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Abstract

The theory of “Tajaddod al-Amthal” (Renewal of Exemplars) in theoretical mysticism is proposed as an
explanation for continuous creation and perpetual change in the cosmos. However, from a metaphysical
standpoint, it faces a fundamental challenge regarding the absence of “personal identity” and “ontological
identity.” This study, through a comparative analysis of various interpretations of Tajaddod al-Amthal—
including extended substantial motion, non-extended substantial motion, and sudden change (coming-into-
being and perishing)—reveals that each of these interpretations is accompanied by a crisis of metaphysical
identity. Moreover, the solutions proposed by mystics, such as the concept of “nafs-e rahmani as the fixed
substance of the world” and the “fixed essence”, intended to preserve substantial stability against apparent
(accidental) changes, are, according to this study, inadequate and fail to fully address the fundamental issue
of maintaining personal and ontological identity. The findings indicate that various interpretations of
Tajaddod al-Amthal all fall short in preserving personal and ontological identity, and the only defensible
form is non-extended substantial motion, which, despite its high explanatory potential, still necessitates
more precise metaphysical clarification. Using an analytical-descriptive approach, this study aims to
resolve philosophical and epistemological ambiguities associated with the theory of Tajaddod al-Amthal
and contributes to a more cohesive and precise understanding of it within the tradition of Islamic mysticism
and philosophy.
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Introduction & Problem Statement

The problem of transformation in the natural world is among the most fundamental questions for Muslim
thinkers in kalam, philosophy, and Sufism. Each school of thought, grounded in its own premises, offers
a distinct account of the world’s changes. Sufis, relying on mystical intuition and ontological premises,
have advanced the doctrine of Tajaddud al-Amsal — or “continuous creation” (creation continua).
According to this view, contingent beings, including human beings, are annihilated at every moment
and a similar being comes into being; this transformation stems from the moment-by-moment effusion
of divine bounty rather than from an intrinsic gradual movement of things.

Philosophical analysis confronts this doctrine with two central challenges. First, in anthropology:
how to explain the persistence of personal identity and the possibility of attributing moral responsibility
(and hence reward and punishment). Second, in ontology: how to account for the basis of order,
causation, and lawfulness in the world under the hypothesis of successive annihilation and re-creation
of beings.

In response, Sadr al-Muta’allihin (Mulla Sadra) proposed the theory of substantial motion in an effort
to offer an explanation that, while preserving the principle of dynamism, also secures the continuity of
identity and the individuation of things. This study first examines the mystical premises of the doctrine
of Tajaddud al-Amsal and its implications, and then presents a critique of that doctrine from the
perspective of Sadrian metaphysics.

The working hypothesis of the research is that the doctrine of the renewal of similar suffers from a
problem of lacking sameness, whereas Mulla Sadra’s substantial motion provides a more plausible
account of transformation — one that preserves both dynamism and personal/ontological identity. It
appears that Mulla Sadra’s primary motive in formulating substantial motion was to remedy these
metaphysical shortcomings of the renewal-of-similar doctrine; this paper analyzes that claim.

Methodology

The present study adopts an analytical-comparative method. First, by collecting data from primary
philosophical and mystical texts — especially Mulla Sadra’s works within the Transcendent Theosophy
and the writings of Ibn al-"ArabT and his commentators in theoretical Sufism — the main contours of
the two theories are extracted. Then, by reconstructing their expositions, the key concepts of each theory
(such as substantial motion, the personal unity of existence, and the renewal of similar) are
systematically explicated. Next, through critical-analytical scrutiny, each doctrine is examined internally
and evaluated with respect to the problem of identity and continuity. Throughout this process, a
comparative approach is employed to make transparent the strengths and weaknesses of the two systems
in light of the study’s principal question.

Discussion

By proposing substantial motion, Mulla Sadra insists that change and flux occur not at the level of
accidents but in the very depths of the essences and substances of things. Consequently, the natural
world as a whole is a continuous substantial motion whose elements are on the path of becoming and
perfection. In this view, the criterion of identity and continuity is the existential unity among successive
degrees: the subsequent degree of existence is constituted by, dependent upon, and springs from within
the preceding degree (a form of non-derivative motion). In other words, the gradations of existence are
like connected waves in which each rank bears an intrinsic link to the one before it. Thus, although
things undergo transformation, a deep ontological unity within that movement serves as the measure of
continuity.

In contrast, Ibn al-‘Arabi and many Sufis, with the doctrine of the renewal of similar, claim that the
world is annihilated and re-created at every moment. At each instant God brings forth a fresh creation,
and the world is in perpetual coming-into-being. In this perspective, continuity and identity are not
located within the things themselves but in the divine will and creative act. A being at any moment is a
“similitude” of the previous being without being identical to it; therefore the coherence of things is a
conventional construct the mind forms in light of the unity of the divine act. This formulation pushes
transformation to its extreme and even deprives the substances of things of stability. The crucial point
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in the comparison is that, in substantial motion, the bond between moments is intrinsic and a matter of
existential unity, whereas in the renewal-of-similar doctrine there is not even an external link — what
holds things together is a mental or conventional attribution. Hence the question of the criterion of
personal and existential sameness becomes more difficult: if each moment is a new creation, what
preserves the identity of an object across time?

The Sufis’ answer is an appeal to a metaphysical substratum such as the “Merciful Breath” conceived
as the world’s fixed substance or the “immutable ‘ayn” as the preservative of personal sameness—so
that what we call continuity is a mental reflection of that unity. This paper shows that such a solution is
sterile and fails to resolve the problem. By contrast, Mulla Sadra, by articulating the tashkiki
(gradational) unity of existence together with substantial motion, attempts to internalize continuity
within the natural being itself.

In the final analysis, it is demonstrated that the doctrine of the renewal of similar — in whatever of
the five senses in which it is employed (as enumerated in the paper) — is afflicted by metaphysical
problems, foremost among them the lack of personal and existential sameness, and that the Sufis’
proposed remedy does not ultimately succeed.

Conclusion

The principal finding of this study is that the issue of the criterion of sameness and continuity in a
changing world receives two distinct responses within the Islamic mystical and philosophical traditions.
The doctrine of the renewal of similar, though congenial to a monotheistic spirit and attentive to the
continuous creation of the world, cannot safeguard the criterion of continuity and reduces the identity
of beings to a mental (conventional) attribution. In contrast, Mulla Sadra’s theory of substantial motion
(a form of non-derivative motion), grounded in the tashkiki unity of existence, seeks the criterion of
continuity within the very essence of beings and establishes a real nexus between successive degrees.
This enables a more rational analysis of permanence within change.

Nevertheless, neither doctrine is free of difficulties. The theoretical mystical perspective, by
emphasizing renewal and continual origination, largely sacrifices stability; Sadrian philosophy, by
emphasizing substantial motion, still requires greater precision in explicating the connecting links
between successive degrees. The upshot of this research is that the final answer to the problem of identity
in a mutable world should be sought in a dialogue between these two traditions — namely, by drawing
on the depth of mystical monotheism together with the analytic rigor of philosophy. Thus the present
study aims to show that the problem of identity amid change is not merely a theoretical concern but a
foundational question in Islamic ontology that opens new horizons for philosophical and mystical

inquiry.
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