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Abstract

The distinction between mental and external existence is among the classical categorizations of being in
Islamic philosophy. External existence is defined as that in which the quiddity of an object appears together
with its effects, while mental existence is the presence of a quiddity without its external effects. The present
study examines whether mental existence is stronger or weaker than external existence. Since mental forms
are entirely immaterial, the assumption that mental existence is stronger gains initial plausibility. Yet, as
mental existence is tied to the “aspect of non-entailment of effects,” it also appears weaker. This paper first
investigates the strength or weakness of mental existence independently of Mulla Sadra’s views and then
analyzes the issue based on his philosophy. Through a detailed examination of the nature of both mental
and external existence, and by presenting several arguments, the study explores Sadra’s two distinct
approaches regarding this question. The analysis demonstrates that, ultimately, Mulla Sadra explicitly
inclines toward the superiority of mental existence. The paper concludes by critically assessing this claim
and reconstructing the reasoning that challenges the supposed strength of mental existence within the
Sadrian system.
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Introduction & Problem Statement

According to the well-known view of the philosophers, whenever a thing (essence) is in such a mode of
existence that the expected effects are in fact realized upon it, then that thing is said to exist externally
(in extra-mental reality). And whenever a thing exists in such a way that the expected effects do not
occur upon it, then that existence is said to be mental. In short, external existence is connected with the
aspect of the efficacy/entailment of effects, whereas mental existence is connected with the aspect of
the non-attainment of effects. Now, the question before us is: which kind of existence is stronger than
the other and enjoys a higher degree of being external or mental? Put differently, based on the gradation
(deceptive/gradation) of existence and by taking into account the important point that Being has degrees
such that each one is distinguished over the others by greater or lesser intensity, what relation holds
between external and mental existence?

The tying of external existence to the aspect of the entailment of effects leads one to imagine that
external existence is stronger than mental existence, which is tied to the aspect of the non-entailment of
effects; and on the other hand, the incorporeality (immateriality) of mental forms especially intelligible
universal forms lends support to the strength of mental existence.

Most of the philosophers prior to Sadr al-Muta’allihin have not explicitly spoken on this matter.
However, Sadr al-Muta’allihin Shirazi, in response to the aforementioned question, presents two
approaches. According to one approach, he explicitly holds that mental existence is weaker than external
existence; and according to the other approach, he explicitly speaks of the strength of mental existence.
In the end, which of his two views is acceptable? Can these two approaches be reconciled in some way?

So far, many articles have been written on mental existence in general, and on investigating mental
existence specifically from the perspective of Mulla Sadra. Some have tried to explicate Mulla Sadra’s
view in terms of the realms/worlds of existence. Some have dealt with the nature of knowledge and
mental existence from Mulla Sadra’s perspective; and others have devoted themselves to critiquing this
dualistic bifurcation.

The present paper, although in some respects it engages in the investigation of mental existence from
Mulla Sadra’s perspective, is more concerned than analyzing the reality of mental existence from Mulla
Sadra’s standpoint with examining his two approaches regarding the strength and weakness of mental
existence in comparison with external existence. Indeed, the examination of this issue itself helps to
clarify Mulla Sadra’s view on mental existence.

Methodology
The method of this research is the analysis of the available data concerning mental existence and external
existence.

Discussion

In order to respond to the challenges mentioned above, the present paper examines the strength and
weakness of mental existence in two stages. First, it discusses the reality of mental existence and, by
establishing evidence including by appealing to the statements of the philosophers prior to Sadr al-
Muta’allihin collects their view on this matter. Then it examines Sadr al-Muta’allihin’s two approaches
in this regard. It considers both the possibility of reconciling these two views and also scrutinizes the
objections to his final view. The implications of accepting the greater strength of mental existence in
Sadraian wisdom are likewise examined.

Conclusion
The investigation of the reality of mental existence and its connection with the aspect of the non-
entailment of effects, together with the explicit statements of certain pre-Sadraian philosophers, clearly
indicates its weakness in comparison with external existence. Nevertheless, although Mulla Sadra, in
one approach, emphasizes through presenting new arguments the weakness of mental existence
compared with external existence, in his final approach he passes beyond this view and clearly holds
that mental existence is stronger than external existence. This essay, through examining his final
approach, both demonstrated its results and responded to some of the objections raised against it. Two
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points regarding his final approach are noteworthy: first, according to Mulla Sadra’s account and in
accordance with the reason he offers for the superiority of mental existence, the strength of mental
existence is acceptable only within the domain of knowledge of material beings; that is, the mental form
that exists as a form of a material being is stronger and more intense than its external existent counterpart.
The other point is that it seems his final analysis of the superiority of mental existence faces an important
challenge: how can one, on the one hand, consider mental existence as characterized by the non-
entailment of effects and, on the other hand, point to its having superior effects?! This paper showed
that one can answer this objection by grounding it in the relation of acquired (representational)
knowledge to present (immediate) knowledge and by attending to the point that a higher mode of
existence is not identical with the effects of a lower mode of existence.

Is it possible to reach a compromise between his two approaches? The answer to our view is negative.
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