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Extended Abstract

Mulla Sadra offers two different views regarding the references of the philosophical secondary
intelligibles (Ma‘qul-Iat al-thaniya al-falsafiya). According to his first view, these concepts exist
only in the mind but are attributes of external objects. In other words, they only have external
foundations for abstraction (mansha al-intiza“) and no external counterparts (ma bi iza’). Many
philosophers after Mulla Sadra have used the phrase "mental occurrence and external attribution”
to express the same view about the philosophical secondary intelligibiles. This view is faced with
a problem, i.e., if philosophical concepts, such as “thingness” or “possibility”, do not have a
reference or counterpart in the external world, then how can Ali be a thing or possible in the external
world? Although Mulla Sadra will ultimately accept this objection, and offers a different view, at
this point he replies to the objection using the principle of presupposition (ga ida al-far iya).
According to that principle, for the proposition “Ali is possible” to be true in the external world,
only the subject, i.e., Ali needs to exist in the external world, and the external existence of
possibility is not necessary. And so, it is possible to predicate nonexistent properties of external
objects. Therefore, although properties like thingness or possibility do not exist in the external
world, things like Ali are a thing and are possible in the external world.

Mulla Sadra offers a different view which is known as his final view. Among the recent
philosophers, Tabataba’1 and after him, Jawadi Amuli have clearly defended this point of view.
According to this view, in contrast to logical secondary intelligibiles, which exist only in the mind,
philosophical secondary intelligibles, like primary intelligibiles, exist both in the mind and in the
external world. However, unlike the references of primary intelligibiles or quidditative concepts
such as whiteness, which have an independent existence the references of these concepts exist with
the very existence of their subjects and have a so-called copulative existence.

Mulla Sadra’s final view faces three problems:

First, Mulla Sadra’s reason for the existence of these concepts’ external counterparts begs the
question and is therefore invalid. He says an attribution is a relation between two objects in the
container of the attribution and so both sides of it should exist in the same container, i.e., the
container of the attribution. Now since secondary intelligibiles are attributes of external beings,
they too should exist in the external world. But the problem is that the whole dispute is about
whether it is possible for the attribution to be external while the attribute does not exist in the
external world, or not, and Mulla Sadra just claims it is not possible without actually reasoning for
it. Tabataba'1 offers a new formulation in his commentary on Mulla Sadra’s argument which is also
flawed since it has a problematic premise, namely: “if the attribution is external, the relation
between the two sides of the attribution exists in the external world”. This premise is not only not
self-evident but is even harder to accept than the conclusion, i.e., the external existence of the
attribute. Therefore, if one denies the existence of an attribute in the external world, one would also
deny the external existence of the relation between the attribute and its subject.
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Second, assuming that these concepts exist outside the mind, it is not clear how their purported
external counterparts exist. Sadrian thinkers say that these attributes have copulative existence, or
that they exist with the existence of their subjects, but they do not explain what it means for
something to exist in this mode. What is the real difference between this mode of existence and the
one supported in Sadra’s other view? We think analysing Mulla Sadra and his followers’ words on
this subject does not reveal a meaningful difference, and it seems that if no meaningful difference
can be found between them, firstly this view cannot be properly understood, and secondly, it cannot
be preferred over the alternative view.

Third, assuming that philosophical secondary intelligibiles exist outside the mind in that special
way, why primary intelligibiles do not exist in the same way? It is not clear by virtue of what
difference between quidditative and philosophical concepts the former but not the latter have
independent external references.
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