’s relation to the body,
directing moral and pragmatic actions. Above these
lies the qudst intellect, characterized by an
intensified intuitive capacity that enables the
immediate apprehension of theoretical conclusions
without recourse to discursive reasoning. This
faculty, according to Sadra, is marked by
qualitative and quantitative superiority in its
apprehensive power, operating in a state untainted
by material distractions (Sajadi, 2008). The
culmination of the intellect’s ascent is its union
with the Active Intellect, which in Sadra’s
cosmology serves both as the source of human
souls and as the final perfection of the soul’s
journey (Sabzevari, 1996). The Active Intellect,
identified with the tenth intellect in the Neoplatonic
schema and with spiritual entities such as Gabriel
in Islamic tradition, is conceived not as a distant
metaphysical abstraction but as an ever-present
source of illumination, actualizing the latent
capacities of the human soul (Sajadi, 2008). This
doctrine departs from Avicenna’s insistence on the
necessity of celestial spheres in material creation,
as Sadra attributes the origination of the material
world directly to the Active Intellect through his
theory of substantial motion (Sajadi, 2008).

The gradational structure of the theoretical
intellect, as explicated by Mulla Sadra, proceeds
through four stages: the hylic intellect,
corresponding to pure potentiality and likened to
prime matter; the intellect in habitu (bi’/-malaka),
which possesses the readiness to abstract
universals; the actual intellect, wherein the soul is
united with most intelligibles and achieves the
identity of intellect, intellector, and intelligible; and
finally, the acquired intellect (bi’l-mustafad),
wherein the soul is conjoined with the Active
Intellect and enjoys direct, presential knowledge of
realities. This ascent is both epistemological and
ontological, representing the completion of the
soul’s perfection. In Sadra’s view, each stage
reflects a transformation not only in the scope of
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knowledge but in the very mode of the soul’s
existence. The union with the Active Intellect
grants the perfected soul the capacity to influence
and govern lower levels of being, embodying the
principle that knowledge is identical with
existence. Through this lens, intellectual perception
is not merely an internal mental process but a
metaphysical participation in the universal
intellective order (Sajadi, 2008). The universality
of this  structure  bridges  philosophical
anthropology and cosmology, as the human
intellect’s perfection mirrors and participates in the
structure of reality itself.
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