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Abstract
The doctrine of the gradation of existence in Mulla Sadra’s Transcendent
Philosophy is articulated on the basis of several key philosophical principles,
most notably the authenticity of existence and the notion of its shared content
across instances. This doctrine is often regarded as one of Sadra’s original
contributions. However, its conceptual roots can be traced to earlier
traditions, including logical discourse, Peripatetic  philosophy,
[lluminationist philosophy, and Islamic mysticism. In fact, Sadra’1 gradation
emerges through a critical transformation of these traditions: it transcends
the Peripatetic notion of general gradation, develops Suhrawardi’s theory of
the gradation of light, and incorporates the mystical idea of plurality within
the unity of a simple and singular reality. Given Mulla Sadra’s claim that his
account of the gradation of existence does not contradict, but rather
corresponds with, the view of Avicenna, it becomes essential to clarify the
precise relationship between these two positions. Yet commentators on
Transcendent Philosophy have not reached a consensus on this issue. Their
interpretations can broadly be divided into two opposing camps: those who
argue for a lack of correspondence, and those who maintain a form of
correspondence or compatibility between the two doctrines.
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This study seeks to examine these competing interpretations by analyzing
the arguments presented by commentators on Transcendent Philosophy,
employing an analytical-rational method. It argues that Mulla Sadra’s
account does not, in most of his works, correspond to Avicenna’s position.
Rather, the Sthavi conception of gradation appears to be a specific instance
of general gradation—one that remains compatible with the doctrine of the
differentiation of existents—and is therefore more consistent with the
foundational principles of Avicenna’s philosophy than with those of Mulla
Sadra.

Keywords: Gradation of existence, General gradation, Particular gradation,
Mulla Sadra, Ibn Sina.

Introduction

The concept of gradation within the reality of existence constitutes a
foundational principle in Mulla Sadra’s metaphysical system, playing a
decisive role in resolving a wide range of philosophical problems.
Nevertheless, the roots of this concept can be traced back to earlier
philosophical traditions, particularly to Avicenna (Ibn Sina) and his
followers. Within the Peripatetic framework, gradation is primarily
understood at the level of mental consideration. Existence is treated as a
general and necessary predicate applicable to different realities, which vary
in terms of strength and weakness across their instances. In contrast,
Suhrawardi, in his critique of the Peripatetic philosophers, introduced
gradation into the very domain of essences. By conceiving light as a simple
yet hierarchical reality, he explained differences—such as perfection and
imperfection, intensity and weakness—as intrinsic to the nature of light
itself. In doing so, he extended gradation beyond accidental attributes and
into the core of ontological structure.

Mulla Sadra departs from both of these positions. He rejects the Peripatetic
restriction of gradation to accidental attributes, as well as the IHluminationist
denial of gradation within essences. Drawing upon Suhrawardi’s doctrine of
graded light and Ibn ‘Arabi’s teaching on the unity of existence, Sadra
advances a theory grounded in the authenticity and external realization of
existence as a single, simple, and unified reality. Within this framework, all
multiplicity and diversity among beings are understood as gradational
differences within existence itself—manifested through distinctions such as
priority and posteriority, intensity and weakness, perfection and
imperfection, poverty and richness.
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From this perspective, there is no essential differentiation among beings—
whether necessary or contingent—~but rather varying degrees and levels of a
single, unified reality: existence. At the same time, Mulla Sadra attributes to
the Peripatetic philosophers the doctrine of the essential differentiation of
existents, while also suggesting a form of affinity and historical continuity
between their views and his own. This dual claim is philosophically
significant, as the doctrine of essential differentiation appears to conflict with
Sadra’s own account of graded existence. Accordingly, a careful analysis of
the relationship between the Sadra’'t and Sinavi conceptions of gradation
becomes necessary. A survey of the works of commentators on Transcendent
Philosophy reveals a lack of agreement on this issue. Their positions can be
broadly divided into two opposing categories:
1. The view that there is no correspondence between Sadra’t and Stnhavi
gradation
2. The view that there is a form of correspondence, proximity, or even
identity between them
Evaluating these competing interpretations, along with the historical
development ofthe concept prior to Mulla Sadra and his own reinterpretation
within Transcendent Theosophy, is essential for arriving at a coherent and
defensible philosophical position.
Conclusion
Commentators on Transcendent Theosophy have not reached a unified
conclusion regarding the relationship between Mulla Sadra’s and Avicenna’s
conceptions of the gradation of existence. While some emphasize a
fundamental lack of correspondence, others argue for compatibility or even
identity between the two views. Each position is supported by substantial
arguments.
However, the interpretation that affirms a lack of correspondence appears
more convincing, for at least five principal reasons:
First, Avicenna’s discussions in several of his major works support the
attribution to him of the doctrine of the essential differentiation of
existents—a position that stands in tension with the idea of gradation as
understood by Mulla Sadra.
Second, Avicenna does not interpret differences among coexisting beings in
terms of degrees of intensity or weakness. By contrast, in Sadra’s system, all
multiplicity—whether along vertical or horizontal axes—is explained
precisely through gradational differentiation within existence itself.
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Third, in Peripatetic philosophy, gradation pertains primarily to the general
concept of existence rather than to its ontological reality. This sharply
contrasts with Sadra’s position, in which the reality of existence itself is
fundamentally graded. Any attempt to reconcile these views would require
the problematic assumption that existence, as an accidental concept, is
composed of essence and an attributive principle.

Fourth, within the Peripatetic framework, existence is predicated of

differentiated realities through gradational attributes such as priority and

posteriority or strength and weakness. This mode of predication differs
fundamentally from Sadra’s view, in which existence itself encompasses and
grounds all essences and their gradational levels.

Fifth, Avicenna’s account of gradation remains within the domain of general

gradation and is compatible with the doctrine of the differentiation of

existents. In contrast, Mulla Sadra, drawing on mystical concepts such as the

“expansion of existence” and the “Breath of the All-Merciful,” articulates a

vision of the unity and pervasiveness of existence while affirming real

gradational distinctions within it.

Taken together, these considerations support the conclusion that the Sadra’1

and Sinavi conceptions of the gradation of existence are fundamentally

distinct.
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- Aristotle (2005), Metaphysics, translated by, W. D. Ross. Electronic
version.
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