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Abstract

This article offers a critical re-examination of the theory of mental existence
(wujid dhihni) in the thought of the two Zuniizi theosophers—Mulla ‘Abdullah
Zuniizi and his son Aqa ‘Ali Mudarris Zuniizi—within the framework of their
radical interpretation of the Primacy of Existence (asalat al-wujud). While the
classical account of mental existence relies on the presence of the very quiddity
(mahiyyah) in both external and mental realms, the Zuniizis’ ontology denies any
external realization to quiddity, viewing it as a purely conceptual representation of
the limits of existence. To reconcile this tension, they reconstruct the theory by
shifting the ontological locus to the “existence of knowledge” (wujiud al-‘ilm),
redefining “representation” (hikayat) as a relation between quidditative concepts
and external existence, and “correspondence” (mutabagat) as conformity to
existential and non-existential limits. A notable innovation is the extension of
mental existence to pure intelligibles and even the Necessary Existent. However,
this reconstruction generates internal inconsistencies, particularly regarding the
instantiation of limited quiddities (bi-shart-i 1a) within simple, unconditional
existence. Aga ‘Al later modifies his position by introducing the “dependent
establishment” (thubiit-i tabi‘T) of quiddities in the divine realm. The study
demonstrates both the philosophical dynamism and the unresolved tensions in the
Zuniizis’ synthesis of radical ontology and functional epistemology.
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Introduction

In Transcendent Theosophy, the theory of mental existence has long served as

the cornerstone of epistemology, explaining how acquired knowledge (‘ilm
hustil) connects the mind to external realities through the presence of
quiddities. The Zuniizi theosophers, however, adopt a stringent reading of
asalat al-wujiid that renders quiddity a purely mental construct devoid of
external realization. This article reconstructs their distinctive position and
evaluates its internal coherence.

Central to the Zuniizis’ ontology is the absolute primacy of existence:
quiddity possesses no independent reality outside the mind and functions
solely as a conceptual representation (hikayat) of the limits and
determinations of a specific existence. Unlike moderate interpretations that
treat quiddity as a “modality” (sha’n) of existence still present (albeit
annihilated) in external reality, the Zuniizis posit a complete ontological gap
between the conceptual order and the real order. This stance directly
undermines the classical formulation of mental existence, which presupposes
that the identical quiddity exists externally (with its proper effects) and
mentally (without those effects). Mulla ‘Abdullah and Aga ‘Al explicitly
acknowledge this conflict and therefore undertake a systematic
reconstruction.

Reconstruction, Redefinition of Key Concepts, and Innovative Extensions

The Zuniizis resolve the incompatibility by arguing that externality and
mentality are accidental predicates (bi’l-‘arad) of quiddity. Applying the
principle that “everything accidental terminates in that which is essential,”
they locate the essential reality of knowledge in the “existence of
knowledge” itself—a principial existence relative to the knower and a
shadowy, dependent (zillT) existence relative to the known quiddity. In this
single existence, the known quiddity is instantiated, and the act of knowing
occurs.

This shift necessitates redefining two pivotal concepts. “Representation”
is no longer the presence of the very quiddity but the relation of a
quidditative concept to external existence. “Correspondence,” in turn, is not
identity of quiddity but conformity of the mental concept to the network of
presences (affirmative perfections) and absences (limitations) that
characterize external existence. The mind abstracts a composite concept—
positive aspects from existential perfections, negative aspects from
imperfections—and truth consists in this precise conformity.
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One of the most striking consequences is the extension of mental
existence beyond human and animal souls to pure intelligibles and the
Necessary Existent. If the existence of knowledge is a shadowy existence for
the known quiddity, and if in separate intellects knowledge is identical with
the essence, then the existence of a separate intellect can be identical with
the mental and shadowy existence of its intelligible quiddities. Mulla
‘Abdullah employs this to explain the knowledge of the Active Intellect and
even God’s pre-eternal knowledge of creatures. Aqa ‘Al1 follows his father
but later refines the account for divine knowledge by proposing the
“dependent establishment of quiddities” (thubiit-i tabi‘7) in the divine realm
(suq‘-i rubtib1), allowing God to know imperfections without their presence
in His simple essence.

Critical Assessment and Internal Tensions

Despite these innovations, the reconstruction harbours unresolved
tensions. First, the precise mode of “instantiation” (taqarrur) of quiddity
under the existence of knowledge remains ambiguous: if quiddity is purely
conceptual and non-existential, how can it enjoy any form of presence or
establishment? Second, extending mental existence to pure intelligibles
conflicts with the Zuntzis’ own distinction between quidditative concepts
(bi-shart-i 1a, limited) and existential concepts (la-bi-shart, unconditional). A
limited quiddity cannot be realized within the simple, all-encompassing
existence of a separate intellect without losing its defining limitations. Aqa
‘AlT’s later doctrine of dependent establishment appears to be a tacit revision
of the purely conceptual status of quiddity, moving closer to Sabzawart’s
view of quiddities as having a dependent, parasitic reality in the divine or
mental realm. This modification demonstrates philosophical dynamism but
also reveals that a fully coherent synthesis between radical primacy of
existence and a robust epistemology of acquired knowledge requires ongoing
theoretical adjustment.

Conclusion

The Zuniizi theosophers consciously confronted the incompatibility
between their radical ontology and the classical theory of mental existence,
producing an original reconstruction centred on the existence of knowledge
and innovative redefinitions of representation and correspondence. Their
extension of mental existence to pure intelligibles and the Necessary
Existent constitutes a genuine philosophical advance. Nevertheless, internal
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inconsistencies—especially concerning the instantiation of limited quiddities
and the coherence of the extension—persist. Aqa ‘AlT’s introduction of
dependent establishment offers a partial resolution but effectively modifies
the initial ontological premise. Ultimately, the Zuniiz1 project illustrates both
the creative potential and the inherent challenges of integrating a stringent
primacy-of-existence ontology with a functional epistemology, underscoring
the need for continuous refinement in Islamic philosophical synthesis.
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