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Abstract

This paper presents a comparative analysis of Ibn Sina’s and Mulla Sadra’s
perspectives on the union of the soul and the body. Using a descriptive-
analytical method, we explore how both philosophers challenge the ancient
Platonic notion that the soul exists prior to the body. Ibn Sina views the soul
as immaterial in its essence and maintains that it remains immaterial from
the very moment it becomes connected to the body. In contrast, Mulla Sadra
also affirms the soul’s immaterial essence, but argues that its origin is
corporeal, a view captured in his theory of “corporeal origination.”

Our findings suggest that Ibn Sina’s position is more philosophically robust,
as it avoids the problem of an essential transformation: for him, the soul is
immaterial from its inception. Within his framework, the union of soul and
body is accidental because the soul functions as the body’s governor and
guide. Mulla Sadra, however, insists that this unity is essential, embedded in
the very fabric of human existence.
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Introduction

The central concern of this study is the question of how the soul and body,
belonging to two seemingly distinct realms, the immaterial and the material,
can be united. While it is widely accepted that the soul is somehow bound to
the body, the exact nature of this connection remains deeply contested. Is the
soul’s relationship to the body comparable to that of substance and accident,
or does their union take on an entirely different and more intrinsic form? Two
of the most influential figures in Islamic philosophy, Ibn Sina and Mulla
Sadra, have offered distinctive answers to this age-old question.
Throughout history, philosophers and religious traditions alike have stressed
the importance of understanding the soul and its relationship to the body.
Within Islam, this inquiry holds a central place, as reflected in the Qur’an’s
portrayal of humanity as the bearer of the divine trust (Qur’an 33:72) and in
the famous Prophetic saying: “He who knows himself knows his Lord”
(Tamimi Amadi, 1413: 588). Recognizing the soul is therefore seen as a path
to knowledge of God. This theme has long captivated Muslim thinkers. For
instance, al-Farabi, in Tahsil al-Sa‘adah (The Attainment of Happiness),
explores the nature of the soul in relation to human fulfillment (Farabi, p.
25). In the Western tradition as well, philosophers such as René Descartes
and Immanuel Kant wrestled with the concept of the soul, though from very
different frameworks (Foroughi, 1379, p. 180; Copleston, 1388: 6, p. 317).
This study focuses on the union between the immaterial soul and the material
body by comparing the foundational approaches of Ibn Sina and Mulla
Sadra, two towering figures whose systems of thought shaped the trajectory
of Islamic philosophy. Ibn Sina argued that the soul is an immaterial
substance whose relationship to the body is accidental: it governs and directs
the body but is not essentially tied to it. When the body perishes, the soul
endures, since its nature is imperishable. Mulla Sadra, in contrast, drawing
on his doctrines of the primacy and gradation of existence and of substantial
motion, contended that the human soul originates from the body itself
through a process of existential transformation. His well-known thesis
describes the soul as “corporeal in origination but spiritual in subsistence”:
it begins with a material existence yet ultimately attains immateriality.

This divergence raises a pivotal question: how can something immaterial
interact with what is material? lbn Sina’s perspective situates the soul as
emerging alongside the body yet always distinct from it, able to influence the
body while remaining unaffected by its material limitations. Mulla Sadra, on


http://dx.doi.org/10.61882/mi.6.1.269
https://mi.khu.ac.ir/article-1-325-fa.html

[ Downloaded from mi.khu.ac.ir on 2025-11-23 ]

[ DOI: 10.61882/mi.6.1.269 |

A Comparative Study of Soul-Body Unity in the Thought of Ibn Sina and... / Rouhi Seraji /Hosaini 271

the other hand, envisions the soul’s journey as one of development:
beginning with a corporeal form, it gradually ascends through higher levels
of existence, until in some individuals it reaches pure intellectual
immateriality.

In sum, this article compares how Ibn Sina and Mulla Sadra conceptualize
the soul-body union. By examining their philosophical frameworks in detail,
the study highlights both their shared concerns and their key differences,
thereby clarifying the deeper implications of their thought for understanding
the profound relationship between body and soul in Islamic philosophy.
Conclusion

Ibn Sina and Mulla Sadra conceive of the soul-body union in strikingly
different ways. For Avicenna, the soul and body remain fundamentally
distinct. Their union occurs when the body reaches a certain balance in its
formation, but this unity is only accidental or incidental, not essential. The
soul, once joined to the body, continues to exist independently of it. Mulla
Sadra, however, maintains that the soul begins its existence as entirely
material, subject to all the characteristics of physical entities. Over time, it
undergoes a process of growth and transformation, ascending through higher
levels of being. From his perspective, then, the union of soul and body is not
accidental but essential, arising naturally through the soul’s own existential
evolution.
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