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Abstract

vicenna and Mulla Sadra both provide coherent programs for
A spiritual discipline (Riyadah) that apparently pursue similar
goals. Yet beneath these outward similarities lies a fundamental
distinction rooted in their differing anthropological foundations: the soul
as a static substance versus the soul as a fluid being in a state of becoming
(Sayrirah). Employing an analytical-comparative approach, this article
first examines the fivefold anthropological principles of the two philoso-
phers (the origin of the soul, the perfection of the soul, the role of the body,
the levels of the soul, and its relation to the Active Intellect). It then demon-
strates how these distinctions affect the pathology of the soul and the pre-
scription of healings. In Avicennian philosophy, the soul is a static sub-
stance that employs the body as a temporary instrument, and the levels of
the soul are its accidental states. Consequently, the obstacles to the souls
perfection (psychic diseases) have a “passive” nature, meaning the domi-
nation and contamination of this static substance by bodily faculties. In
contrast, from Mulla Sadra’s perspective, the soul is the product of sub-
stantial motion (al-Harakah al-Jawhariyyah) and a reality in a constant
state of becoming. Thus, obstacles to perfection acquire an “active and
existential” nature, namely the intensification and consolidation of the
soul at lower, animal levels of existence. This fundamental difference gives
the threefold goals of spiritual discipline-emptying (Takhliyah), adornment
(Tahliyah), and the refinement of the innermost soul (Talfif al-Sirr)-an on-
tological interpretation in Transcendent Philosophy, transforming them
from a merely purificatory program into tools for substantial perfection.
Spiritual discipline in Avicenna s view is a psychological process for puri-
fying the static substance of the soul, while in Mulla Sadra’s view it is an
ontological and existential movement for the flourishing and intensifica-
tion of the soul on the path toward union with the Intellect and the sacred
realm.

Cite this article: Rasta’1, H.; Karami, H. (2025). Two Conceptions of Spiritual Disci-
pline (Riyadah): A Comparative Analysis of the Anthropological Foundations of Av-
icenna and Mulla Sadra. Islamic Philosophical Doctrines, 20(37), 263-288. https://
doi.org/10.30513/ipd.2026.7699.1668

© The Author(s). Publisher: Razavi University of Islamic Sciences.



mailto:h.rastai%40aletaha.ac.ir%20?subject=
mailto:h.tehrani66%40gmail.com?subject=
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4809-0151
https://orcid.org/0009-0004-1816-3825

oS o 5 szl ol /oo g Ll sl s giaabas ks z s sl 5 il 5 ||||||||||||||||||||||

Extended Abstract

Introduction

Spiritual discipline (Riyadah), as a method for purifying and cultivating the soul with
the aim of realizing the ultimate ends of perfection and happiness, has always held a
central place in the reflections of thinkers in the fields of mysticism, moral philoso-
phy, and religious sciences. The structure and content of ascetic programs reflect each
school’s fundamental conceptions of the nature of the soul, its faculties, and its path
toward perfection.

Within this framework, two prominent philosophers of the Islamic world, Avicenna
and Mulla Sadra, offer coherent frameworks for explaining the goals of spiritual disci-
pline, which at first glance appear to pursue similar objectives. Yet behind this apparent
similarity lies a fundamental divergence rooted in their differing anthropological foun-
dations. Avicenna considers the soul to be an immaterial, unchanging substance, for
which the function of spiritual discipline is to “purify” the soul from the contaminations
of the body. In contrast, Mulla Sadra (the founder of the Transcendent Philosophy), re-
lying on the doctrine of the soul as of a “corporeal origination and spiritual subsistence”
(Jismantyah al-Hudiith wa Rihaniyah al-Baqa’), regards the soul as a dynamic entity
that emerges within the framework of substantial motion (al-Harakah al-Jawhariyyah)
and, in the process of becoming, its very existence intensifies and reaches perfection.

Previous studies have often overlooked this fundamental distinction. Therefore, a cru-
cial question remains unanswered: how does the radical difference in the ontology of the
soul (a static substance versus a dynamic existence) fundamentally transform the nature
and ultimate goal of spiritual discipline?

The innovation of this article lies in moving beyond a “harmonizing” approach to-
ward an analysis of differences, demonstrating that in Transcendent Philosophy spiritual
discipline is transformed from a merely ethical-mystical program into an ontological
process. The article argues that the seemingly similar goals of spiritual discipline in
Avicennian and Sadrian systems actually pursue two entirely different functions. From
Avicenna’s perspective, spiritual discipline is a psychological process that leads to the
purification and restoration of a static substance to its original state of health. But in
Transcendent Philosophy, spiritual discipline becomes an ontological tool for the per-
fection and existential intensification of the dynamic soul on its path of becoming.

To explain this claim, the research first shows how the diagnosis of the soul’s malady
shifts from a “superficial condition” in Avicenna’s view to an “existential deficiency”
in the Sadrian framework. Then, through a comparative analysis, it re-examines the
threefold goals of spiritual discipline and demonstrates how each of these goals is trans-
formed from a purificatory program into a means of substantial perfection.
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Method

Adopting an analytical-comparative approach, this article first examines five anthro-
pological foundations of the two philosophers: the origin of the soul, the perfection of
the soul, the role of the body, the levels of the soul, and its relation to the Active Intellect

(al-‘aql al-fa“‘al). It then demonstrates how these distinctions affect the pathology of the
soul and the prescription of healings.

Findings

The apparent similarity between the goals of spiritual discipline (Riyadah) in the
philosophical systems of Avicenna and Mulla Sadra conceals a fundamental divergence
rooted in their distinct anthropological foundations. The point of departure of this di-
vergence lies in their differing definitions of the soul: a static, immaterial substance in
Avicenna’s philosophy versus a dynamic entity with corporeal origination in Transcen-
dent Philosophy.

This fundamental difference also transforms other key components of anthropology,
including the role of the body-a temporary instrument for Avicenna, the site of the soul’s
origination for Mulla Sadra; the interpretation of the soul’s levels-accidental states in
Avicenna, existential degrees in Sadrian thought; and the position of the Active Intel-
lect-an external source of knowledge for Avicenna, the ultimate goal of becoming and
existential union with the soul for Mulla Sadra.

Consequently, the three famous goals of spiritual discipline-i.e., purification (Tathir),
adornment (Tahliyah), and refinement of the most-inner soul (Tahdhib al-Sirr)-acquire
essentially different functions in the two systems. In Avicenna’s philosophy, these goals
constitute a purificatory program for preparing a static substance; in Transcendent Phi-
losophy, they are tools for existential perfection and intensification.

Conclusion

In Avicenna’s philosophy, the soul is a static substance that employs the body as a
temporary instrument. Accordingly, the obstacles to the soul’s perfection (psychic dis-
eases) have a “passive” nature, meaning that they arise from the domination and con-
tamination of this static substance through bodily faculties. Hence, spiritual discipline
in the Avicennian system is a psychological process aimed at purifying and restoring the
static substance of the soul to its original state of health.

In contrast, from Mulla Sadra’s perspective, the soul is the product of substantial
motion and a reality in a constant state of becoming. Thus, the obstacles to perfection ac-
quire an “active and existential” nature, namely the intensification and consolidation of
the soul at lower, animal levels of existence. Accordingly, in Transcendent Philosophy,
spiritual discipline acquires an ontological function and becomes a tool for perfection,
existential intensification, and the soul’s becoming on its path toward union with the
Active Intellect and the sacred realm.

This fundamental difference gives the threefold goals of spiritual discipline-purifica-
tion, adornment, and refinement of the inner-most soul-an ontological interpretation in
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Transcendent Philosophy, transforming them from a merely purificatory program into
tools for substantial perfection. Thus, if spiritual discipline in Avicenna’s view is a psy-
chological process for cleansing a static substance, in Mulla Sadra’s thought it is an on-
tological and existential movement for the flourishing and intensification of the soul on
the path toward union with the Intellect and the sacred realm. This way, Mulla Sadra, by
shifting the focus from “purifying” to “perfection,” opens new horizons for the rational
explanation of the relationship between bodily actions and spiritual happiness.
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