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In Islamic philosophy, the doctrine of mental existence (wujiid-e zehni)
occupies a fundamental position in metaphysical discourse. Sayyid Sadr al-Din
Muhammad Dashtaki, a prominent philosopher of the Shiraz School, advanced
original perspectives on this subject. Although best known for his theory of the
Transformation of Essence (ingilab al-zat), he also proposed significant but
less-studied ideas, including a distinctive interpretation of the division of
existence (tagsim al-wujiid) and a denial of mental existence as traditionally
conceived, while simultaneously endorsing mental forms (al-tasawwurat al-
zihniyya). Beyond its historical significance, analysis of these views elucidates
the Transformation of Essence within Dashtaki’s philosophy. This study
employs an analytical-critical method, with special reference to Dashtaki’s
glosses on QushjT’s Shark al-Tajrid, to critically examine his position. The
findings demonstrate that he rejects mental existence conceived as “form
conditioned by its representative aspect” a position coherent with his theory of
Transformation. For Dashtaki, mental existence is devoid of the essential
attributes, concomitants, and causal effects of extra-mental reality. Yet, non-
representational mental forms may retain their own distinctive features.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Within Islamic philosophical thought, the discussion of “mental existence” (al-wwjiid al-zihni) has
consistently occupied a fundamental position, directly engaging with the nature of perception and the
operations of the mind. From the outset, Islamic philosophers grappled with how that which is apprehended
in the mind relates to external reality, and whether it corresponds to the essences of things in another mode
of existence. This issue was prominently addressed in commentaries and marginalia on al-Tajrid al-/ ‘tigad
by Khwaja Nasir al-Din Tusi, laying the groundwork for sustained debates among theologians and
philosophers.

Among those engaged in this discussion, Sadr al-Din Dashtaki, a prominent philosopher of the Shiraz
School, holds a distinguished position. While his prominence in this area chiefly derives from his theory of
ingilab al-zat (“transformation of essence”), his relatively overlooked views concerning the division of
existence and the negation of mental existence merit careful attention. In his marginalia on Qushji’s
commentary on al-Tajrid, Dashtaki articulated an innovative account of mental existence, undertaking a
foundational critique of the doctrine and advancing a distinct philosophical alternative. These views, rarely
studied independently, provide a crucial foundation for a more precise understanding of the theory of
transformation of essence.

Discussion

The interpretation of mental existence as the existence of external quiddities within the mind, although
seemingly promising doctrine accompanied by two advantages—explaining the possibility of knowledge
and the conception of absent or impossible beings, and preserving the distinction between objective and
cognitive existence—nonetheless leads to significant difficulties. For instance, it cannot be accepted that
contradictory quiddities, such as water and fire, coexist simultaneously in the mind, nor can one attribute
two existences to each quiddity, one in the external world and another in the mind, without falling into an
infinite multiplicity.

Confronting this problem, Dashtaki adopts a distinct position. He rejects mental existence as proposed by
earlier philosophers and distinguishes between two aspects of the mental form (sirah zihni): (2) The form
qualified by the aspect of representation (sirah mugayyad bi-haythiyyat al-hikayah, or siurah haki): namely
that which is understood as a reflection of external existence, designated by Dashtaki as “mental existence”;
and (b) The form devoid of the aspect of representation: a form considered independently, without reference
to the representation of the external world. In this respect, the form possesses its own intrinsic properties,
yet lacks the intrinsic properties and concomitants of external existence.

Thus, Dashtaki distinguishes between the mental form in terms of its mentality and its representative aspect,
conceiving “mental existence” not as a form devoid of the aspect of signification, but as a form insofar as
it possesses this reflective aspect. He then denies the existence of this aspect in and of itself, whether in the
mind or in external reality. Consequently, rather than endorsing mental existence, Dashtaki emphasizes the
independence and distinctive properties of mental forms, maintaining that the term “mental existence”
contributes more to conceptual complexity than to clarification.

By distinguishing the mental form from its reflective aspect, Dashtaki adopts an approach parallel to
QiishjT’s differentiation between knowledge and the object known in itself (ma ‘lam bi-1-zat), yet avoids the
theoretical pitfalls of QuishjT’s position by rejecting the real existence of reflective mental forms.

The most notable innovation of DashtakT in this context is the linking of his theory with the doctrine of
ingilab al-dhat (‘transformation of essence’), understood as the metamorphosis of an external quiddity upon
its transition into the mind. By rejecting the conventional conception of mental existence, he establishes a
theoretical foundation for the acceptance of this transformation.

Since, in Dashtaki’s thought, the effects of external objects do not emanate from it, the aspect of
signification of a mental form does not exist even in the mind. Although mental existence is considered a
secondary intelligible (ma ‘gl thani), it cannot be asserted that such secondary intelligibles lack any actual
realization, given the philosophical ambiguities preceding Mir Damad. Dashtaki’s denial of the real

40



Critical Analysis of Sayyid Sadr al-Din Dashtaki's Approach to the Definition of Mental Existence 39-60

existence of the signifying form is consistent with the doctrine of transformation of essence, yet it is
accompanied by conceptual challenges. These complexities provide a fertile ground for critical inquiry and
historical examination of the distinction between logical and philosophical intelligibles.

Conclusion

Although Sadr al-Din Dashtaki’s views on “mental existence” are less recognized than his engagement with
transformation of essence, they are of fundamental importance. He demonstrated that attributing mental
existence to a mental form is incorrect and that the term cannot be employed without distinguishing the
various aspects of the mental form. By rejecting mental existence while endorsing mental form, Dashtaki
opened a middle path: perceptual and acquisitive knowledge remains attainable, whereas the conceptual
and ontological difficulties entailed by positing an independent existence for the mental form are thereby
obviated. This achievement underscores his significance in Islamic philosophical history and reveals that
understanding the doctrine of transformation of essence is incomplete without his foundational analysis of
mental existence. His thought also offers insights for contemporary philosophy of mind and epistemology.
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