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This article examines the possibility of genuine understanding of human
emotions by machines from the perspective of Sadra’s philosophy and the
theory of universal forms (suwar naw ‘iyya). Despite significant advances in
natural language processing, computer vision, and deep learning, the question
remains whether machines merely process and simulate data or achieve real
perception of emotions. According to the fundamentals of Transcendent
Philosophy (Hikmat al-Muta‘aliya), the perception of emotions goes beyond
neural reflections and is intrinsically related to immediate knowledge (‘ilm
huziirT) and inner transformation of the soul (nafs). In contrast, the structure
of artificial intelligence lacks an immaterial essence and cognitive faculty
necessary for experiential and immediate understanding. This article analyzes
the essential difference between data processing and genuine perception,
addressing the inherent limitations of artificial intelligence in this domain and
proposes suggestions for designing semi-perceptive systems. It concludes that
authentic comprehension of emotions is a uniquely human and existential
phenomenon that lies beyond the ontological horizon of machines.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent decades, the rapid advancement of artificial intelligence technologies—particularly in the fields
of emotion analysis and human-machine interaction—has prompted scholars in cognitive science,
psychology, and Al ethics to raise a fundamental question: Can machines genuinely understand human
emotions, or are they merely capable of recognizing superficial behavioral and linguistic patterns? Unlike
raw sensory or analytical data, the perception of emotions requires an inner comprehension of qualitative
experiences such as pain, joy, anger, or compassion. In humans, such qualities emerge through the
existential connection of the soul with internal phenomena and presential states.

To address this question, a philosophical perspective—especially that of Mulla Sadra’s Transcendent
Philosophy (al-Hikmah al-Muta‘aliyah)—may offer a novel horizon. The theory of substantial forms
(suwar naw ‘iyyah) in this school provides a foundational framework for explaining the essence, identity,
and mode of perception of beings. This article aims to analyze and assess the relationship between machine-
based perception and genuine emotional understanding by drawing on the principles of Transcendent
Philosophy, particularly the theory of substantial forms. The central question is: Can artificial
intelligence—lacking a soul and substantial form—truly perceive human emotions?

Discussion

In analyzing the perceptual capabilities of machines to understand human emotions, it is essential to
distinguish among various levels of perception, for perception is not a monolithic or purely cognitive
phenomenon—it is ontological, multi-layered, and dependent on the existential status of the perceiving
subject. Transcendent Philosophy, particularly through its theories of universal forms and the union of
knower and known, offers a robust philosophical framework for understanding the nature of feeling and
inner experience. From this perspective, mere superficial or algorithmic imitation of human emotional
responses cannot be regarded as true perception, as it lacks the existential foundation and ontological
sophistication required to attain presential knowledge (‘ilm huzr).

Mulla Sadra writes in al-Asfar al-Arba‘ah that natural beings possess universal forms that not only shape
their physical structure but also determine their mode of existence, faculties of perception, and their
existential rank. In humans, this universal form is the rational soul (nafs natigah), encompassing attributes
like immateriality, unity, intellectual faculty, and presential perception. This universal form governs the
body but also serves as the origin for volitional acts, emotions, feelings, and spiritual cognition. Emotions
such as anger, sorrow, fear, or love are not mere physiological reactions; they are manifestations of the
soul’s vitality in a being with spiritual and immaterial identity.

This view fundamentally contrasts with the conception of a machine as merely a physical, data-driven
structure. A machine lacks a soul; thus, not only is it unable to originate conscious or emotional action, but
it also is inherently incapable of genuinely experiencing feelings. This distinction is not merely quantitative
in terms of performance abilities—it is a qualitative and existential difference in the type of agency and
existence involved.

In Transcendent Philosophy, presential knowledge (‘ilm huziirT) is regarded as the highest and most
authentic kind of knowledge. It is the soul’s immediate awareness of itself or aspects of its own existence.
Sadra asserts that in such knowledge, the knower and the known coincide—the soul is present to itself or
to its internal states, rather than relying on mental representations. Consequently, human emotions—unlike
external data—are understood presentially. One who suffers pain or experiences joy does not merely
recognize them; one directly encounters them inwardly.

Artificial intelligence systems, however advanced, lack this capacity. What they call “understanding
emotions” is simply statistical processing of external indicators. These systems analyze facial expressions,
voice modulations, bodily gestures, or even physiological signals to generate probabilistic models of
emotional states. But this “understanding” lacks any elicited internal presence or existential depth.
Philosophically stated: a machine cannot “experience” pain; there is no experiential presence of pain for
it—pain is merely analyzable data.
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A key pillar of epistemology in Transcendent Philosophy is the union of knower and known. This theory
holds that true knowledge occurs when the knower and the known exist in a state of union within a higher
existential dimension. Especially in presential knowledge, this union is complete—the soul, in knowing, is
or unites with that which is known.

This ontological requirement for true knowledge restricts such knowledge to beings capable of existential
unification through immateriality and ontological unity. Consequently, for a perceiving agent to apprehend
sorrow or joy, it must become or unite with it in some degree. A machine—utterly devoid of a unified soul,
immaterial presence, or existential depth—cannot fulfill this requirement. It can never “be sorrow” as it
cannot exist in the necessary ontological mode. Hence, the theory of union marks a clear existential
boundary between human and machine.

Understanding human emotions demands agency in perception, not mere data processing. A human, as an
epistemic agent, does more than react; one experiences, embodies, and makes sense of emotions through
lived presence and soul’s unity with emotive states. In contrast, even the most advanced Al is a data-
processing system, aligning inputs to statistical models.

Thus, even if an Al employs deep learning to detect subtler emotional patterns, its comprehension remains
external and representational. It does not and cannot enter the inner world of human feeling. This limitation
stems not from technological deficiency, but from the absence of perceiver as agent, universal form, and
presential knowledge within its ontological structure.

Conclusion

From the perspective of the transcendent philosophy and the theory of substantial forms, understanding
emotions is a presentational and existential act that emerges within the journey of the immaterial human
soul. Machines, even at their most advanced, lack such a metaphysical foundation and thus cannot attain
true perception. Their ability is restricted to outward simulation and statistical pattern recognition without
any inner experience or existential union with the perceived.

The findings of this analysis indicate that attempts to design Al systems capable of truly understanding
emotions are doomed to fail unless they incorporate a rethinking of ontological and epistemological
premises. However, drawing upon Sadraean philosophy, one could develop models that, although lacking
genuine cognition, might exhibit more accurate quasi-perceptual behaviors. This approach necessitates an
interdisciplinary synthesis between technology and philosophy to redefine our boundaries of understanding
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concepts such as “perception,” “consciousness,” and “meaning.”
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