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Abstract

The phenomenon of the transformation of forms (istihalat al-suwar), or more precisely, the
substitution of one specific form (sarah) with another in the material world, is an issue that
demands philosophical inquiry. Drawing on his philosophical foundations, Mulla Sadra presents
a novel analysis of this phenomenon through his theory of substantial motion (al-harakat al-
jawhariyya), which allows for change within the physical substance (jawhar), while also
offering a serious critique of the classical theory of generation and corruption (al-kawn wa al-
fasad). This research seeks to address the central question: Does analysis of the transformation
of forms —qgiven his critique of and shortcomings regarding the theory of generation and
corruption (al-kawn wa al-fasad) and in light of his doctrine of substantial motion —provide an
effective philosophical explanation? To answer this question, the paper employs library-based
research and content analysis methods, focusing on primary and secondary sources relevant to
the topic. First, the classical theory of generation and corruption is reviewed, with particular
attention to the views of Ibn Sma and the criticisms put forward by Mulla Sadra. Then, Sadra’s
theory of substantial motion and its implications for the analysis of the transformation of forms
are discussed. In conclusion, the findings indicate that while Mulla Sadra’s account of the
transformation of forms offers a fundamentally distinct approach compared to the traditional
view of generation and corruption, it ultimately faces similar conceptual challenges to those he
identified in the classical position.

Keywords: transformation of forms (istihalat al-suwar), generation and corruption (al-kawn wa
al-fasad), Mulla Sadra, substantial motion (al-harakat al-jawhariyya).

Introduction

Change and evolution in the world have preoccupied philosophers since ancient times. Various
thinkers have offered different analyses regarding the existence, the nature, and the mechanisms
by which transformations occur in the components of the universe. Islamic philosophers,
meanwhile, have introduced innovative theories to explain the transformation of beings. The
Peripatetic (mashsha’i) philosophers, following Aristotle, divided changes and evolutions in the
world into two categories: gradual changes and discontinuous transformations. Gradual changes
are another interpretation of “motion,” just as the Peripatetics addressed instantaneous
transformations through their theory of “generation and corruption.” This classification of
changes in the cosmos into abrupt and gradual types provided later philosophers with a
foundation for analyzing and explaining transformations in existence. This division—between
gradual and discontinuous transformation—formed the basis for subsequent philosophical
inquiry into the phenomena of change. In pre-Mulla Sadra thought, change was considered
within the context of the ten Aristotelian categories. The occurrence of gradual change or
motion in the accidental categories was universally accepted among Muslim scholars. However,
there has been significant debate regarding the possibility and nature of transformation within
the category of substance. The instant at which one specific form yields to another is a critical
and challenging moment. The mashsha’i philosophers explained the transformation of specific
forms using ““generation and corruption”, while Mulla Sadra introduced his own analysis by
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critiquing this theory and developing the theory of “substantial motion” This article aims to
assess the effectiveness of Mulla Sadra’s analysis of the transformation of forms through his
critique of “generation and corruption” and his use of “‘substantial motion.” The central question
of this research is: Is Mulla Sadra’s analysis of the phenomenon of transformation of forms,
considering his criticisms of the theory of generation and corruption, and on the basis of
substantial motion, an effective explanation? To address this primary question, the following
sub-questions are considered: What is the theory of generation and corruption and how does it
explain the transformation of specific forms? What criticisms did Mulla Sadra raise against this
theory? What is the theory of substantial motion, and how does it analyze the transformation of
specific forms? These questions shape the structure and main sections of this article.
Discovering the ontological nature of what occurs at the moment one substance and essence
transforms into another is a matter deserving deep philosophical reflection and depends on the
clarity of the underlying principles. This study, therefore, critically examines the effectiveness of
substantial motion theory in explaining the phenomenon of form transformation.

Research Findings

According to the theory of generation and corruption in mashsha’i philosophy, matter first loses
its initial form—meaning that the first form is corrupted and destroyed—after which a new form
arises. Mulla Sadra rejected this analysis of the mashsha’is regarding the transformation of
forms, finding it beset with numerous problems. By introducing the theory of substantial
motion, he proposed that the transformation of forms is a gradual, interconnected process.
Nonetheless, Mulla Sadra’s theory of substantial motion fails to fully resolve the issue of the
transformation of forms. If we closely examine the phenomenon of the replacement of forms,
we observe that while substantial motion occurs continuously within matter before the change,
the very moment of transformation presents a problem: there is an instant in which the actuality
of the previous form is entirely absent, and the individual of that form has vanished; conversely,
at the very next instant, the subsequent form appears and comes into being.

Conclusion

This article has demonstrated that, even according to the theory of substantial motion the
phenomenon of the transformation of forms cannot be considered a gradual process, but must
instead be seen as a discontinuous event. Thus, the disappearance of the former form and the
emergence of a new form can only be understood as occurring in an instantaneous and non-
gradual manner. As a result, the same philosophical problems that Mulla Sadra identified in the
classical theory of generation and corruption inevitably arise in his own framework at the
moment of transformation. Therefore, the theory of substantial motion, much like the theory of
generation and corruption, remains problematic and insufficient for explaining the phenomenon
of the transformation of forms.
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