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The theory of mental representation is one of the key
epistemological doctrines in  Avicennian philosophy. In
contemporary philosophy of mind, this theory—despite undergoing
certain modifications—has gained acceptance among many
philosophers due to its strong explanatory power in accounting for
how cognition of the external world is achieved. The present study,
adopting an analytical approach and drawing on relevant sources,
seeks to demonstrate the following hypothesis: notwithstanding the
roughly thousand-year temporal gap between Avicenna and modern
philosophers of mind, as well as the expansion of empirical
findings related to this theory, not only are there notable similarities
between Avicenna’s views and those of certain contemporary
philosophers, but also, in many areas of disagreement, responses
grounded in the principles of Avicennian philosophy can be
offered. These responses highlight the dynamism and enduring
relevance of Avicenna’s thought when confronting contemporary
epistemological challenges. Furthermore, the article examines the
reasons underlying both the convergences and divergences between
Avicenna’s position and those of modern philosophers of mind.
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Extended Abstract
Methods
This article employs text analysis methods. Specifically, Avicenna’s
philosophical works have been examined with a focus on the concept of
mind. Through the systematic categorization and interpretation of
relevant passages, his theory of mental representation has been
reconstructed and clarified.

Findings

Avicenna’s theory of mental representation encompasses both
ontological and epistemological dimensions, and this study reveals its
continued relevance to contemporary philosophy of mind. From an
ontological perspective, Avicenna insists that mental representations
are essential for explaining how the mind perceives objects that do not
exist in the external world, such as mythical creatures or impossible
entities; without them, such perception would be inexplicable. In
contrast, some modern analytic philosophers like Alexius Meinong deny
the necessity of mental intermediaries by attributing a form of
subsistence or objective status to non-existent objects, allowing direct
intentional access to them. However, Avicenna’s earlier arguments
against Mu'tazilite theologians—who similarly granted extra-mental
reality to non-existents—serve as an effective counter to Meinong’s
position. He limits existence strictly to external reality and mental
reality, maintaining that one need not posit independent being for non-
existents in order to understand true statements about them, since
mental representations suffice for this purpose.

Turning to the epistemological aspects, the analysis uncovers both
striking similarities and significant differences between Avicenna’s
views and those of contemporary philosophers of mind; yet this
alignment is undermined for modern thinkers because Avicenna roots
his explanation in a hylomorphic theory of matter and form that most
contemporary naturalists reject.

Avicenna’s treatment of the estimative faculty (wahm) provides a
particularly illuminating point of comparison with contemporary
philosophy of mind, as similar ideas can be found among modern
cognitive thinkers. From Avicenna’s perspective, the estimative faculty
gives rise to particular perceptions through which humans and non-
rational animals—lacking a fully abstracted soul—acquire knowledge of
friendliness or hostility in others and become aware of what is harmful
or beneficial to them. This account bears a close resemblance to
contemporary theories of cognitive emotion or emotional awareness
advanced by philosophers such as Antonio Damasio and Jesse Prinz,
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according to which the cognitive and contentful dimension of emotional
states enables both humans and animals to possess representations of
the external world that alert them to dangers and advantages present in
their environment.Philosophers of mind are divided on the role of
phenomenal consciousness in realising such perceptions. Some,
including John Searle, Ned Block, and David Chalmers, regard
phenomenal consciousness as essential, while others, notably Daniel
Dennett, consider appeal to phenomenal properties unnecessary and
seek to explain various mental perceptions without invoking anything
non-physical. Dennett, for instance, argues that consciousness emerges
from cultural structures and is not an intrinsic biological feature; he
treats it as a culturally constructed concept akin to wheels or calendars,
suggesting that without a cultural context, consciousness would not
arise, much like concepts such as love or money that depend on social
life.Avicenna’s response to an argument like Dennett's can be
reconstructed from passages in the Psychology of al-Shifa’ humans may
possess various items of knowledge without being explicitly aware of
them because they have not acquired them through culture or other
external means. For example, people may fail to notice the concept of
the soul that underlies diverse perceptual states, yet they are not
incapable of understanding the perceptions associated with it and do
possess knowledge of them. A parallel argument has been offered by
Block, who maintains that although certain specific concepts of
phenomenal consciousness depend on cultural life, individuals—even
living in isolation—remain capable of experiencing consciousness-
related phenomena such as drinking or marrying through their own
bodies alone, without any need for culture.One strength of positions like
Dennett’s, which deny phenomenal consciousness, is that they avoid the
hard problem of consciousness, since they are not committed to positing
anything with apparently non-physical properties. By contrast,
philosophers like Searle criticise such views as addressing only
neuroscientific aspects of perception and lacking the explanatory power
needed to account for the emergence of phenomenal consciousness
itself.Avicenna appears to regard phenomenal mental states as
necessary for sensory perceptions and, with respect to estimative
perceptions, explicitly holds that these possess a non-material
property—though he sees no difficulty in their being produced by the
brain, locating their realisation in the middle ventricle. Thus, these
perceptions are in a sense emergent upon brain processes: damage or
disorder in the brain disrupts them accordingly.This raises the question
of how perceptions with non-physical properties can arise from the



brain. Avicenna’s later followers posed a related challenge: if estimative
perceptions in non-rational animals occur through a corporeal soul, why
could not a physical entity like whiteness on a wall similarly receive
such perceptions? Both Avicennian commitment to the corporeality of
the soul in non-rational animals and contemporary physicalism confront
the same difficulty—now known among modern philosophers as the
hard problem, for which they offer no settled solution. Avicenna’s own
responses are that understanding how non-material perceptions arise
from a corporeal soul is an exceedingly difficult question requiring deep
reflection, and that such perceptions in non-rational animals must occur
through souls that are close to abstraction, even if not fully abstracted.
Given that Avicennian philosophy is incompatible with principles such
as the gradation of being, explaining how animal perceptions arise from
a near-abstract soul remains somewhat challenging, suggesting that
Avicenna’s answer here is less than fully satisfactory and that the
question might be better addressed within the framework of later
philosophers such as Mulla Sadra.

Regarding propositional (or assent-based) perceptions, Avicenna’s
anthropology and epistemology rely heavily on a dualistic conception of
soul and body. This dualism creates some of the deepest points of
divergence from contemporary philosophy of mind, particularly in
accounting for how propositional attitudes and conceptual thought are
realized. Nevertheless, the study concludes that modern philosophers
have yet to provide a fully coherent alternative account of the mind-
body relation. As a result, Avicenna’s explanations of the realization of
propositional perceptions cannot be considered entirely obsolete.

Conclusion

Avicenna’s theory of mental representation shows clear parallels with
contemporary philosophy of mind in sensory-imaginative perceptions
(resembling strong representationalism) and the intentionality of
emotional states. However, it diverges due to its hylomorphic and
dualistic foundations. Despite the millennium-long divide and empirical
shifts, Avicenna’s critiques of historical opponents offer valuable
resources for persisting modern challenges, notably the mind-body
problem and propositional attitudes. Engaging with Avicenna’s views
can thus assist in addressing some of the outstanding questions in
contemporary philosophy of mind, affirming the continued relevance of
Avicennian epistemology to current debates on mental representation.
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