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Abstract

Sheikh Eshrag, by acknowledging the existence of various faculties for the soul and
considering imagination as one of these faculties, he has aligned his perspective with
Ibn Sina's view. Ibn Sina contends that all soul faculties, except the rational faculty,
are material. Therefore, according to Ibn Sina, imagination, besides having its own
material nature, is also impressed in a material locus. The faculty of imagination,
based on the functions of "combination and elaboration,” provides the necessary
forms and meanings for reason to achieve intellectual perception. On the other hand,
Sheikh Eshraq rejects the concept of the imaginative faculty and imaginal forms in
the sense intended by Ibn Sina, considering imaginary forms as suspended images
not located in any place or space. Although these forms occasionally manifest in
appearances, those appearances should not be considered the actual place or space of
those forms. In other words, Suhrawardi attributes imaginative perception, like all
perceptions, to the immediate knowledge of the soul. Despite adhering to lbn Sina
regarding the corporeality of imagination, Suhrawardi views imaginal forms as
independent, remaining, and existing in the "Greater Imagination” (Khayal
Mutagaddim). Although he designates the imaginative faculty as material, he doesn't
find compatibility between the perceiver and the perceived and believes that the soul
engages in perceiving imaginal forms through examples. Therefore, it seems that
while Suhrawardi aligns with 1bn Sina's perspective to some extent, he diverges in
various aspects of the imagination discourse. The researcher concludes that
Suhrawardi's foundational thoughts in this discussion are rooted in his critical
considerations of Ibn Sina's statements. Sheikh Eshraq, albeit not in a detailed and
organized manner but generally, pays attention to the simplicity of imagination as
the basis for criticisms in some of his works such as "Al-Mabahith" and "Tebi'at" in
"Al-Shifa.

Ibn-Sina, Suhrawardi, epistemology, imagination, detached imagination

Cite this article: Jafari Valani, A. A., Asadi Fakhrnezad, D., (2023-2024). “Tracing Suhrawardi's Theory of the Immateriality
of Imagination in the Works of lbn Sina”: FALSAFEH, No. 2, Vol. 21, Autumn-Winter-Serial No. 41, (15-36).
DOI:10.22059/jop.2023.352446.1006760

Publisher: University of Tehran Press.



https://www.orcid.org/0000000296838961
https://www.orcid.org/0009-0001-3482-4724
mailto:jafari_valani@motahari.ac.ir
https://jop.ut.ac.ir/article_92187.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.orcid.org/0000000296838961�
https://www.orcid.org/0009-0001-3482-4724�
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/�

16 FALSAFEH, No. 2, Vol. 21, Autumn-Winter-2023 -2024- Serial No. 41

1. Introduction

From one perspective, Sheikh Eshraq aligns with Ibn Sina by acknowledging the existence of various
faculties for the soul and considering imagination as one of these faculties. lbn Sina asserts that all soul
faculties, except the rational faculty, are material. According to Ibn Sina, imagination, despite having its
own material nature, is impressed in a material locus. The imaginative faculty, based on the function of
"combination and elaboration,” provides the necessary forms and meanings for reason to achieve
intellectual perception.

On the other hand, Sheikh Eshraq denies the imaginative faculty and imaginal forms in the sense
intended by Ibn Sina. He regards imaginal forms as suspended images not located in any place or space.
Although these forms occasionally manifest in appearances, those appearances should not be considered
the actual place or space of those forms. In other words, Suhrawardi attributes imaginative perception, like
all perceptions, to the immediate knowledge of the soul. Despite adhering to Ibn Sina regarding the
corporeality of imagination, Suhrawardi views imaginal forms as independent, remaining, and existing in
the "Greater Imagination" (Khayal Mutagaddim). Although he designates the imaginative faculty as
material, he doesn't find compatibility between the perceiver and the perceived and believes that the soul
engages in perceiving imaginal forms through examples.
2.Significance of the Issue
On one hand, Ibn Sina, through presenting arguments, establishes that the imaginative faculty is corporeal
and material, not immaterial. His evidence indicates that the differentiation of imaginal forms occurs in
three ways: a) with the criterion of "direction,” meaning a form on the right side and another on the left, b)
considering "quantity,” indicating that one imaginal form is larger than another, and ¢) with the criterion of
"quality,” meaning one imaginal form, for instance, being black while another is white. These distinctions
in terms of position, quantity, and quality suggest the occurrence of forms in a material locus.

On the other hand, Sheikh Eshrag, in "Al-Mababhith," despite not accepting the materiality of the origin of
imagination, has not conceded to the immateriality of the imaginative faculty based on specific skepticism,
substantial motion, and incidental intellects. He, like in many other discussions (knowledge of burdens,
immateriality of imagination, and post-mortem existence), remains perplexed and cannot firmly argue for
the annihilation of hidden powers in humans and souls of animals possessing preservation and
remembrance. Even though he is not obliged to this notion, according to his foundations, the human soul,
aside from the aspect of rationality (comprehension of general matters), cannot possess a transcendent state
other than that. Therefore, Sheikh Eshraq is puzzled about how spectral forms and quantitative realities
without penetration into bodies come into existence.

3.Significance of the Topic

Sheikh Eshrag's argument in "Al-Mabahith" is grounded in preliminaries that imply the immateriality of
imagination. After presenting these preliminaries, Ibn Sina concludes, "Imaginal forms are not corporeal
but exist within the soul” (Ibn Sina, 1375: 258). Therefore, based on the necessary preliminaries for the
immateriality of imagination, Sheikh Eshraq deduces that imaginal forms are not corporeal, and according
to the compatibility between the perceiver and the perceived, the cognitive faculty of these forms (memory
and recollection) will also not be corporeal. The only challenge posed by Ibn Sina is the assimilation of
imaginal forms within the soul, which cannot be explained according to his accepted foundations. Hence, it
seems that the intermediate part of the mentioned argument (the unity of the soul's action in recalling
imaginal and rational forms) is incompatible with Sheikh's argument for proving the corporeality of
imagination in "Al-Mabahith" since it relies on the manner of recalling imaginal forms to support the
corporeality of imagination. Thus, Sheikh perceives imaginal forms as perceptible and material.

Therefore, while Sheikh initiates with the corporeality of imagination and provides various evidence for
its validity, on one hand, due to challenges arising from the corporeality of imagination hindering the
progression of his theory, and on the other hand, considering the evidence strengthening the immateriality
of imagination, he gradually moves away from a certain position. At times, with doubt and suspicion, he
regards imagination as immaterial and even believes that to prove the immateriality of imagination, there is
a need to address the challenge of the assimilation of forms in the imaginative faculty. Hence, it can be said
that he inclines towards the immateriality of imagination, but due to the lack of alignment with certain
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foundations and the deficiencies in the presented preliminaries, he is unable to establish a complete
argument.

4.Research Methodology

The author has employed a descriptive-analytical research method and, through this process, concluded that
Suhrawardi's foundational thoughts in the context of his critical considerations in this discourse trace back
to the statements of Ibn Sina. The Sheikh, although not in a detailed and organized manner but rather in a
general sense, has emphasized the immateriality of imagination as a basis for criticism in some of his works
such as "Al-Mabahith" and "Tebi'at" in "Al-Shifa”.

5.Brief Summary of Research Results

Considering that Sheikh Eshrag, in some of his works such as "Al-Mababhith,” unlike his other books, refers
to and sometimes explicitly states the immateriality of imagination, it can be claimed that Suhrawardi's
foundational thoughts in this matter can be traced back to Ibn Sina's statements. This implies that based on
Ibn Sina's statements regarding the immateriality of imagination in some of his works, Suhrawardi either
has seen all of Ibn Sina's works or overlooked some of them. In either case, his criticism will not be
directed towards Ibn Sina. Ultimately, Sheikh's criticism can only be directed towards the wisdom of the
divine will, not Ibn Sina himself, as Ibn Sina, at least in some of his works, was attentive to the
immateriality of imagination. Thus, it seems that although Suhrawardi aligns with Ibn Sina’s perspective to
some extent, he distances himself from Ibn Sina in various aspects of the imagination discourse.

From Ibn Sina and Suhrawardi's perspectives, both consider the imaginative faculty as one of the latent
faculties of the soul and one of the stages of self-perception. Ibn Sina regards the imaginative faculty as a
preserver of forms existing in the common sense. According to him, the imaginative faculty is corporeal
and material, not immaterial. Therefore, imagination exists only in the sensory world and in the
perceptibles. On the other hand, although Suhrawardi considers the imaginative faculty as material, he
rejects Ibn Sina's theory and regards the visible forms in the imaginative faculty as forms that have
appeared in the imaginative faculty. He believes in the existence of a world other than the material world,
called the world of examples or imaginal world, where the essence of all beings is present. Suhrawardi
argues that during the process of imaginative perceptions, the forms existing in that world manifest in the
imaginative faculty. In essence, the imaginative faculty is the manifestation of perceptual forms in the
world of separate examples. Therefore, Sheikh Eshraq considers imaginative perception as immaterial
because he believes that the visible forms in imagination are not impressed in the imagination but are in the
imaginal world, and the manifestation of imaginative forms is the result of human imagination.
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