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Abstract

The question of how to understand “material existence” and
“immaterial existence” is one of the most fundamental issues in the
history of philosophy, particularly in Islamic philosophy, because the
mode of distinction or connection between the material and the
immaterial determines numerous subsequent propositions in ontology,
epistemology, philosophical anthropology, and eschatology, and carries
far-reaching ontological implications. In the tradition of Islamic
philosophy, two prominent models representing two major schools—
Peripatetic philosophy and Transcendent Theosophy—offer distinct
approaches to this distinction: Ibn Sina represents a relatively
“essentialist and attribute-based” conception, whereas Mulla Sadra
embodies an “gradation-based and ontological” perspective grounded
in the primacy of existence and substantial motion. Accordingly, the
aim of the present study is to conduct a comparative examination of the
consequences and implications arising from the approaches of Ibn Sina
and Mulla Sadra, as well as the significant and overarching roles these
two perspectives play in explaining and classifying various kinds of
material and immaterial beings. The findings of this study—derived
through a combination of textual analysis of the primary works of each
thinker (the writings of Ibn Sina and Mulla Sadra) and a critical
reassessment of interpretive and secondary sources—indicate that a
comparative reading of these two philosophical traditions reveals two
distinct conceptual frameworks. Each framework, based on its own
metaphysical presuppositions, generates different solutions and
hypotheses for the foundational problems of Islamic philosophy. This
analysis further suggests that deeper examination of the texts and the
historical interrelations of these doctrines can provide the basis for a
more profound understanding of the transformation of debates on
existence and their implications for contemporary philosophy.

Keywords: material existence, immaterial existence, gradation
(tashkik), resurrection (ma‘ad), Ibn Stna, Mulla Sadra.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The material-immaterial dichotomy has long been
one of the foundational axes of metaphysical
inquiry in Islamic philosophy, and its formative
role in structuring arguments about ontology,
epistemology, psychology, eschatology, and
cosmology appears clearly when comparing the
opposing yet interconnected philosophical systems
of Ibn Sma and Mulla Sadra. The Avicennian
model rests upon a sharp and essential division
between material bodies characterized by
extension, divisibility, temporality, spatiality, and
dependency on matter, and immaterial substances
defined through their transcendence of these
properties; thus, he defends an essentialist and
attribute-based differentiation resulting in a
dualistic architecture of reality in which the
immaterial is wholly separate from matter (Ibn
Sina, 1985). This rigid distinction directly informs
his account of the soul’s nature, the structure of the
intellect, the hierarchy of existents, and the nature
of human resurrection, where he affirms the
intellectual or spiritual resurrection on rational
grounds but defers the corporeal resurrection
entirely to prophetic revelation, emphasizing that
although reason cannot establish  bodily
resurrection, it must be affirmed on the testimony
of the truthful lawgiver (Ibn Sina, 1992). In
contrast, Mulla Sadra radically reconfigures the
question by grounding all distinctions in the graded
unity of existence, insisting that materiality and
immateriality are not absolute categories but
degrees of ontological intensity within a single
continuum of being (Sadr al-Din Shirazi, 1981a).
Because existence is one reality with different
degrees of strength and weakness, matter and
immateriality become poles within a dynamic
hierarchy structured by substantial motion, such
that beings intensify their existential grades and
ascend from corporeality to imaginal and
intellectual existence. This Sadrian shift dissolves
rigid boundaries and transforms the metaphysical,
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psychological, and eschatological consequences of
the material-immaterial distinction in ways that
diverge sharply from Ibn Sina’s essentialist
framework.

In Ibn Sina’s system, the fundamental separation
between matter and immaterial substance shapes
his account of the soul’s independence from the
body and underpins his denial of any necessary
causal relationship between bodily corruption and
psychic annihilation. He argues that if the soul were
destroyed with the body, there must exist either no
relation or some form of relation between them; yet
if no relation exists, the destruction of one cannot
entail the destruction of the other, and if a relation
does exist, it must be essential or existential, both
of which he refutes through arguments about the
impossibility of locating soul and body within the
category of relation and the impossibility of either
serving as the efficient, material, formal, or final
cause of the other (Ibn Sina, 1985). Consequently,
he insists that the soul persists after the body’s
dissolution and experiences felicity or misery
according to its intellectual perfections or
deficiencies, while the pleasures of the virtuous and
the pains of the vicious are ultimately intellectual
and spiritual. Because the celestial realms are
immaterial and incapable of receiving particular
bodily forms, corporeal resurrection becomes
rationally impossible within the Peripatetic
metaphysical structure; hence, Ibn Stha maintains
that bodily resurrection cannot be philosophically
demonstrated but must be accepted solely on the
basis of revelation (Ibn Sina, 1997). Moreover, his
epistemology reinforces the separation of material
and immaterial realms: sensory cognition depends
on bodily organs and yields images with material
accidents; imaginative cognition retains such
images without matter; estimative cognition grasps
non-material intentions in a still-particular mode
(Ibn Sina, 1984a); and only the intellect abstracts
universal, immaterial forms entirely free of
material attachments (Ibn Sina, 1984b). This
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hierarchical structuring of cognition mirrors the
hierarchical structuring of being itself, where the
immaterial always enjoys superiority, permanence,
and independence, while matter remains subject to
change, corruption, and imperfection.

A crucial consequence of Ibn Stna’s bifurcation of
reality is his rejection of the independent imaginal
realm (‘alam al-mithal), a position that
significantly restricts the ontological scope of post-
mortem embodiment. Later philosophers such as
Lahiji report that the Peripatetics deny the imaginal
world both due to the absence of proof and because
divisible forms require matter, making any
immaterial quantitative form impossible (Lahiji,
1994). Ibn Sina himself argues that the corporeal
form cannot exist in two modes—one dependent on
matter, one independent—because a single nature
cannot be divided into two contradictory
instantiations (Ibn Sina, 1985). Therefore,
imaginal bodies cannot exist in separation from
matter, which in turn blocks the possibility of an
intermediate realm accommodating subtle bodies
after death. This denial differentiates him sharply
from Mulla Sadra, for whom the imaginal realm is
indispensable. In Ibn Sina’s psychology, the soul’s
relation to the body is not union but governance:
the body is merely an instrument, and the soul’s
attachment resembles the relation of a craftsman to
his tools. Drawing on the Aristotelian tradition as
transmitted through Hellenistic commentators, he
maintains that the soul originates as an immaterial,
independent substance infused into a suitably
prepared body, an interpretation that blends
Aristotelian  hylomorphism with a modified
Neoplatonic emanationism (Nasr, 2004). Even the
sensory and imaginative powers are explained as
bodily faculties that impress their forms upon the
soul as accidents, without altering the soul’s
essential simplicity. Thus, Ibn Sinad’s strict
partitioning of material and immaterial modes of
being pervades not only his metaphysics but also
his psychology, epistemology, and eschatology.
Mulla Sadra reconstructs the entire conceptual
landscape by treating materiality and immateriality
as relative degrees of a single ontological reality

AR

undergoing substantial motion. Because the soul
originates materially but intensifies into
immateriality through existential transformation,
its unity with the body is not accidental or
instrumental but real and ontological. This view
allows him to affirm that the soul acquires a new
body after death—an imaginal body produced by
the soul’s own creative power through its faculty of
imagination—thus grounding bodily resurrection
within a philosophical system rather than relegating
it to revelation alone (Sadr al-Din Shirazi, 1981b).
He defends the existence and immateriality of the
imaginal world through multiple arguments,
including the ability of the soul to form imaginal
entities exceeding physical proportions (such as
imagining an ocean of mercury or a mountain of
ruby), which cannot be imprinted on a physical
organ and therefore require a non-material
substratum for their existence (Sadr al-Din
Shirazi, 1981b). He further explains that imaginal
forms lack spatial position or mutual opposition,
properties inseparable from bodily magnitude,
proving that both the imaginal faculty and its
objects must be immaterial (Sadr al-Din Shirazi,
1981a). Unlike the Peripatetics, he maintains that
imaginal forms do not subsist in bodily organs nor
in an external realm independent of the soul but
rather subsist in an intermediate mode of
immaterial existence dependent on the soul, a mode
he designates as “barzakh.” He also introduces the
principle that imaginal forms exert real effects,
both on the soul and on external reality, as
evidenced by moral and psychological states that
manifest in bodily transformations and by the
soul’s capacity to produce real imaginal worlds
after death corresponding to its virtues and vices
(Sadr al-Din Shirazi, 1984). For Sadra, therefore,
the imaginal realm serves as the necessary bridge
between material embodiment and intellectual
existence, enabling a coherent account of bodily
resurrection.

Sadrian eschatology builds on several key
metaphysical principles: the primacy of existence,
the graded unity of being, substantial motion, the
immateriality of imagination, the ontological unity
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of knower and known, and the intensification of the
soul through existential ascent. Because existence
intensifies, the body—composed of weak degrees
of being—is continuously transformed and
ultimately transcended as the soul becomes more
immaterial, yet the soul retains the capacity to
produce imaginal bodies that correspond to its
acquired dispositions (Sadr al-Din Shirazi, 2001).
Sadra’s epistemology also diverges from Ibn Stna’s
at every level. While Ibn Sina treats sensory,
imaginative, and intellectual cognition as discrete
faculties with distinct ontological statuses, Sadra
affirms the immateriality of all levels of cognition
and argues that all knowledge is a mode of
existence, such that cognition involves the union of
the knower and the known (Sadr al-Din Shirazi,
1982). In this view, imaginal knowledge is neither
material nor dependent on bodily organs; instead,
imaginal forms possess extramental existence in
the soul’s immaterial domain. Moreover,
articulations of the imaginal faculty in works such
as al-Masha ir emphasize that imagination is a
faculty located in the uppermost part of the brain
only by metaphor, for its true locus is the soul,
which stores, creates, and manipulates imaginal
forms that persist even after bodily death (Sadr al-
Din Shirazi, 1975). The ontological robustness of
imagination becomes critical for the doctrine of
bodily resurrection, for the soul’s imaginal
creativity determines the very shape of post-
mortem embodiment, producing paradisal or
infernal forms that correspond to a person’s moral
dispositions. Sadra concludes that moral qualities
have real external effects not only in life but also
after death, shaping the soul’s imaginal world just
as bodily emotions such as anger or shame manifest
physically (Sadr al-Din Shirazi, 1984). Through
these doctrines, the Sadrian system provides an
integrated and  philosophically  grounded
explanation of corporeal resurrection that differs
profoundly from Avicennian eschatology.

Taken together, the comparative analysis of Ibn
Sina and Mulla Sadra reveals two fundamentally
different  conceptions of materiality and
immateriality, each of which generates distinct
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metaphysical architectures, epistemic models,
anthropological frameworks, and eschatological
doctrines. While Ibn Sina’s essentialist dualism
isolates matter and immaterial substance into
sharply distinct categories, Mulla Sadra’s ontology
dissolves these boundaries into a graded continuum
governed by substantial motion. These structural
divergences lead the former to affirm spiritual
resurrection on rational grounds and bodily
resurrection only through revelation, while the
latter constructs a philosophical system in which
bodily resurrection naturally follows from the
soul’s ontological development and imaginal
creativity. The contrast between them not only
illuminates the internal logic of two major
traditions in Islamic philosophy but also
demonstrates how foundational metaphysical
commitments shape downstream doctrines in
profound and far-reaching ways
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