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Abstract

The aim of this research is to conduct a comparative study of two epistemological models in
explaining how sensory perception emerges: the theory of "common sense" (al-hiss al-mushtarak)
in the philosophy of al-Farabi and Avicenna, and the theory of the "lived body" in the
phenomenology of Maurice Merleau-Ponty. The central question is whether sensory perception
is a staged, analysable, and representational process or a holistic, pre-reflective phenomenon
rooted in the lived interaction of the body with the world. Employing a comparative-analytical
approach based on a close reading of primary philosophical texts—including the works of al-
Farabi, Avicenna, and Merleau-Ponty—this study compares the ontological foundations,
mechanism of perception, origin of meaning, and the feasibility of simulating cognition in these
two intellectual systems. The findings show that al-Farabi and Avicenna view perception as an
ascending progression from sensory passivity to rational actuality, in which the body serves as a
passive instrument for the soul and common sense assumes the role of integrating dispersed data.
Conversely, Merleau-Ponty, by critiquing subject-object dualism and rejecting raw sensory data,
introduces perception as intertwined with the "flesh of the world" and considers it to lack an
algorithmic equivalent. While both perspectives share an emphasis on the unity of perception,
they diverge regarding the ontological status of the body, the origin of meaning, and the possibility
of algorithmic modeling. In conclusion, human perception is a multilayered phenomenon, and its
comprehensive explanation requires the simultaneous acceptance of two dimensions: staged
analysability according to the theory of common sense to explain higher levels of cognition, and
lived holism according to the phenomenology of the lived body to explain the pre-reflective layer
of perception. This integration can open new horizons in philosophy of mind, cognitive science,
and the design of artificial intelligence systems.

Keywords: epistemology, common sense (al-hiss al-mushtarak), al-Farabi, lived body, Merleau-
Ponty.

Introduction

In the contemporary era, cognitive science is largely dominated by functionalist and
information-processing paradigms. Although current artificial systems demonstrate remarkable
algorithmic and computational capabilities, they remain fundamentally unable to replicate the
qualitative richness (qualia) and lived complexity of human perception. For many philosophers,
perception is not merely a representational mapping of raw sensory data; rather, it is a multilayered
phenomenon involving self-awareness, emotion, intuition, creativity, moral reasoning, and
intersubjective understanding. However, this study does not focus on the higher layers of abstract
thought or theoretical wisdom. Instead, it concentrates on the most foundational, elementary, and
perhaps most mysterious stage of cognition: the transition from physical affections of the sense
organs to sensible forms in the human mind—the very birth of the fivefold sensibles from the
physical to the psychic world. This moment of transition, i.e., the transformation of physiological
impressions—such as those of the retina or eardrum—into sensible forms within the common
sense, has remained a blind spot in both classical and modern epistemology.
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To address this, the paper poses a central question: Is sensory perception a stage-by-stage,
analyzable process that begins with the reception of raw data and is subsequently unified by an
internal faculty—as we find in the common-sense theory of Farabi and Avicenna—or is it a
holistic, pre-analytical phenomenon rooted in the lived interaction of the body-subject with the
world, lacking any algorithmic equivalent, as Merleau-Ponty contends in his phenomenology of
perception? By bringing these two distinct epistemological models into dialogue, this study seeks
to clarify their foundational differences and explore the possibility of a synthesis that could enrich
our understanding of perceptual awareness.

This study adopts a comparative-analytical approach, grounded in a careful and systematic
reading of primary philosophical texts. The research proceeds through three main phases.

First, the Peripatetic theory of perception is reconstructed by examining the relevant works of
Farabi and Avicenna. For Farabi, the analysis draws primarily upon Ara’ Ahl al-Madina al-Fadila
(The Opinions of the Inhabitants of the Virtuous City) and Al-Siyasa al-Madaniyya (The Political
Regime), while for Avicenna, the investigation focuses on the psychological sections of Al-Shifa’
(The Healing) and Al-Isharat wa al-Tanbihat (Remarks and Admonitions). Special attention is
given to their accounts of the five external senses, the internal faculty of common sense (sensus
communis), the hierarchy of imaginative and estimative powers, the role of the active intellect,
and the ontological status of the body as an instrument for the rational soul.

Second, Merleau-Ponty's phenomenological model is expounded through a close reading of his
major works, primarily Phenomenology of Perception and The Visible and the Invisible. The
analysis focuses on his critiques of Cartesian dualism, British empiricism, Kantian categories, and
Husserlian intentionality, as well as his positive doctrines of the lived body (corps vécu),
pre-reflective intentionality, embodiment, and the notion of the "flesh of the world." Historical
and interdisciplinary examples—ranging from Leonardo da Vinci's anatomical studies and
Kepler's astronomical observations to Gestalt psychology and classical Chinese philosophy—are
incorporated to illustrate and ground the philosophical arguments.

Third, the two models are compared systematically along five thematic axes: (1) the ontological
status and function of the body in perception; (2) the nature and structure of the perceptual process
(whether stage-like and hierarchical or holistic and pre-reflective); (3) the origin and locus of
meaning; (4) the treatment of sensory data (whether as discrete raw inputs or as already
meaningful wholes); and (5) the implications for algorithmic modeling and artificial intelligence.
This comparative framework enables a precise mapping of convergences and divergences,
culminating in a critical evaluation of the strengths and limitations of each approach and an
exploration of their potential synthesis.

Research Findings

The comparative analysis of the two epistemological models reveals both significant
convergences and profound divergences across the five thematic axes examined. These findings
are presented below in a systematic manner.

1. Ontological Status of the Body

In the Peripatetic tradition, the body is conceived as a passive instrument for the rational soul.
Farabi and Avicenna both maintain that the soul is a immaterial substance that governs the body,
and the body serves merely as a material substrate through which the soul's faculties become
actualized. The body provides raw sensory data, but it is neither the agent of perception nor the
locus of genuine knowledge. True cognition, in this view, is achieved only when the soul abstracts
itself from bodily conditions and attains intellectual immateriality. By contrast, Merleau-Ponty
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radically inverts this relationship. For him, the body is not a passive tool but the very subject of
perception—the primordial condition for any possible experience. The body is not an object in
the world but the means through which the world appears; it exists in a state of ontological
intertwining with the world, which Merleau-Ponty terms the "flesh of the world." Thus, while
both traditions acknowledge the body's involvement in perception, the Peripatetic view assigns it
an instrumental and subordinate role, whereas phenomenology elevates it to the status of the
transcendental subject of experience.

2. Nature of the Perceptual Process

Farabi and Avicenna describe perception as a stage-by-stage, hierarchical, and analytically
decomposable process. It begins with the passive reception of sensory data by the five external
senses, proceeds to the integration of these disparate data by the common sense, then moves to
storage and reproduction by the imagination, evaluation of non-material meanings by the
estimative faculty, and finally culminates in intellectual abstraction by the rational faculty, with
the active intellect illuminating the process. Each stage has a distinct function and can be logically
isolated and examined. Merleau-Ponty, however, rejects this sequential model entirely. He argues
that perception is never experienced as a series of discrete stages but is always already holistic,
meaningful, and pre-reflective from the very outset. The perceiving subject never encounters
isolated sensory bits; instead, it is immersed in a meaningful world where objects present
themselves as unified wholes. For Merleau-Ponty, the unity of perception is not a later
achievement but a primordial given, rooted in the body's synesthetic and motile engagement with
its environment. Nevertheless, both frameworks concur that perception results in a unified
experience—yet the mechanism and locus of this unification differ fundamentally: in the
Peripatetic system, unification is the work of the common sense; in phenomenology, it is
guaranteed by the pre-reflective structure of being-in-the-world.

3. Origin and Locus of Meaning

In the Peripatetic model, meaning is not inherent in sensory data but emerges at the level of
intellection. The true essence (quiddity) of an object is discovered when the active intellect
abstracts the universal form from its material particularity. Meaning, therefore, is a product of
intellectual abstraction and is located in the domain of rational cognition. Sensory perception, in
this framework, provides only the raw material for meaning; it does not itself carry meaning.
Merleau-Ponty fundamentally contests this. He argues that meaning arises at the pre-reflective,
pre-predicative level of the body's primordial interaction with the world. Before any act of
judgment or conceptualization, the body already understands the world in a practical, embodied
manner—for example, the hand knows how to grasp an object, and the eye knows how to follow
a moving figure. Meaning, for Merleau-Ponty, is embedded in the lived body's habitual and
situational engagement with the world, and it is only subsequently articulated by reflective
thought. Thus, while both views treat meaning as non-physical and irreducible to mere
physiological stimulation, they locate its birth in entirely different realms: the Peripatetics place it
in the intellectual sphere, while phenomenology locates it in the embodied, pre-reflective sphere
of lived experience.

4. Treatment of Sensory Data

Farabi and Avicenna assume the existence of raw, discrete sensory data as the starting point of
perception. The five external senses passively receive these data—color, sound, taste, odor, and
texture—each independently and in isolation. These data are then transmitted to the common
sense, where they are synthesized into a coherent perceptual object. This model presupposes that
perception begins with a purely passive, unconceptualized sensory input that is subsequently
processed and unified. Merleau-Ponty, however, vehemently rejects the notion of "raw data" as a
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philosophical fiction. He argues that we never experience discrete, neutral sensations; perception
is always already organized, structured, and charged with meaning. Even the simplest act of
seeing is informed by the body's motor intentionality, the perceptual horizon, and the background
of the lived world. The idea of raw data, for Merleau-Ponty, is an abstraction produced by
reflective analysis, not a genuine feature of lived experience. Despite this fundamental
disagreement, both perspectives concede that perception is not independent of the external world;
both acknowledge that the world provides a stimulus or context for perception. However, they
diverge sharply on the nature of the initial encounter with that world.

5. Implications for Algorithmic Modeling and Artificial Intelligence

The Peripatetic model, with its clear stage-based, hierarchical, and functionally distinguishable
structure, lends itself—at least in principle—to algorithmic representation and computational
simulation. Each stage of perception, from sensory reception to integration to abstraction, can be
formalized as a discrete computational module. This has made the Peripatetic framework
historically attractive for early models of cognitive processing and continues to inform certain
approaches in artificial intelligence. In stark contrast, Merleau-Ponty's phenomenology denies the
possibility of any algorithmic equivalent for perception. Because perception is fundamentally
embodied, situated, pre-reflective, and intertwined with the body's unique history and
environment, it resists reduction to formal rules or computable functions. The "flesh of the world"
is not a set of data points but a dynamic, ineffable field of interaction. Therefore, Merleau-Ponty's
model suggests that artificial systems, lacking a lived body and genuine world-engagement, can
never replicate authentic human perception. This divergence on the question of simulation
represents the deepest chasm between the two paradigms and highlights their fundamentally
different commitments regarding the nature of cognition and consciousness.

Conclusion

The comparative investigation undertaken in this study has examined two major epistemological
models of sensory perception: the theory of "common sense" (sensus communis) as developed
by Farabi and Avicenna within the Peripatetic tradition, and the theory of the "lived body" (corps
vécu) as articulated by Maurice Merleau-Ponty in his phenomenology of perception. By
systematically comparing these two frameworks across five thematic axes—the ontological status
of the body, the nature of the perceptual process, the origin of meaning, the treatment of sensory
data, and the implications for algorithmic modeling—this research has yielded several significant
conclusions that bear upon both philosophy of mind and cognitive science.

1. Perception as a Multilayered Phenomenon

The first and most fundamental conclusion is that sensory perception is not a unidimensional
process that can be adequately captured by a single explanatory model. Rather, perception
emerges as a profoundly multilayered phenomenon that encompasses both analytically
distinguishable stages and an irreducible holistic dimension. The Peripatetic tradition, with its
emphasis on the hierarchy of internal faculties and the progressive ascent from sensory passivity
to intellectual actuality, provides a powerful and rigorously structured account of the cognitive
processing that transforms raw sensory inputs into abstract universal concepts. This model excels
at explaining higher-order cognition, including abstraction, judgment, reasoning, and the
formation of scientific knowledge. However, its weakness lies in its treatment of the initial,
pre-reflective moment of perceptual encounter—the very genesis of sensible experience. By
reducing the body to a passive instrument and assuming the existence of discrete raw data, the
Peripatetic framework overlooks the primordial, embodied, and meaningful character of
perception as it is actually lived.
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Merleau-Ponty's phenomenology, by contrast, illuminates precisely this pre-reflective layer. His
emphasis on the lived body, the intertwining of the perceiver with the world, and the holistic,
meaningful nature of perceptual experience reveals dimensions of perception that resist any
stage-wise decomposition. He demonstrates that perception is never a neutral reception of isolated
data; it is always already charged with significance, structured by the body's motor intentionality,
and embedded in a historical and cultural horizon. Yet, Merleau-Ponty's framework, while rich in
its descriptive depth, offers less guidance for understanding the higher-order cognitive operations
that build upon this primary perceptual layer—operations that the Peripatetic model handles with
considerable precision.

2. The Necessity of Synthesis

The second major conclusion, and perhaps the most innovative contribution of this study, is that
these two models are not merely opposed but are, in fact, complementary. Neither framework
alone provides a complete account of human perception. The Peripatetic model, with its
stage-based, analytical structure, is indispensable for explaining the cognitive and intellectual
dimensions of perception; it offers a systematic architecture that can inform research in cognitive
science, computational modeling, and artificial intelligence. Merleau-Ponty's phenomenology, on
the other hand, is essential for recovering the lived, embodied, and affective ground upon which
all cognition rests—a dimension that cannot be reduced to algorithmic processing or
representational schemas.

A synthesis of these two approaches suggests a comprehensive model of perception that operates
simultaneously on two levels: (1) a pre-reflective, embodied, holistic level, where meaning is
generated through the body's active engagement with the world, and (2) a reflective, analytical,
and stage-like level, where sensory data are processed, unified, and abstracted into intellectual
knowledge. This dual-level framework acknowledges that perception is both lived and
analyzable, both phenomenological and computational. Such a synthesis does not imply a simple
reconciliation of incompatible ontologies; rather, it recognizes that different levels of analysis
reveal different aspects of the same complex phenomenon, and a complete understanding requires
that these levels be held together in a productive tension.

3. Implications for Philosophy of Mind and Cognitive Science

The third conclusion concerns the broader implications of this study for contemporary philosophy
of mind and cognitive science. The findings challenge the dominant functionalist and
representationalist paradigms that currently prevail in cognitive science, which tend to model
perception as a form of information processing divorced from embodiment. While the Peripatetic
framework aligns, in certain respects, with these computational approaches, Merleau-Ponty's
phenomenology delivers a powerful critique of their reductionism. It reminds us that human
cognition is fundamentally embodied, situated, and enactive—that it arises from a living, acting,
perceiving body that is always already engaged with its world.

At the same time, the Peripatetic model provides a corrective to the tendency, within some
phenomenological circles, to dismiss the possibility of any formal or computational analysis of
cognition. The clear, hierarchical architecture of the common-sense theory offers a valuable
heuristic for designing artificial cognitive systems, provided that such systems are supplemented
with mechanisms that can approximate embodied interaction and situated meaning-making. This
suggests that future research in artificial intelligence should not merely pursue more sophisticated
algorithms but should also explore architectures that integrate sensorimotor engagement,
environmental interaction, and historical experience—features that approximate, however
distantly, the lived body's role in perception.

4. Limitations and Future Directions
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This study acknowledges certain limitations. The comparison has focused primarily on the
foundational epistemological commitments of the two traditions, without extensively exploring
their metaphysical, theological, or ethical dimensions. Future research could expand this analysis
by examining how these perceptual models relate to broader questions of agency, selthood,
intersubjectivity, and moral perception. Additionally, the study has not engaged in a detailed
empirical evaluation of the cognitive or neural mechanisms that might support either model; such
an evaluation would require interdisciplinary collaboration between philosophers, cognitive
scientists, and neuroscientists.

Furthermore, the proposed synthesis remains programmatic and requires further conceptual
refinement. How exactly do the pre-reflective and reflective layers interact? Is the holistic
dimension of perception entirely incommensurable with computational modeling, or can certain
aspects of it be approximated through advanced dynamical systems, embodied robotics, or
machine learning approaches that incorporate sensorimotor feedback and environmental
interaction? These questions invite further philosophical and empirical investigation.

5. Final Remarks

In conclusion, this study has demonstrated that sensory perception is neither purely a stage-wise
cognitive processing nor purely a holistic embodied engagement, but rather a dynamic,
multilayered phenomenon that encompasses both dimensions. The common-sense theory of
Farabi and Avicenna offers an indispensable framework for understanding the analytical,
computational, and intellectual aspects of perception, while Merleau-Ponty's lived-body
phenomenology reveals the pre-reflective, meaningful, and embodied foundation upon which all
cognition rests. Their synthesis opens new horizons for philosophy of mind, cognitive science,
and artificial intelligence by suggesting that genuinely human-like perception requires not only
the processing of sensory inputs but also a form of embodied, environmentally embedded
interaction that resists full algorithmic reduction. This integrative vision does not resolve the
tensions between the two paradigms but harnesses them productively, offering a richer, more
nuanced understanding of the genesis and nature of perceptual awareness—one that honors both
the complexity of human experience and the rigor of philosophical analysis.
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