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Abstract

The theory of i'tibariyat or “Enactive cognitions” by the late Allama Tabataba'i was an
innovative theory in epistemology and rational psychology with implications for such fields
as logic, jurisprudence and principles of jurisprudence, ethics, law, social sciences and
theology. It's been also a subject of ongoing debates and discussions to date. Given that
close to a century has passed since its introduction, a full appraisal of the theory seems
imperative. My goal is examining the critical responses over this period in the hope of
certifying the validity of the theory and its application in various fields. The outcome, I
surmise, far from rejection of the theory is refinement and consolidation of its general
framework. In this paper, I start by providing a historical background and a list of key issues
raised against the theory. Then, I focus on two of them for the present paper. I address a
logical issue raised about the criterial status of the modal “ought” proposed by Allam for
identifying Enactive cognitions, and reinforce a literal interpretation which overcomes the
objection. Then I deal with a major issue concerning the general postulation of i'tibar in
voluntary actions, the very bedrock of the theory. By inspiration from Allama’s own
passages, I resolve the crucial objection by rejecting necessity of formal i'tibar in actions
and dividing general i’tbar into implicit and formal types so that either type would be
sufficient for voluntary actions.

Keywords: allama-tabataba’i, enactive-cognitions (i’tibariyat), enactive-ought, principle-
of- i'tibar, philosophical psychology.

Introduction
The theory of al-i’'tibariyat (Arabic; plural of nominalized adjective i'tibari or “notional’;

from the root i'tibar, literally “consideration” or “deeming”; technically “supposition” or
“enaction”; noun plural: i'tibarat) or al-idrakat al-i’tibari, best translatable to the theory of

“enactive cognitions”, by renowned Persian exegete, philosopher and mystic, Allama
Seyyed Muhammad-Hussein Tabataba'i, may Allah be pleased with him, is a major
innovative theory in epistemology and rational psychology encompassing issues in logic,
principles of figh, ethics, law, sociology and theology, and has been a subject of discussion
and debate to date since its first private conception 97 years ago. It was first laid out in
Arabic in Rasdil Sib’a, a collection of seven treatises that Allama composed in his younger
years and which were never published until after his death. The theory was first widely
recognized when His Holiness presented it in his well-known Farsi article series titled
Principles of Philosophy and the Realist Method, extensively annotated by his disciple
Ayatollah Mortaza Mutahhari. The theory revolves around i'tibariyat which can be best
defined as abstract and/or practical cognitions that contrast with thoughts that have concrete
ontological or factual import, namely haqgiqi (‘real’) cognitions. The i'tibariyat unlike the
haqiqi cognitions don’t represent substantive phenomena in the world such as man, tree,
angel, green, round etc. Instead, they seem to be abstracted or “enacted” to represent
ontological status and practical imports of phenomena of being and society respectively.
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The ontological subclass represents philosophical concepts such as existence, unity,
causation, necessity, contingency, etc. The practical subclass represents concepts and
propositions involved in initiating voluntary action in animate organisms and representing
their social life, and includes concepts like obligation, good, evil, authority, ownership,
trade, etc, and propositions made thereof. Nonetheless, despite the distinction, the theory
holds that the latter subclass is basically just a volitional superposition of the former on
objects of human action which in its own turn seeks concrete aims in life—thus allowing
to potentially ground human practical life on both ends in real ontological principles and
telos. Once a general definition of enactive cognitions and their shared logical rules are
given, the bulk of Allama’s theory of i’tibariyat focuses on the latter subclass which is the
category that actually realizes the said rules the most and most often. He explains how
practical enactive cognitions emerge from human cognition in response to its natural needs,
guiding his actions towards fulfillment. He finally proceeds to further classify this subclass
into pre-social and post-social enactive cognitions. In his theological works, the theory is
also invoked to explain the relation between the life of this world and the next, and it fits
in perfectly with his theological and even mystical discourses. The theory of i’tibariyat was
hailed as a major contemporary development in the Islamic tradition of philosophy after it
was first made available to the Iranian intellectuals in the Principles, but it was also met
with certain objections and skepticisms immediately and later. Starting with Mutahhari
himself, commentators have often commended the novelty and explanatory power of the
theory while also pointing to various kinds of perceived problems and questions that it
poses. Therefore, I aim to thoroughly examine these objections in hope of arriving at a
settlement about the real merits of the theory. In the process, I apply certain modifications
and refinements to the theory which I hope will preserve its general framework, arriving at
an improved theory of i'tibar. In this paper, I start by answering certain questions about the
background of the theory and offering a list of key issues raised against it that I have
encountered in my hopefully thorough survey. Then I proceed to address two of these issues
for the present paper.

Research Findings

I address a logical objection to the criterial status of the modal “ought” supposedly
proposed by Allama for identifying enactive cognitions. After analyzing candidate
solutions, I reinforce a literal interpretation which shows that the criterion was not intended
to be independent in the first place and that it works finely when used in connection to a
primary criterion. Then I proceed to grapple with a far more critical objection which
questions the general postulation of i'tibar or enactive cognition in actions, the bedrock of
the entire theory of i'tibariayt. I’tibar on this fundamental level involves the affirmation of
‘necessity’ or ‘obligation’ that Allama argues animate organisms subjectively make
immediately before initiating action in pursuit of their desires and aims. His disciple,
Mutahhari was first to point out that this was an unprecedent proposal about the exact
cognitive antecedents of human action, and others thought this cognition of necessity didn’t
seem to be clearly the case in many or any human actions. I argue that the way to deal with
this skepticism is to concede that even though some cognition is indispensable for voluntary
action but formal i'tibar is not. Formal or elaborate i’tibar seems to be a contingent scenario
but, at minimum, an implicit or subtle one is necessary in all actions in which case the
elaborate version can be considered a hypothetical or contingent scenario. The implicit kind
also seems plausible in animals for whom i’tibar was rejected by critiques on the basis of
animal’s perceived lack of formal reason. Interestingly, there are neglected passages by
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Allama that clearly support this interpretation. All is needed is to reflect the neglected
material unto Allamah’s definition of i’tibar by dividing it into the aforementioned types.

Conclusion

The theory of i’tibariyat by Allama Tabataba’i almost wholly survives the fundamental
criticism examined in this paper, salvaging the great interest by researchers in other
branches of humanities who seek to extend the theory’s implications to questions of other
fields such as ethics, social and psychological sciences. In the next paper, I hopefully
address the claim that the principle of i’tibar has undesirable theological consequences.
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