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In the works of Sadr al Din al-shirazi (Mulla Sadra), the question of
the awareness

of things develops along a gradual and transformative path that
reflects the deepening of the ontological foundations of his
philosophy. In the early stages of his thought, he regarded
inanimate objects as entirely devoid of awareness, yet he gradually
distanced himself from this position and attributed to them a weak
and minimal form of perception. This intermediate view was later
replaced by a more comprehensive account grounded in the
fundamental principles of Transcendent Philosophy, especially the
doctrine of the primacy of existence and the expansion of its
meaning. According to this principle, awareness is not external to
existence but an intrinsic mode of it, extending across all levels of
being.

In the final horizon of Sadra’s thought, drawing upon the unity and
gradational structure (tashkik) of existence, awareness is
understood as a graded reality realized in proportion to the intensity
of existential degrees. Thus every being, to the extent that it
partakes of existence, possesses some degree of awareness, even
though this awareness appears weak in lower levels. Sadra’s mature
position is more coherent with the principles of Transcendent
Philosophy and more strongly supported by Qur’anic and
transmitted sources. Arguments for the absolute ignorance of
beings lack philosophical rigor, making Sadra’s final interpretation
both more justified and preferable.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
The problem of the awareness of things and the cognitive status of all beings
occupies a central place within the metaphysical system of Sadr
al-Muta’allihin (Mulla Sadra), the 17th-century Iranian philosopher whose
Transcendent Philosophy (al-hikma al-muta ‘aliya) represents one of the
culminating syntheses of Islamic thought. This issue is not merely
epistemological but ontological: it challenges the very distinction between
knowing and being. The gradual transformation of Sadra’s view on
awareness thus mirrors the evolution of his entire philosophical enterprise.
In his early period, while still under the influence of the Peripatetic
(Mashsha't) tradition and partly of Suhrawardi’s Illuminationism, Sadra
associated knowledge exclusively with immateriality and unity. Matter,
because of its divisibility, spatial extension, and dependence on prime matter
(hayiila), lacks the self-presence required for knowledge; it exists only as
potentiality and therefore cannot know either itself or others. Consequently,
inanimate objects were deemed utterly devoid of cognition or awareness.
In his mature works, however—after introducing the doctrines of
principiality of existence (asalat al-wujiid) and gradation of existence
(tashkik al-wujiid)—Sadra radically redefined the nature of knowledge itself.
Knowledge became an intrinsic act of being, not an accidental attribute or a
quality added to existence. Since existence is the ground of all perfections—
including life, will, and awareness—every existing thing, by virtue of
existing, partakes of knowledge. Awareness is therefore present in all beings
in proportion to the intensity of their existence. What differs across the
ontological spectrum is not the presence or absence of knowledge, but the
clarity and strength with which it manifests. This mature position
harmonizes the metaphysics of the Asfar with the cosmological teachings of
the Qur’an and the insights of the mystics regarding the living and intelligent
character of the cosmos.

Methodology
This study employs an analytic—historical method, combining textual
analysis of Sadra’s major works with a conceptual reconstruction of the
evolution of his thought. The principal sources include al-Asfar al-arba ‘a,
al-Shawahid  al-rubibiya, Mafatih al-ghayb, al-Mashd ‘ir, and his
commentary on Avicenna’s Metaphysics in al-Shifa’. Careful comparison
among these texts reveals systematic shifts in Sadra’s understanding of
knowledge (‘ilm), existence (wujiid), immateriality (tajarrud), and
corporeality (jismiva).

Sadra’s arguments on the awareness of beings can be classified into four
interconnected categories:
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1. Philosophical arguments, grounded in the identity of existence and its
perfections, maintaining that awareness is not something superadded
to being but an existential mode proportional to the intensity of
existence.

2. Scriptural arguments, derived from Qur’anic verses, such as “There is
not a thing but that it glorifies Him with His praise,” which, when
interpreted ontologically, imply that everything possesses some form
of consciousness and praise of the Divine.

3. Mystical arguments, inspired by Ibn ‘Arabi and other Sufi sources,
asserting that even the simplest bodies possess an inner soul or subtle
awareness that only the spiritually perceptive can apprehend.

4. Empirical and analogical arguments, drawing on natural phenomena—
such as plants’ orientation toward sunlight or roots’ tendency toward
water—which suggest a rudimentary awareness and purposive
behavior at all levels of nature.

By integrating these strands, Sadrd’s philosophy unites rational

demonstration, revelation, and mystical intuition into a coherent doctrine of
cosmic awareness.

Findings
The analysis of Sadra’s writings indicates three distinct but interrelated
stages in his evolving doctrine of awareness:

1. The early stage: the absolute negation of knowledge in matter.

At this point, Sadra accepts the Peripatetic assumption that knowledge
presupposes presence and self-unity. Since matter is manifold, fragmented,
and in constant flux, it cannot be self-present. Anything that lacks
self-presence cannot, by definition, be aware. Thus, the material order is
characterized by absence of cognition. Awareness belongs solely to
separated intellects and immaterial souls, not to bodies or natural objects.

2. The intermediate stage: admission of weak and imperfect awareness in
lower existential degrees.

In his transitional phase, Sadra reinterprets the relationship between being
and its perfections. If existence is one with all its perfections, and if
knowledge is one of these perfections, then wherever existence is found—
even in its weakest form—knowledge must also be present, albeit in a
diminished way. Hence, matter, as a deficient degree of being, possesses a
dim, undifferentiated awareness: perhaps not reflective knowledge, but
ontological self-disclosure. This view marked a departure from pure
Peripateticism and opened the way toward a panpsychic interpretation of the
world.

3. The final stage: universal and gradational awareness throughout the
hierarchy of being.

At the culmination of his thought, Sadra’s ontology of gradation



(tashkik) establishes that existence itself is a single, dynamic continuum
ranging from the weakest modes of being to the most intense. Knowledge,
being identical with existence, follows the same gradational order. Each
entity manifests awareness proportionate to its existential intensity: stones,
plants, animals, humans, and celestial intelligences all participate in a single
ontological fabric of consciousness. Corporeal things thus have awareness—
not conceptual or discursive, but ontological (takwini), a self-manifestation
of their being.

This universal awareness integrates metaphysics with scripture and
mystical intuition. Qur’anic verses describing the praise and glorification of
all creatures no longer require metaphorical interpretation; instead, they
disclose an ontological truth. Likewise, mystical insights into the “souls of
all things” find philosophical validation within Sadra’s framework of the
identity of being and knowledge.

Critical Implications and Evaluation

Although Sadra’s final position resolves many tensions between metaphysics
and theology, it also redefines the meaning of knowledge itself. Knowledge,
in this sense, does not necessarily involve conceptual content or reflexive
self-awareness; rather, it is a mode of presence (hudiir) whereby a thing
manifests its being. This shift from epistemic to ontological definition
broadens the scope of cognition but leaves open questions about qualitative
differentiation among levels of awareness. Nonetheless, it remains consistent
with Sadra’s core principles—particularly the principiality, unity, and
gradation of existence—and offers a more coherent cosmological picture
than his earlier positions.

Conclusion

In sum, Mulla Sadra’s final doctrine of universal and gradational awareness
emerges naturally from his metaphysical revolution. Once being is
recognized as both the ground and measure of all perfection, knowledge can
no longer be confined to the purely immaterial. Every existent, insofar as it
participates in being, participates in knowing. The cosmos thus appears as a
single living continuum whose every part, however faintly, reflects divine
consciousness.

In Sadra’s mature system, knowledge is not an accidental attribute of
existence, but its very mode of presence and self-revelation. The distinction
between the knower and the known dissolves within the unity of being. The
world ceases to be a dead, inert aggregate and becomes a network of
luminous awareness—each entity praising, perceiving, and manifesting the
One according to its ontological rank. This comprehensive vision situates
Sadr al-Muta’allihin among the earliest philosophers to present a
metaphysical articulation of what might today be called a panpsychist
universe, grounded not in speculation but in the very reality of existence
itself.
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