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Abstract

In Tafsir al-Qur’an al-Karim by Mulla Sadra, the theory of
Substantial Motion (al-harakah al-jawhariyyah) not only plays a
key role in explaining the verses of creation but also exerts a
fundamental influence on his interpretive approach toward these
verses. This theory guides Mulla Sadra’s perspective away from a
literal and static understanding of creation toward a dynamic and
continuous conception of existence. Based on his understanding of
Substantial Motion, which emphasizes “the continuous movement
of existence, the intrinsic renewal of being, and the instability of
essences,” Mulla Sadra interprets the Qur’anic verses related to “the
emergence of human states and transformations” as well as “the
changes in the conditions of the heavens and the earth” not as fixed
or singular occurrences, but as reflections of an ongoing existential
and transformative process. This profound influence enables him to
move beyond the realm of mere words into the very fabric of beings
and phenomena. Through his illuminative (kashfi) methodology, he
attains philosophical-mystical interpretations that signify an eternal
and flowing creation, consciously avoiding the pitfalls of
imaginative conjecture and figurative reduction, which he regards
as erroneous and impermissible. Accordingly, Substantial Motion
empowers Mulla Sadra to employ deeper metaphysical meanings,
offering a philosophical and mystical exegesis of the verses of
creation that transcends all static interpretations. In his view, the
universe itself becomes a living and ever-renewing sign (ayah) of
divine lordship.

Keywords: Mulla Sadra; Substantial Motion; Tafsir al-Qur’an al-
Karim; Verses of Creation; Dynamic Understanding of Creation
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The study investigates the profound role of the

theory of Substantial Motion (al-harakah al-
jawhariyyah) in shaping Mulla Sadra’s interpretive
methodology within Tafsir al-Qur’an al-Karim. It
demonstrates that this theory not only provides the
metaphysical foundation for his exegesis but also
transforms the very nature of his hermeneutics
from a literal, static understanding of creation to a
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dynamic, continuous conception of existence.
Mulla Sadra’s unique philosophical system—al-
Hikmah al-Muta ‘aliyah—unites three sources of
knowledge: rational demonstration, intuitive
unveiling, and divine revelation (Akhavan Sarraf,
2006; Mulla Sadra, 1987). Through this synthesis
he rejects both the confinement of Aristotelian
rationalism and the limitations of speculative
theology, proposing that true comprehension of
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being requires the illumination of intellect by
divine light. Within this epistemological frame, the
theory of Substantial Motion emerges as his
greatest metaphysical innovation, asserting that
change penetrates the very essences of material
substances and that existence itself is an ever-
renewing flow rather than a fixed state (Akbarian,
2007; Khoshdel Rouhani, 2007). Hence, the
cosmos and all its constituents participate in a
perpetual act of divine emanation, revealing that
creation is not a completed event but a ceaseless
process of manifestation. This dynamic ontology
becomes the key by which Mulla Sadra interprets
Qur’anic verses on creation, for he perceives every
natural transformation—whether in the heavens,
the earth, or the human soul—as a sign of the
continuous bestowal of being by God (Mohabbati,
2024; Mohammad Alizadeh, 2012).

Within the exegetical corpus of Tafsir al-Qur’an
al-Karim, Substantial Motion serves as the central
axis  linking  ontology, cosmology, and
anthropology. Mulla Sadra reads the Qur’an as an
ontological map that mirrors the gradations of
existence itself. The first major implication of the
theory is the principle of the primacy of existence
(asalat al-wujad), which grounds all reality in the
single but graded reality of being (Mulla Sadra,
1987). Because existence—not quiddity—is real,
the world’s constant renewal becomes an
immediate consequence: every entity is a transient
mode of divine existence (Mulla Sadra, 2005).
The second implication concerns the dependence of
contingent beings upon the Necessary Being.
Created things subsist only through a perpetual
influx of divine effusion; their existence is renewed
at every instant (Mulla Sadra, 1987). The third
implication, namely the fluidity of essences, asserts
that the substantial forms of bodies themselves
evolve; thus the very reality of the cosmos is
motion. In this framework, the universe is a single
living organism in which every particle moves
toward its own perfection (Mulla Sadra, 2005).
The fourth implication, the teleological structure of
motion, introduces purpose and direction into being
itself: all substances move from potentiality to
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actuality, from imperfection to completion,
ultimately toward God (Mulla Sadra, 1987).
Human beings occupy a privileged position in this
hierarchy because their souls can traverse the entire
arc of existence—from corporeal to spiritual to
intellectual being—until they attain proximity to
the Divine (Mulla Sadra, 1987, 2005). The fifth
and sixth principles, the universality of motion and
perpetual renewal (tajaddud al-amthal), expand this
dynamic to all realms, both cosmic and psychic,
revealing death and resurrection as phases of
transformation rather than annihilation (Mulla
Sadra, 1987). Even the apparent dichotomy
between compulsion and free will dissolves when
understood as “necessity in the form of choice,”
meaning that man’s freedom operates within the
very necessity of his essential motion (Mulla
Sadra, 2005). Together these principles establish a
comprehensive metaphysical vision that Mulla
Sadra translates directly into his Qur’anic
hermeneutic.

Applying this framework, Mulla Sadra’s
commentary interprets the verses of creation as
descriptions of continuous existential
transformation rather than discrete historical
events. In Volume 1, he explains the formation of
the human being through stages—from dust and
embryo to rational soul—as a gradual elevation
along the hierarchy of being (Mulla Sadra, 1987).
In Volume 1I, he extends the same logic to the
whole cosmos: the heavens and the earth, though
seemingly stable, undergo intrinsic renewal
because their substances are in constant flux (Mulla
Sadra, 1987). He correlates the seven heavens of Q
2:29 with seven interior levels of the human soul,
establishing a micro-macrocosmic correspondence
(Mulla Sadra, 1996). Likewise, the alternation of
life and death in Q 2:28 symbolizes the soul’s
passage through multiple existential states—a
recurring metamorphosis in which death becomes
merely the gateway to higher life (Mulla Sadra,
1987). Volume 111 highlights man as the mirror of
divine creativity: the sujiid of the angels before
Adam represents the subordination of lower
faculties to the rational and spiritual dimension of
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humankind. Through this act, the human being
embodies the cosmos’s ascent from matter to spirit
(Mulla Sadra, 1987). Volume IV portrays creation
as an unbroken emanative flow of light—"“nur ‘ala
nar”—in which every level of being derives from
the intellective source symbolized by the “blessed
olive tree.” Volumes V and VI elaborate on the
cyclical return (ma ‘ad) of all beings to their origin,
interpreting verses such as Q 7:29 (“As He began
you, so shall you return”) as ontological
affirmations of the world’s intrinsic tendency
toward reintegration with its source (Mulla Sadra,
1987). The final Volume VII relates eschatological
scenes—earthquakes,  resurrection, and the
universal glorification of God—to the ceaseless
renewal of existence itself; the present world is thus
the perpetual theatre of creation and annihilation,
veiling and unveiling, descent and ascent (Mulla
Sadra, 1987).

On the methodological plane, Substantial Motion
redefines Sadrian exegesis as a hermeneutic of
being rather than a mere commentary on words. For
him the Qur’an is not only a linguistic text but also
the ontological structure of reality, and its verses of
creation reveal the rhythmic pulsation of divine
existence throughout the cosmos (Gorjian Arabi,
2005, Mostafavi, 2013). Consequently, his
interpretation proceeds through successive levels
of understanding—Iliteral, allegorical, intellectual,
and spiritual—each corresponding to a degree of
existential intensity. ~ This  multi-layered
hermeneutic aligns with his broader principle of the
gradation of existence (tashkik al-wujud),
according to which truth manifests itself in multiple
degrees of clarity. The exegete must therefore rise
through analogous stages of being in order to
comprehend higher meanings of revelation.
Substantial Motion furnishes the metaphysical
justification for such ascent, for if all existence is in
motion, then cognition itself must be dynamic.
Knowledge becomes not the passive reception of
fixed truths but the soul’s participation in the
universe’s ontological evolution. In this sense,
Qur’anic interpretation mirrors the cosmic process
of becoming: as the world renews itself at each
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instant, so too does understanding continually
unfold toward greater perfection (Mulla Sadra,
1987). Hence, the Sadrian hermeneutic unites
ontology, epistemology, and spirituality in one
integrated movement of ascent toward God.
Doctrinally, the implications of this theory reach
their culmination in Mulla Sadra’s solution to the
classical dispute between the eternity and
temporality of the world. By identifying time as the
measure of substantial motion itself, he dissolves
the opposition between gadim and hadith. The
world, he argues, is eternally renewed: it has no
beginning in time, yet at every moment it begins
anew (Mulla Sadra, 1987). This doctrine
reconciles the divine immutability expressed in the
hadith “The Pen has dried upon what will be”” with
the Qur’anic verse “Every day He is upon a new
act” (Q 55:29). From God’s perspective, creation is
a single immutable act; from the perspective of
creatures immersed in time, it is an infinite series
of ever-new manifestations. The theory of
Substantial Motion thus provides the metaphysical
bridge that harmonizes divine eternity with
temporal becoming. Moreover, it allows Mulla
Sadra to reinterpret eschatological realities—
resurrection, paradise, and hell—as natural
consequences of the soul’s intrinsic motion. Since
the soul is “corporeal in origination but spiritual in
subsistence,” its post-mortem state is simply the
continuation of its inner trajectory (Mulla Sadra,
1987). The bodily resurrection is therefore not an
arbitrary miracle but the culmination of the soul’s
substantial transformation into a new ontological
mode (Mulla Sadra, 1987). Through this
reasoning, Mulla Sadra achieves a philosophical
demonstration of doctrines that had long been
confined to the realm of faith.

From a methodological standpoint, the integration
of rational proof (burhan), mystical unveiling
(kashf), and revelation (wahy)—the triad that
defines al-Hikmah  al-Muta ‘aliyah—elevates
Sadrian exegesis beyond both pure philosophy and
traditional tafsir. The philosopher-mystic becomes
simultaneously commentator and participant in the
cosmic drama of creation. His contemplation of
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Qur’anic verses is itself a mode of existential
transformation: to interpret is to move, to ascend,
and to be re-created within the unfolding of being
(Mulla Sadra, 1987). Thus, the act of exegesis
mirrors the structure of Substantial Motion. Every
hermeneutical insight corresponds to a renewal of
the soul’s substance; the interpreter does not
merely describe motion but undergoes it. This
experiential dimension of Sadrian hermeneutics
explains why his commentary avoids static allegory
and imaginative speculation. Instead, it seeks
immediate presence with the divine realities
signified by the text. Hence, Substantial Motion
functions as both ontological principle and spiritual
method—a pathway through which the exegete
travels from multiplicity to unity, from the outer
word to the inner meaning (Mulla Sadra, 1987).

In conclusion, the theory of Substantial Motion
underlies the entire philosophical and exegetical
enterprise of Mulla Sadra. It transforms his reading
of the Qur’an into a dynamic vision of existence in
perpetual renewal, where creation, resurrection,
and divine manifestation are continuous aspects of
one unbroken process. Through this lens, the
cosmos is a living sign of divine lordship, and every
instant of being testifies to the infinite creativity of
God. The study reveals that Substantial Motion is
not merely a speculative doctrine but the key to a
comprehensive hermeneutic that unites reason,
revelation, and spiritual experience in a single
movement toward ultimate truth. Consequently,
Mulla Sadra’s Tafsir al-Qur’an al-Karim stands as
a luminous exemplar of philosophical exegesis in
Islamic thought—an interpretation in which the
universe, humanity, and the sacred text are
perceived as interwoven manifestations of the same
eternally unfolding act of creation.
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