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Abstract

Ibn Sina (Avicenna), as one of the most eminent philosophers of Islamic
civilization, established a coherent philosophical system that
synthesized Aristotelian Peripatetic philosophy with Neoplatonic and
Islamic teachings, in which the role of sensation and experience holds
a central position. This article, focusing on three dimensions—
ontology, epistemology, and psychology—analyzes the place of sense
perception within Avicennian thought. In his ontology, lbn Sina
presents a hierarchical structure of existence extending from the First
Principle to the material world, viewing the Active Intellect as the
source of emanation for intelligible forms and the link between intellect
and sense. In his epistemology, he defines knowledge as a process based
on sensory experience and intellectual abstraction, emphasizing that
sense, as the starting point of cognition, provides the primary data
necessary for the formation of universal intelligibles. In his psychology,
the division of the soul’s faculties into vegetative, animal, and rational,
along with his analysis of the gradations of cognition from sensory to
intellectual, demonstrates the gradual evolution of knowledge through
the interaction between sense and intellect. Ibn Sina rejects innate
knowledge and exalts experience as the means of discovering the causes
of phenomena and achieving certainty, while considering inner self-
awareness as a complement to sensory perception. This study concludes
that Ibn Sina’s philosophical system, by stressing the cooperation of
sense and reason, not only resolves the apparent conflict between reason
and faith but also lays the foundation for the advancement of empirical
and philosophical sciences within the Islamic intellectual tradition.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The philosophical system of Ibn Sina (Avicenna)
represents one of the most profound syntheses of
reason and revelation within the Islamic intellectual
tradition, wherein the role of sense and experience
occupies a pivotal epistemological and ontological
function. His metaphysical framework integrates
Aristotelian ~ Peripatetic ~ philosophy  with
Neoplatonic and Islamic doctrines, forming a
coherent structure in which the sensory and
intellectual dimensions of human knowledge
interact dynamically. Ibn Sina regarded the
hierarchy of existence as a continuum extending
from the First Principle to the material world, with
the Active Intellect acting as the medium of
illumination through which intelligible forms are
transmitted to the human mind (Corbin, 1981).
This ontological hierarchy implies that sensory
perception, though lower in the chain of being, is
indispensable for the intellect’s ascent toward
universal truths. In his view, the senses provide the
initial contact with reality, mediating between
corporeal and incorporeal realms and serving as the
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foundation upon which abstraction and cognition
operate (Ibn Sina, 2008). Through this synthesis,
Ibn Sina established a bridge between material
experience  and intellectual  illumination,
demonstrating that the act of knowing emerges
from the interaction between sense perception and
rational apprehension, guided ultimately by the
divine intellect.

From an epistemological perspective, Ibn Sina
conceived knowledge as a process grounded in
sensory input and perfected by intellectual
abstraction. Rejecting the Platonic notion of
recollection, he adopted an Aristotelian view of
cognition, wherein perception begins with
empirical data provided by the external senses and
is subsequently processed by internal faculties such
as imagination, memory, and estimation (Hossein
Zadeh Amoli, 1996). For Ibn Sina, the mind at
birth is like a blank tablet, a pure potentiality
awaiting the inscription of sensory forms (Ibn
Sina, 1953). These forms, once abstracted by the
intellect, become universal concepts independent
of material conditions. The human intellect thus
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progresses through distinct stages—from the
potential (hylic) intellect to the actual and acquired
intellect—culminating in conjunction with the
Active Intellect, which radiates intelligible light
upon the mind (Ibn Sina, 1987). Ibn Sina’s
epistemology, therefore, is both empiricist and
illuminationist: while sensory experience provides
the raw material of knowledge, intellectual
intuition, facilitated by the Active Intellect,
transforms it into certain and universal
understanding. The senses are not the locus of truth
but the means by which the intellect accesses it, and
this  hierarchical process exemplifies his
reconciliation of empirical observation with
metaphysical certitude.

In the psychology of Ibn Sina, the doctrine of the
soul (nafs) constitutes a central pillar connecting
ontology and epistemology. He defines the soul as
the “first perfection of a natural body capable of
life,” a substance immaterial in essence yet
operative through the body (Ibn Sina, 1994,
Taheri, 2009). The soul’s faculties correspond to
the levels of life: vegetative, animal, and rational.
The vegetative soul governs nourishment, growth,
and reproduction (Ibn Sina, 1952, 1978), while the
animal soul directs movement and perception
through the faculties of desire, anger, and sensory
cognition (Ibn Sina, 1996, 1997). The rational
soul, exclusive to humans, embodies the capacity
for reflection, ethical deliberation, and the
apprehension of universals (Faali, 1997). Through
these faculties, Ibn Sina delineates the gradual
ascent of cognition—from sensory perception to
imagination, from imagination to reasoning, and
ultimately to intellectual intuition. The sensory
faculties provide data from the external world, but
the rational faculty transforms this data into
abstract understanding. The process illustrates that
while the senses are necessary for knowledge
acquisition, the intellect confers meaning and
coherence, leading to the perfection of the soul
through knowledge of the divine (Ibn Sina, 2015).
Thus, psychology in Ibn Sina’s thought is both
empirical and metaphysical, rooted in observation
yet oriented toward transcendence.

V¥

The function of sense in the formation of concepts
and judgments reveals the subtle interplay between
sensory experience and intellectual reasoning in
Ibn Sina’s theory of cognition. He distinguishes
between two primary domains of knowledge:
conceptualization (tasawwur) and assent (tasdiq).
In conceptualization, sense plays a direct role by
furnishing the mind with the images and forms of
particular things; imagination and intellect then
operate upon these forms to generate universals
(Ibn Sina, 1983, 1984, 1985). Ibn Sina asserts that
although the intellect abstracts universals from the
sensory realm, the process of abstraction
presupposes the prior operation of sense
perception. The intellect cannot create concepts ex
nihilo—it requires the sensory experience as its
material substrate (Ghawwam Safari, 1994, 1999).
In the realm of assent or judgment, the role of sense
becomes more indirect: empirical observation may
provide evidence, but intellectual reasoning
determines the truth of propositions. lbn Sina
differentiates between experiential knowledge
derived from repetition and induction, and
demonstrative knowledge attained through rational
syllogism (Mesbah Yazdi, 1991). While experience
can vyield practical certainty, true scientific
certainty, according to him, arises only when the
causal relations underlying phenomena are
understood. Thus, sense perception initiates
knowledge, but it is reason that completes and
validates it, ensuring that human cognition ascends
from the empirical to the metaphysical.

Ibn Sina’s rejection of innate knowledge further
underscores his commitment to a developmental
and experiential epistemology. Contrary to the
Platonic and Cartesian traditions, he argued that no
knowledge exists in the human mind prior to
sensory experience (Ibn Sina, 1953). The
intellect’s potentiality becomes actualized only
through the impressions it receives from the senses.
This position situates him among the earliest
proponents of empiricism in the Islamic world.
However, his empiricism is not naive; it is coupled
with a rationalist structure that recognizes the
hierarchical dependence of the intellect upon the
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senses, yet also its transcendence beyond them.
Through repeated experience, the mind apprehends
universal principles and causal relations, ultimately
arriving at demonstrative knowledge. lbn Sina
explains that experience (tajriba) provides certainty
only when the observed correlation between
phenomena is constant and necessary (Mesbah
Yazdi, 2007, 2013). If the relationship is merely
coincidental, the resulting knowledge remains
probabilistic. By introducing this logical criterion
of causation, Ibn Sina transformed experience into
a rational process capable of producing certain
knowledge. Moreover, he extends the notion of
experience beyond external observation to include
internal awareness (self-consciousness), which he
treats as an immediate, non-sensory form of
cognition. The famous “floating man” thought
experiment exemplifies this: even if deprived of all
sensory input, a person suspended in the air would
still affirm their own existence through inner
awareness (Ibn Sina, 2012). This argument
establishes self-awareness as a unique cognitive
faculty complementing sense perception, uniting
empirical and introspective dimensions of
knowledge.

Ultimately, Ibn Sina’s philosophy situates sense
and experience within a comprehensive
metaphysical ~ framework  where  empirical
observation, rational abstraction, and divine
illumination converge. By integrating Aristotelian
empiricism with Neoplatonic emanationism and
Islamic theology, he developed a system in which
knowledge arises from the harmony between sense
and intellect, matter and form, potentiality and
actuality. Sensation provides the initial encounter
with being, experience refines this encounter
through repetition and induction, and intellect
elevates it to universal knowledge under the
guidance of the Active Intellect. In this process,
human cognition mirrors the cosmic hierarchy: just
as existence flows from the First Cause through
successive emanations, so too does knowledge
descend from the divine intellect and ascend back
through human understanding. Ibn Sina’s synthesis
of sense and reason not only bridged the gap

o

between faith and rational inquiry in medieval
thought but also laid the epistemological
foundations for later developments in both Islamic
and Western philosophy. His insights into the role
of sensation and experience continue to illuminate
contemporary discussions on the unity of empirical
science and metaphysical reasoning, affirming the
enduring relevance of his intellectual legacy.
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