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Abstract

Mulla Sadra’s theory that the soul is “corporeal in origination and spiritual in
subsistence” (jismaniyyat al-hudiith wa rithaniyyat al-baqa’) is foundational to
his anthropology and eschatology. Yet commentators and neo-Sadrian
philosophers have advanced two sharply opposed readings of what “corporeal
in origination” means. The first holds that the soul is literally a body (material
substance) at the moment of its coming-into-being; the second maintains that
the soul is merely dependent upon a body at origination without itself being
corporeal. Through a descriptive-analytical and argumentative examination of
Sadra’s major texts, this article demonstrates that only the first interpretation is
consistent with the inner logic of Transcendent Theosophy. Drawing on the
principles of the primacy of existence, substantial motion, the existential unity
of soul and body, and the soul’s identity with the “final form” (sarat al-
naw ‘iyya) of the human individual, the study shows that the soul begins as a
fully material, bodily reality and gradually intensifies through substantial
motion until it attains immaterial subsistence. The second interpretation
collapses into the very theory of purely spiritual origination that Sadra
explicitly rejects. The article clarifies that “corporeal in origination” is not a
loose metaphor for dependence but a precise ontological claim: at the
threshold of existence the soul is the body, not merely attached to it. This
reading preserves the coherence of Sadra’s system and offers a unified
solution to the mind-body problem and bodily resurrection.
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Introduction

Mulla Sadra’s doctrine that the human soul is corporeal in its origination
(jismaniyyat al-hudiith) yet spiritual in its subsistence (rithaniyyat al-baqa’)
stands at the heart of his philosophical anthropology. The precise meaning of
“corporeal in origination,” however, has generated two fundamentally
divergent interpretations among his commentators and later Sadrian thinkers.
One reading insists that the soul is itself a material body at the instant of its
coming-into-being; the other contends that the soul is merely dependent upon
a body without being corporeal. This article evaluates these two interpretations
against the systematic requirements of Sadra’s Transcendent Theosophy and
argues that only the first is philosophically coherent.

The Two Competing Interpretations

The first interpretation, advanced by figures such as Mulla Hadi Sabzawart
and ‘Allama Tabataba’1, maintains that at the moment of origination the soul is
a body. The human individual begins existence as an entirely material entity—
an elemental or mineral form—and only through substantial motion does this
same reality intensify until it becomes immaterial. In this view the soul at its
lowest level is identical with the body; the body is not something external to
which the soul is attached but the very first actualization of the soul’s essence.
The second interpretation, found in some writings of Shahid Mutahhari and
others, translates “corporeal in origination” as “dependent upon a body at
origination.” On this reading the soul is never itself a material substance; it
simply requires a body as its substrate or locus of dependence when it first
comes into existence. Corporeality here is reduced to a relational dependence
rather than an ontological identity.

Sadrian Principles and the Case for the Corporeal Reading

Five interlocking principles of Sadra’s philosophy demonstrate that the
corporeal reading is the only one that preserves systemic coherence.

First, the forma individualis (siirat al-naw Tyya) constitutes the entire reality of
any natural body. The soul is precisely this final specific form of the human
individual. When this form actualizes at the material level, it is the body; it
does not hover above or depend upon a pre-existing body as something
separate.
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Second, substantial motion begins from the lowest material level and is
identical with the essence of every material thing. Sadra repeatedly states
that the human soul “begins its existence from absolute corporeity,” passes
through elemental and mineral stages, and remains corporeal until vital
effects emerge. If the soul were merely dependent upon a body rather than
identical with it at origination, the very notion of substantial motion from
corporeity to spirituality would lose its meaning.

Third, Sadra explicitly employs the phrase “embodied soul” (al-nafs al-
mutajassima) for the body itself, indicating an identity rather than a relation
of dependence.

Fourth, the existential unity (ittihad wujiidi) between soul and body is not
accidental but essential. The soul and body are not two distinct substances
joined by an external link; they are one reality viewed at different degrees of
intensity. Only if the soul is the body at the material level can this unity be
maintained without introducing a dualism that Sadra’s ontology rejects.

Fifth, substantial motion exists only in material beings and is identical
with their essence. If the soul were non-corporeal even at origination, there
would be no material starting point from which motion could begin—an
explicit contradiction of Sadra’s repeated declarations.

Addressing Apparent Contradictions and the Second Interpretation

Passages in which Sadra describes the soul as “the last of the corporeal forms
and the first of the spiritual meanings” or places it at the boundary between
materiality and immateriality have misled some readers. Careful contextual
analysis shows that these statements occur either when Sadra is explaining the
passive intellect (al-‘agl al-munfa‘il) in its potentiality or when he is
describing the transition from potentiality to actuality. They serve as
preparatory steps to refute earlier theories of purely spiritual origination, not as
definitions of the soul’s initial ontological status. Once the preparatory
function is recognized, the apparent tension dissolves and the consistent
corporeal reading emerges.

Moreover, if “corporeal in origination” meant only dependence upon a
body, Sadra’s theory would collapse into the very Avicennan position he
explicitly rejects. The second interpretation cannot account for Sadra’s
insistence that the soul is the organs of the body “at the level of those
organs,” nor for his descriptions of the soul’s substantial motion from
corporeity.

Conclusion
The correct Sadrian position is that the entire truth of the human individual is
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not composed of two distinct things—soul and body. Human reality, the
human soul, or the human forma individualis begins as nothing more than an
inanimate, solid, natural corporeal thing. Through substantial motion this same
reality intensifies until it reaches the threshold at which vital effects appear.
Prior to the emergence of vital effects, the soul is the body; at that level the
soul is nothing but a corporeal entity. Only the interpretation that affirms the
soul’s literal corporeity at origination does justice to the principles of the
primacy of existence, substantial motion, existential unity, and the identity of
the forma individualis with the body. This reading not only resolves apparent
textual tensions but also provides a coherent foundation for Sadra’s solutions
to the mind-body problem and the possibility of bodily resurrection.
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