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Abstract

The question of how knowledge is discovered remains one of the central yet
relatively underexplored issues in epistemology. While philosophers have
often devoted far greater attention to ontological problems, Allamah
Tabatabai offers an important and original contribution to this topic. In
addition to writing a dedicated essay on the subject, “The Value of the
Known” in Usul-i Falsafeh va Ravesh-e Realism, he also addresses it in
various parts of his broader works.

Tabatabai develops two distinct approaches. In his philosophical approach,
grounded in the principle of essential objectivity, he maintains that certain
acquired knowledge discovers the known by accident. In contrast, in his
fundamental approach, he denies the possibility of genuine discovery
altogether, aiming to pave the way for a more authentic understanding of
knowledge. Essential objectivity, however, cannot be regarded as a sufficient
criterion for discovery, both because it excludes philosophical and logical
secondary intelligibles and because it conflicts with the doctrine of the
primacy of existence.
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This paper argues, through a logical analysis of concepts, that Tabatabai’s
two main arguments for rejecting true discovery are incomplete and therefore
unjustified. First, something can be relational and, at the same time, represent
something beyond itself. Second, something can represent another reality
without being “annihilated” within it.

Keywords: Discovery, Essential Objectivity, Acquired Knowledge, Certain
Confirmation, Allamah Tabataba.

Introduction

The central question concerning the discovery of knowledge is whether
knowledge, beyond revealing the known by essence, also discloses the
known by accident to the knower. Since the debate concerns certain acquired
knowledge, rather than presential knowledge or mere imagination, the issue
becomes: when someone affirms that “A is predicated of B,” does this
affirmation reveal the actual relation of A to B in the external world?
Likewise, when one negates “A from B,” does this judgment uncover the
real-world negation of A from B?

For Allamah Tabatabai, the value of the known lies precisely in this question:
does knowledge go beyond mental representation to disclose reality itself?
More specifically, does the correspondence between the known by essence
(the mental form) and the known by accident (the external reality) guarantee
that knowledge is genuinely revelatory?

Historically, most Muslim philosophers, including, as Nasir al-Din al-Tas1
puts it, “all the predecessors”, affirmed the discovery of knowledge. Yet the
issue was rarely treated as an independent problem. Neither Peripatetic
philosophy, nor Illuminationism, nor even Mulla Sadra’s Transcendent
Philosophy dedicated a separate chapter to this question. Tabatabai was the
first to address it as a stand-alone topic in his Usul-e Falsafeh va Ravesh-e
Realism, particularly in the fourth article, “The Value of the Known.” He
also revisits the topic in other writings, though his philosophical works
approach the matter differently from his fundamental commentary in
Hashiyah-i Kifayat.

This paper employs the method of logical analysis of concepts to critically
examine Tabatabal’s two approaches and assess their adequacy.

Conclusion

For the first time among Muslim philosophers, Allamah Tabataba'i
dedicated an independent philosophical text to the study of the discovery
(Kashifiyyah) of knowledge. In this work, the fourth essay of Usiil-e Falsafah
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va Ravesh-e Realism titled “The Value of the Known”, as well as in other
philosophical writings, he considers discovery to be intrinsic to certain
propositional acquired knowledge (‘Ilm husuli tasdiqt yaqini). Based on the
principle of essential objectivity (‘Ayniyyat-e¢ mahuwi), he argues for the
correspondence of the known by essence (Ma‘lim bi-dh-dhat) with the
known by accident (Ma‘lam bi-I-‘arad).
This article challenges that view by questioning essential objectivity on three
grounds: (1) its incompleteness, (2) its conflict with the principle of the
primacy of existence (Asalat al-wujtd), and (3) its inadequacy as the core
foundation of the theory of discovery. In light of these critiques, the
correspondence between the known by essence and the known by accident,
treated by Tabataba'1 as the central basis of the discovery of knowledge,
becomes highly problematic. Furthermore, in the only text he wrote in the
field of Usal al-figh, Tabataba'1 denies the real discovery of knowledge
based on two fundamental propositions:

“The discoverer perishes in the discovered.”

“Knowledge is merely a relation to the knower.”

By relying on these two principles, he rejects the genuine discovery of

knowledge from the known by accident, paving the way for asserting only a

conventional (1‘tibari) discovery, rather than a real one.

However, this article casts doubt on both propositions, thereby closing the

path to such a denial as well. Consequently, neither of Tabataba'1’s two

approaches, his philosophical attempt to affirm discovery, nor his Ustli
attempt to deny it, rests on a sufficiently reliable foundation, whether in
establishing or negating the discovery of knowledge.
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