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The sense of taste and smell is one of the senses that has been considered by
Islamic philosophers such as Mulla Sadra and neuroscientists. In philosophy
and neuroscience, taste and smell are a means of understanding smells and
tastes. On how to understand smell and taste by looking at the data and
arguments of these sciences, these explanations complement each other.
From the point of view of neuroscience, chemical stimuli undergo a complex
process of taste and smell in the taste and smell system, which ultimately
leads to the perception of smell and taste. But Mulla Sadra distorts the
explanation of natural scholars of these senses and believes that in these
definitions the underlying causes are confused with the active causes. Sadra
believes that when the soul communicates with the natural world and outside
through the body and belonging to the body, it creates a form similar to a
foreign object in its realm (soul). Accordingly, this study compares the views
of neuroscientists and Mulla Sadra on the perception of taste and smell. Also,
the natures used in Mulla Sadra's theories are reviewed using modern
sciences. Thus, it seems that according to the theories of neuroscience in the
field of various tastes, a change must be made in this field in transcendent
Theosophy.

Cite this article: Salahshour Sefidsangi, Z. (2023). Senses of Taste and Smell from the Perspective of Transcendental Theosophy
and Neuroscience, Journal of Philosophical Investigations, 17(43), 418-435.
https//doi.org/10.22034/JP1UT.2022.46826.2886

© The Author(s). Publisher: University of Tabriz.
5V https//doi.org/ 10.22034/JP1UT.2022.46826.2886



file:///C:/Users/HP/Downloads/http/doi.org/%2010.22034/JPIUT.2022.48852.3055
https://doi.org/
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2370-353X

Senses of Taste and Smell from the Perspective of Transcendental .../ Salahshour Sefidsangi 419

Extended Abstract

The sense of taste and smell is one of the senses that has been the focus of Islamic philosophers
such as Mulla Sadra and neuroscientists. In philosophy and neuroscience, taste and smell are a
means to understand smells and tastes. Therefore, these senses play an important role in
maintaining human survival. The sense of smell and taste gives us complete consciousness of the
chemical compounds around us. Smell and taste receptors are able to separate chemicals in air or
food because taste and smell go directly to the olfactory and gustatory cortex of the brain and in
this part of the brain, by interpreting and returning information, it is able to recognize smells and
tastes. Thus, from the point of view of neuroscience, chemical stimuli in the sense of taste and
smell go through a complex process in the system of taste and smell, which ultimately leads to the
perception of smell and taste.

However, from Mulla Sadra's point of view, these material interactions are not the perception
of taste and smell, because according to him, perception is not from the essence of matter.
Therefore, according to Mulla Sadra's philosophy, although the material interactions of the body
are acceptable in the field of perception, perception is created by the soul after these stages. Based
on this, Mulla Sadra considers the natural scholars' explanation of these senses to be confused and
believes that in these definitions preparatory causes have been confused with active causes. Active
causes are real causes and have an effect on the existence of the effect, while preparatory causes
do not have an effect on the existence of the effect, but the effect brings the cause closer to the
effect. Therefore, the characteristic of the preparatory cause is that its existence is necessary before
the appearance of the effect, not after it. Therefore, from the point of view of time, its existence
necessarily precedes the existence of the invalid and it does not have to exist at the same time as
the existence of the invalid. Based on this, Sadra believes that when the soul communicates with
the world of nature and the outside world through the body and belonging to the body, it creates a
form similar to the external object in its domain (the soul).

Therefore, what is proposed in neurosciences, which try to prove the materiality of perception
through violations such as damage to parts of the brain and the loss of some perceptions as a result,
it has the problem that the materiality of perception cannot be proved through the non-realization
of some preparatory causes and the subsequent non-realization of perception. As it was said in the
definition of preparatory causes, it brings the effect closer to realization, as a result, if an obstacle
is created, the effect will not be realized. But the more general objection that comes from the
argument in this way is that damage to a region of the brain cannot prove the cause of the brain
being incomplete for perception because that area can be a center where information is processed
or an area through which a path passes. Therefore, finding out that the brain is the cause of complete
or incomplete perception is not proven through damage to it, because the effect (sensory
perception) does not arise in the absence of the cause, whether complete or incomplete. Therefore,
the only way to prove the reason why the brain is perfect for perceptions is to prove it through a
solution, but neuroscience has not been able to prove this problem in this way.
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Regarding how to understand smell and taste by looking at the data of neuroscience in the natural
dimension and Mulla Sadra's arguments in the supernatural dimension, these explanations
complement each other. Of course, the findings of neurology can make changes in some natural
fields that exist in transcendental theosophy. For example, in ancient physics, the frontal lobe of
the brain was considered to be related to the data of the senses, including the sense of taste, while
today, based on modern methods in neuroscience, the area related to the data of taste is Brodmann's
area 43 in the brain.

Also, there are differences between neuroscience and Islamic philosophy in determining the
types of tastes. In neurology, the main tastes are sourness, sweetness, bitterness, saltiness and
umami, and the discovery of fat receptors in neurology added this taste as the sixth taste to the main
tastes. But in philosophy, in addition to the four primary tastes and fat, the taste of spiciness, gas,
bitterness, and tastelessness are also considered as simple tastes.

However, since the taste of spiciness, bitterness, and also gas is related to touch, they are
excluded from the list of main tastes, and in addition, tastelessness cannot be counted among the
tastes.

Therefore, it seems that the main tastes are sourness, sweetness, bitterness, saltiness, umami and
fat. Although the number may change in the future. It seems that in the field of tastes, philosophy
should be aware of the findings of neuroscience, as in the past the ideas of philosophers such as
Avicenna and Mulla Sadra were based on knowledge of the natural sciences of the same time. This
is something that is paid less attention in Islamic philosophy today.

Of course, in the field of different types of smells, since there is no special name for different
smells, no special change has been proposed in this field and the same view remains and scents are
distinguished from each other in terms of harmony or disharmony with nature or in terms of being
assigned to a specific taste or a specific subject.

In this way, neuroscience theories change the natural part of Mulla Sadra's theories about
perception to some extent, but from a metaphysical point of view, neuroscience theories still cannot
challenge Mulla Sadra's theories.
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