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Abstract

The theory of i‘tibariyat (conventional entities) has generally been regarded as an
epistemological perspective aimed at explaining the content of performative and moral
concepts and propositions, which argues that conventional cognitions lack referents. One
of the foundational principles of this theory is that “conventional entities are grounded in
realities.” This raises the question: What are these realities? Addressing this question
requires an ontological perspective and formulation of the theory. According to the
definition, convention (i‘tibar) consists in “ascribing the limit of one thing to another.” In
an ontological account, existents are divided into real existents and conventional
existents. To analyze this division, six elements are identified as essential to convention
(i“tibar), understood as an act. It is demonstrated that the realities referred to by ‘Allamah
Tabataba'1 as the “real basis of convention” fall into three categories: (1) a reality that
serves as the “origin of convention,” whose limit is ascribed to another thing; (2) an entity
that, while having its own limit, serves as the “subject of convention” and receives the
attributed limit; and (3) the resemblance or relation between the origin and the subject of
convention that justifies the attribution of the original limit to the other, namely the
“aspect of convention.” According to this analysis, the “conventional existent,” as the
product of convention (i'tibar), is a composite reality consisting of existence and a limit
attributed by convention. In this article, by adopting the interpretation of quiddity
(mahiyyah) as the “limit of existence” realized in the mind of the investigator, a coherent
account of epistemological and ethical realism is presented.

Keywords: Theory of i‘tibariyat (conventional entities), existence and quiddity (wujid and
mahiyyah), ontology, ‘Allamah Tabataba1.

Introduction

‘Allamah Tabataba'1’s theory of convention represents a significant philosophical shift
within Neo-Sadraean thought. This theory was first introduced in the essay “Conventions
and Unreal Knowledge or Imaginary Thoughts” in the book Principles of Philosophy and
the Method of Realism. While much of the discourse in this work addresses the
emergence and epistemology of moral concepts and propositions—and thus, the theory is
often regarded as a contribution to the epistemology of ethics—Tabataba’1 also elaborates
on this theory in other works such as Rasa’il Sab ‘a, Risalah al-Wilayah, Risalah al-Insan
fi al-Dunya, Nihayat al-Hikmah, and Al-Mizan, which reveal that his approach is not
limited to epistemology or moral philosophy alone. The aim of this paper is not to
provide a comprehensive analysis of the content, criticisms, and responses concerning the
theory of convention. Rather, it seeks to focus on two fundamental claims of the theory:
(1) “conventions are distinct from facts,” and (2) “conventions are based on facts.” The
central problem addressed in this paper is an ontological explanation of the relationship
between conventional affairs and factual realities.
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Research Findings

A. On What Facts Do Conventions Rely? 1) The “origin of convention” — that is, the
reality whose definition or limit is transferred to another entity; 2) The “place of
convention” — the entity to which the definition or limit of another is ascribed; 3) The
“justifier of convention” — a real similarity or proportionality between the origin and the
place of convention, which justifies the metaphorical transfer of the definition from the
origin to the place.

B. What Is Meant by “Conventional” in the Division of Entities into Real and
Conventional?

A conventional entity, as the product of convention, is something in which the definition
of the origin is transferred to the place; in other words, it is an entity regarded as having a
non-essential nature.

C. Does Acceptance of Conventional Perceptions Conflict with Epistemic Realism?

While many of our everyday perceptions are of a conventional type, not all of our
thoughts and ideas fall under this category. Importantly, the wvery concept of
conventionality presupposes the existence of some true, acquired knowledge. The “place”
for the meaning of conventionality is true acquired knowledge that corresponds to a real
object of knowledge. What is claimed in the case of conventions is that the perception
follows a non-real referent.

D. Does Accepting Moral Conventions Entail Moral Anti-Realism?

The discussion of moral conventions concerns the mechanisms whereby human beings
act in relation to norms and, thus, is more closely related to the psychology of values than
to the issue of the truth of moral values or the philosophy of ethics per se. According to
this theory, the derivation of moral propositions may not be a matter of demonstrative
reasoning; nevertheless, this does not mean that morality and its values are unreal.
Goodness and badness, on this view, are rooted in the very nature and unique constitution

of humanity in fulfilling its needs and attaining perfection.

Conclusion

In this paper, an ontological interpretation of the theory of convention has been presented
based on distinguishing between “convention” as an act and “convention” as the product
of that act. The facts identified by ‘Allamah Tabataba'i as the foundation for
convention—emphasizing that conventions are based on facts—are of three types: (1) a
fact that serves as the “origin of convention,” whose definition is transferred and ascribed
to another object; (2) a reality that itself possesses an essential definition but receives that
of another as the “place of convention”; and (3) a proportionality or commonality
between the origin and the place that serves as the “justifier of convention,” legitimizing
the figurative application of one definition to the other. According to this analysis, a
“conventional entity,” as the outcome of convention, is a reality composed of existence
and a definition that is attributed to it by convention. If we accept that “quiddity is the
definition of existence,” realized in the mind, one can present a coherent interpretation of
‘Allamah Tabataba'1’s view regarding pre-social and post-social conventions—where the
principles of following knowledge and grounding moral judgments in feelings are not at
odds with epistemic and moral realism. On this basis, conventional matters acquire a
subjective status and type of perception. However, if we reject this interpretation of the
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relationship between existence and quiddity, it becomes necessary to reconsider the
theory of convention. Thus, the adoption of a position regarding the theory—especially
its epistemological and ethical implications—ultimately depends on one’s ontological
view of the relationship between existence and quiddity.
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