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This study, with a comparative approach, examines the
epistemological foundations of Mulla Sadra and Merleau-Ponty.
The findings show that Mulla Sadra views perception as an
evolutionary movement from sense to intellect and existential
knowledge, while Merleau-Ponty describes it as a bodily and lived
experience in direct and pre-reflective relation with the world. In
the domain of self-knowledge and the perception of others,
Merleau-Ponty emphasizes coexistence and bodily interaction,
whereas Mulla Sadra regards it as a spiritual and intellectual
process along the path of the soul’s perfection. Likewise, for
Merleau-Ponty, meaning emerges from lived experience, while in
Mulla Sadra’s thought, it is formed on the basis of the degrees of
the soul. Despite these differences, both philosophers highlight the
primacy of experience and existence, the fundamental role of the
body in cognition, and the active engagement of the human being
with the world. Their philosophical approaches also diverge
methodologically: Merleau-Ponty relies on phenomenology and
direct experience, whereas Mulla Sadra draws upon reason,
intuition, and revelation. Ultimately, this study offers a fresh
perspective for revisiting and comparing Islamic philosophy and
Western phenomenology within the field of contemporary
epistemology, expanding the scope of dialogue between traditions.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Epistemology, as a fundamental branch of philosophy, investigates the
nature, sources, limits, and validity of human knowledge. Throughout the
history of philosophy, different traditions have proposed divergent answers
to the question of how humans know the world and themselves. In
contemporary philosophical discourse, renewed attention has been given to
experience, embodiment, and the active role of the knowing subject. In this
context, a comparative study of Islamic philosophy and Western
phenomenology offers valuable insights into alternative models of cognition
and perception. This article undertakes a comparative—critical analysis of the
epistemological foundations in the philosophies of Mulla Sadra (Sadr al-Din
al-Shirazi), the central figure of Transcendent Philosophy (al-hikma al-
muta ‘aliyya) in Islamic thought, and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, a leading
phenomenologist in twentieth-century Western philosophy. Although these
thinkers belong to distinct intellectual traditions, both attempt to overcome
reductive accounts of knowledge based solely on abstract rationalism or
empirical sensation. Instead, they emphasize existence, experience, and the
active participation of the human subject in the process of knowing. Mulla
Sadra situates epistemology within a comprehensive metaphysical
framework grounded in the primacy of existence (asalat al-wujud) and the
theory of substantial motion (harakat jawhariyya). Knowledge, in his view,
is an existential process through which the soul ascends from sensory
perception to imagination, intellection, and ultimately presential knowledge
(‘ilm huduri). Merleau-Ponty, by contrast, approaches knowledge through
phenomenology and focuses on embodied perception and lived experience.
He argues that perception is pre-reflective, bodily, and inseparable from the
subject’s being-in-the-world. The main objective of this study is to analyze
and compare these two epistemological systems, identify their points of
convergence and divergence, and critically assess their philosophical
implications for contemporary epistemology and intercultural philosophical
dialogue.

Methods

This research adopts a qualitative and comparative philosophical
methodology. Data were collected through a library-based study of primary
texts by Mulla Sadra and Merleau-Ponty, including their major philosophical
works, as well as relevant secondary sources, commentaries, and
contemporary scholarly analyses.The study proceeds in three methodological
stages. First, the epistemological foundations of each philosopher are
reconstructed independently, focusing on key concepts such as perception,
the role of the body, the relationship between subject and object, levels of
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knowledge, meaning, and the goal of cognition. Second, a set of comparative
criteria is established to place both philosophies within a common analytical
framework. Third, a comparative—critical analysis is conducted to examine
similarities, differences, strengths, and limitations of each approach. Rather
than seeking to reduce one philosophical system to the other, the study aims
to clarify their internal coherence and explore the possibility of dialogue and
mutual enrichment between Islamic metaphysical epistemology and Western
phenomenology.

Results

The findings reveal that Merleau-Ponty grounds epistemology in bodily
perception and lived experience. For him, knowledge does not arise from
abstract mental representations but from the embodied subject’s direct
engagement with the world. Perception is pre-reflective and precedes
conceptual thought; it is through the lived body (corps propre) that meaning
emerges. The body is not merely an object among objects but the very
condition of possibility for experience and knowledge. Understanding
oneself and others is achieved through intercorporeality and bodily
coexistence within a shared perceptual field. In contrast, Mulla Sadra
conceptualizes knowledge as an existential and hierarchical process.
Perception unfolds through successive stages—sensory, imaginative, and
intellectual—corresponding to the soul’s ontological ascent toward higher
levels of being. The ultimate form of knowledge is presential knowledge, in
which the knower and the known are united through existential identity.
Although the body plays an essential role in initiating sensory perception, it
gradually becomes secondary as the soul advances toward immaterial and
intellectual perfection. The comparative analysis shows several points of
convergence. Both philosophers reject Cartesian dualism and emphasize the
active role of the human subject in knowledge. Both regard experience and
existence as fundamental to cognition and criticize purely abstract or
reductionist models of epistemology. However, significant differences
remain. Merleau-Ponty situates knowledge entirely within the horizon of
embodied, historical, and situational experience, while Mulla Sadra grounds
knowledge in a metaphysical and teleological framework oriented toward
existential perfection and ultimate truth. From a critical perspective,
Merleau-Ponty’s approach offers a rich account of lived experience but faces
challenges in providing stable criteria for epistemic validity and objectivity,
potentially leading to epistemic relativism. Mulla Sadra’s system, while
offering a strong ontological grounding for the objectivity and purpose of
knowledge, encounters difficulties regarding intersubjective verification and
the integration of concrete lived bodily experience into higher epistemic
levels.



Conclusion

This study demonstrates that despite their profound differences, Mulla Sadra
and Merleau-Ponty share a common concern with rethinking the relationship
between human beings, the world, and knowledge. Mulla Sadra presents an
epistemology rooted in metaphysics and existential ascent, where knowledge
is a transformative process leading the soul toward unity with truth.
Merleau-Ponty, on the other hand, articulates an epistemology grounded in
embodied perception and lived experience, emphasizing the pre-reflective
and bodily dimensions of cognition.The comparative—critical analysis
suggests that these two approaches can be understood as complementary
rather than mutually exclusive. Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology highlights
the importance of bodily experience and the lifeworld, preventing
epistemology from becoming excessively abstract. Mulla Sadra’s
metaphysical framework provides a deeper ontological grounding and a clear
teleological orientation for knowledge, protecting it from relativism. By
bringing these two philosophical traditions into dialogue, the study opens
new possibilities for contemporary epistemology, offering a more
comprehensive understanding of human cognition that integrates
embodiment, experience, intellect, and existence. Such an approach not only
enriches comparative philosophy but also contributes to a more holistic
conception of knowledge relevant to the concerns of the modern human
condition.
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