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Abstract

The union of the intellect ( ‘agil) and the intelligible (ma ‘qiil) is a significant philosophical concept introduced
to Islamic thought through the translation movement, particularly via Neoplatonic sources. As one of the
most influential figures of Neoplatonism, Plotinus extensively discusses this theory, asserting it through
arguments rooted in the unity and actuality of the immaterial intellect, as well as the presence of the
intelligible within the intellect. His conceptual framework was later echoed and expanded upon—albeit
unknowingly—by Mulla Sadra, the eminent philosopher of the Islamic peripatetic tradition and the founder
of Transcendental Philosophy (hikmat al-muta ‘aliyah). The present study offers that although in many cases
Mulla Sadra's arguments are compatible with Plotinus's arguments, the former considers the unity of the
rational with the intelligible to be present in the perception of other beings as well as sensory and imaginary
perceptions. In comparison, Plotinus has explained and proven the unity of the intellect with the intelligible
only in the perception of abstract essence.
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Introduction & Problem Statement
The central question of this study revolves around the degree of philosophical alignment and divergence
between Plotinus and Mulla Sadra concerning the union of the intellect and the intelligible. The research
aims to extract and compare the foundational premises, logical arguments, and ontological implications
both thinkers offered, highlighting similarities and contextual differences.

Methodology
This article employs a descriptive-analytical approach. Initially, the individual positions of Plotinus and
Mulla Sadra are outlined with a focus on their primary texts. Subsequently, these positions are subjected
to comparative analysis to trace parallels and contrasts in their ontological and epistemological
justifications of the theory of union.

Discussion
The theory of the union between the intellect ( ‘agil) and the intelligible (ma ‘qiil) occupies a central place
in metaphysical epistemology and has been explored in both Neoplatonic and Islamic philosophical
traditions. A paragon of the Neoplatonic school, Plotinus maintains that the intellect is a simple, unified,
and immaterial entity. He argues that because the intellect is not subject to material multiplicity or
potentiality, it must possess complete knowledge of itself by virtue of its essence. In his view, there can
be no real distinction between the knower and the known within the realm of the intellect; to be truly
intelligible, the object of thought must be present in the very structure of the intellect itself. Thus,
Plotinus insists that in the act of self-contemplation, the intellect becomes both subject and object—both
thinker and the thought one—achieving ontological unity between the two.
Plotinus supports his position through a series of arguments:
1. The intellect is a unified, non-composite entity, incapable of internal division between subject and
object.
2. It is in a state of pure actuality and hence cannot be in potentiality toward knowledge.
3. Knowledge, at the highest level, is not representational or discursive but direct and intuitive—a
presence of the intelligible within the intellect itself.
4. If the intellect did not contain its objects within itself, knowledge would rely on external
representations, opening the possibility for error and illusion.
Consciously or subconsciously through the mediation of the Theologia Aristotelis, a Neoplatonic work
misattributed to Aristotle, Mulla Sadra develops this theory within the broader context of his
Transcendental Philosophy. Like Plotinus, he accepts that the immaterial intellect knows itself and its
intelligible objects through a kind of ontological union. However, Sadra goes significantly beyond
Plotinus in the application and theoretical grounding of this concept.
One of the pivotal innovations in Mulla Sadra’s system is the extension of the union of knower and
known to all levels of cognition, including sensory and imaginative knowledge. This extension is made
possible through several key metaphysical doctrines unique to Sadra’s philosophy:
Substantial Motion (al-harakat al-jawhariyah): This principle posits that all beings are in constant
existential flux, moving toward greater degrees of perfection and actuality. As a result, cognition is not
merely a passive reception but an existential transformation wherein the knower becomes what is
known.
Graded Unity of Existence (tashkik al-wujid): All existent ones share a single reality of existence,
differing only in the degree of intensity. Consequently, the union between subject and object becomes a
natural consequence of ontological continuity.
Immateriality of Sensory and Imaginative Faculties: Unlike earlier philosophers such as Avicenna,
who confined union to the realm of intellect, Sadra posits that faculties like imagination and
perception—being immaterial in nature—can also realize a form of union with their objects. Thus, even
in sensory cognition, a limited but real ontological union occurs.
Mulla Sadra's epistemology, therefore, indicates a more dynamic and existential view of knowledge.
For him, knowing is not just the reception of forms but the very presence and realization of those forms
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within the being of the knower. This implies that cognition is an ontological event, not merely a
psychological or representational one.

Moreover, while Plotinus confines the union to self-knowledge within the divine intellect, Sadra’s
framework allows for the unfolding of this union throughout various levels of being—from human
perception to divine self-awareness. This makes his system both more comprehensive and more
metaphysically integrated.

The comparison also reveals methodological differences: Plotinus primarily employs negative
arguments (reductio ad absurdum), showing that denying union leads to philosophical contradictions.
In contrast, Mulla Sadra builds positive metaphysical proofs using concepts such as simplicity, presence
(hudiir), and existential unity to affirm the union directly.

In summary, both thinkers affirm the essential unity of intellect and intelligible in the immaterial realm,
but Mulla Sadra expands and deepens the theory into a cornerstone of his ontological and
epistemological thought. His approach transforms the union from a confined intellectual concept into a
universal metaphysical principle with far-reaching implications in cosmology, psychology, and
eschatology.

Conclusion

The research concludes that while Plotinus and Mulla Sadra share core metaphysical assumptions
regarding the immaterial intellect, Mulla Sadra's philosophy provides a more comprehensive and
integrated model of the union of knower and known. Unlike Plotinus, who restricts the union to
intellectual self-awareness, Mulla Sadra expands the theory’s application to encompass sensory and
imaginative realms, embedding it within his broader ontological system. This comparative study thus
not only clarifies the shared intellectual heritage between Neoplatonism and Islamic philosophy but also
underscores Mulla Sadra's philosophical innovation and expansion of classical concepts.
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