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The present work was completed in 1982 at the University of 
Chicago as part of the author’s PhD requirements; then in 1993 it 
was revised and published in Kuala Lumpur by the International 
Institute of Islamic Thought and Civilization (ISTAC). Since then 
there have been many studies on both Mullā Ṣadrā and Heideg-
ger. The purpose of this edition is not to incorporate these recent 
studies because I do not think that they change the general argu-
ments in this old study. They, however, add more comprehension 
to the themes discussed in this work. I would like to add one of my 
insights here by way of passing which I had felt in fact when I was 
working on my thesis. The readers may also notice in this study 
that some sentences of Heidegger seem to be German translations 
of Ṣadrā’s statements. The general context of these statements are 
quite different from the statements of Ṣadrā and thus they do not 
somehow lead to the conclusion that these are taken from Max 
Horten’s (d. 1945) book Das Philosophische System von Schiräzi: 
Übersetzt und Erläutert which is published in 1913. For instance, 
Heidegger defines time as “the horizon of Being” (for this see the 
first part of Sein und Zeit entitled “Die Interpretation des Daseins 
auf die Zeitlichkeit und die Explikation der Zeit als des transzenden-
talen Horizontes der Frage nach dem Sein”) which is the same in 
Ṣadrā. Moreover, they both affirm that knowledge is a mode of 
Being (see here Conclusion, section 5). These are introduced as 
main parallel ideas. I think this is what makes a comparative study 
of Heidegger and Ṣadrā interesting and worthwhile.
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for paying special attention to publish my work. I also thank the 
editor of the press, Savaş C. Tali for his follow up to see the work 
through the press; and the assistant, Şehadet Sena Taş for typeset-
ting the manuscript.

Alparslan Açıkgenç

Üsküdar, Istanbul

October 5, 2020
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Modern existentialism is usually evaluated on social and cul-
tural grounds. Many thinkers admit that the general conditions of 
society and the problems that arose through technological devel-
opment are the causes responsible for the appearence of existen-
tialism. Because of these characteristics of modern existentialism, 
it has been regarded as a transitory and non-philosophical move-
ment which attemps to bring about solutions to the current prob-
lems of contemporary man. These claims of critics are not totally 
baseless. Kierkegaard, for instance, harshly criticizes the industrial 
society on the grounds that it endangers the dignity of the human 
person. His violent attack on Hegelian idealism is a sure sign of the 
existentialist rejection of pure rational analysis. Moreover, accord-
ing to Kierkegaard, a society that is governed by the impersonal 
“laws” of production leaves no room for the individual. We must, 
therefore, reconstruct the society along humanistic lines. This can 
be accomplished only by paying more attention to a direct refor-
mation of individual life; in other words, success of both social 
and political revolutions depends upon the basic transformation 
of individual ‘existence’. It is from this humanistic perspective that 
man as a being becomes an important element in philosophy; and 
again, it is in this sense that a philosophy becomes existentialist. 
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Modern existentialism, then, can be characterized as the phil-
osophical system that makes a sincere attempt to solve the social 
problems of the age by emphasizing the individual human ‘exis-
tence’. Although in this attempt even the term ‘existence’ is not al-
ways used in the philosophical sense, the development of this trend 
of thought based on this concept alone led to purely philosophical 
problems and their ensuing discussions. Heidegger, for example, 
repudiated the term ‘existentialism’ for himself.1 He is, neverthe-
less, classified as an existentialist. In this case, there are, of course, 
reasons behind all this debate. I shall too, try to defend the idea that 
Heidegger must be classified as an existentialist. It is indeed the 
purpose of this study to examine Heidegger from this perspective.

There is yet another side of this work presenting a particular 
philosophical perspective in Islam, which we call for convenience 
of reference the ‘Islamic Existentialism’. This philosophical move-
ment began in the Muslim world with the appearance of the doc-
trine of waḥdat al-wujūd, i.e., unity of being and reached its zenith 
with Ṣadrā, and especially through the celebrated ṣūfi-philoso-
pher Ibn ‘Arabi (d. 1240). Islamic existentialism did not arise out 
of social or moral problems of the society; on the contrary, as a 
purely philosophical expression of a civilization, it is an attempt to 
grasp the inner reality of Being, which we experience, in each case, 
as universe, abundantly exhibiting various forms and grades of ex-
istence. This does not mean, on the other hand, that ethical and 
social issues did not get their due attention in the Islamic existen-
tialism. Many ṣūfi (namely, Islamic mystical) doctrines are, in fact, 
introduced as solutions for the social problems of the time. This 
philosophical movement as represented by Mullā Ṣadrā arose out 
of the controversy over essence and existence, as to which one 
constitute the Reality. The same controversy is, of course, the 

	 1	 Martin Heidegger, “Letter on Humanism”, in the Philosophy in the Twen-
tieth Century, ed. by W. Barrett and H.D. Aiken (New York: Random 
House, 1962), 271-2.
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focal point of discussion in modern existentialism too. But the dif-
ference is in the way both schools handled the problem. There-
fore, we are led to raise a question: In what sense can Ṣadrā and 
Heidegger, as examined in this study, be regarded existentialists?

In a general way; we may classify existentialists into two 
groups: 1. Those philosophers whose interest is mainly in the so-
cial and moral problems faced by the human person in a society. 
But they give their solutions to these problems in terms of indi-
vidual existence. Kierkegaard, Sartre and even Nietzsche, to some 
extent, can be regarded as existentialist philosophers of this type. 
2. Those philosophers who are primarily interested in metaphys-
ical (and in this respect, basically ontological) aspects of Being. 
Existentialists of this group are interested mainly in providing an 
analysis for the concept of Being. Since in their analysis the main 
point of reference is Being, we prefer to call them ‘philosophers of 
Being’. In fact, Heidegger prefers to refer to himself as a ‘philoso-
pher of existence’, since he is searching for the meaning of Being 
in terms of “existential analytic”.2 Therefore, together with him, we 
shall consider Ṣadrā as belonging to this trend of existentialism.

Although the concept of existence as referring to an individ-
ual consciousness (Dasein) plays an important role in Heidegger’s 
existential philosophy, his interest in this concept is different from 
that of the first group of existentialists. For he clearly states that his 
existentialist interpretations and analyses are purely ontological in 
their aims and are thus far removed from any “moralizing critique 
of everyday human existence.”3 Therefore, we consider Heideg- 
ger an existentialist of the second group. In fact, his main objective 
throughout his career has been an effort to provide an answer to 
the question of Being (Seins frage). It is precisely in this sense that 

	 2	 Ibid., 271-2.
	 3	 Cf., for instance, Being and Time, trans. by J. Macquarrie and E. Robinson 

(New York: Harper & Row, 1962), 211.
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we also regard Ṣadrā as an existentialist. Yet we must, at the same 
time, allow the differences between the existentialism of Heideg-
ger and that of Ṣadrā. The most crucial point in this respect is the 
terms they use; Ṣadrā’s term wujūd can be translated, depending 
on the context, as both ‘Being’ and ‘existence’; whereas Heidegger’s 
terms Sein and existenz can only be translated as ‘Being’ and ‘exis-
tence’ respectively. The difficulty to handle this terminological dif-
ference willbe felt in this work. In order not to cause any misunder-
standing, a solution is offered in the Introduction. But once this 
difference is considered, then the difference in Ṣadrā and Heideg-
ger’s existentialism also becomes more visible. As this point is ex-
pressed in the main body of this study, for Ṣadrā, existence is the re-
ality. of Being; and as such, Being is taken only as a concept. But if 
its reality is considered, then it is in each case a concrete [individ-
ual] existence. In some respect, this is true for Heidegger as well, 
but he does not consider Sein to be merely an empty concept; if, on 
the other hand, we argue that its rich content is realized by existenz, 
then the parallelism between the two thinkers becomes visible.

The point of departure for this study is that very parallel-
ism, which palpably comes to the fore not only in this respect, but 
in their solutions of other problems arising as they develop their 
doctrines. As Heidegger and Ṣadrā come from culturally differ-
ent contexts, it should be expected that their conclusions will re-
main as mere cases of similarities which, once put into the other 
context, would miss its original intention. In this case if we take, 
for example, Heidegger’s essence-existence distinction and eval-
uate it in Ṣadrā’s context, it will be a gross misinterpretation of 
his intention. For Heidegger’s principle of ontological difference 
would not allow this. As a result, we face some methodological 
problems, which we attempt to solve in the first chapter. But, as 
we have pointed out, the terminological problems are dealt with 
in the Introduction. Then, each point of parallelism is developed 
in the subsequent chapters.
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As it is the case with every comparative study involving two 
different cultures or civilizations, we also face the problem of 
translating certain concepts which are not developed in the oth-
er culture into its own concepts. Some may claim that this is ir-
relevant in the case of philosophical and scientific concepts, but 
we shall not agree with this position. In fact, many philosophi-
cal concepts developed by Ṣadrā are not found in the philosophi-
cal terminology of the Western civilization. For instance, his con-
cept of ‘systematic ambiguity’ (Tashkīk) of Being (wujūd) cannot 
be expressed in the Western philosophical conceptual scheme. 
The same is true for Heidegger’s terminology. But, then, how is it 
possible to compare two thinkers of different civilizations? This 
question can be answered from two perspectives; first of all, there 
are in the philosophical enterprise of every civilization concepts, 
theories, doctrines and ideas that are objectively similar. For, on 
the one hand, what is being investigated is the same reality; and, 
on the other hand, the rational cognitive faculties of the investi-
gators operate in the same manner. It will not be a futile attempt, 
therefore, to bring out these similarities. Second, there may be 
in those philosophical undertakings ideas, concepts, theories 
and doctrines which are subjectively similar; namely, those ideas, 
etc., may be totally similar, but because they carry with them the 
marks of their respective civilization, they signify different inten-
tions. Hence, the context of that very similarity may be utterly 
different. This is what we have called ‘parallelism’, which will be 
elaborated fully in Chapter I as a methodological tool for com-
paring Ṣadrā and Heidegger. This second perspective is especial-
ly important for the study of other civilizations, if they are to be 
appreciated at all. I do not think that the philosophical systems 
of other civilizations can ever be appreciated if we do not develop 
such methodological tools of study, which will enable us to have 
a proper approach to such human enterprise.
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A shortcoming of this study may be its distance from recent 
publications; more particularly many studies appeared on Heideg-
ger since 1983, the year when this study was completed at the Uni-
versity of Chicago as a doctoral dissertation under the supervision 
of Profs. Fazlur Rahman, Raymond Geuss and John Woods. On 
the occasion of its publication, I would like to thank them all and 
hereby gratefully acknowledge my indebtedness to them again. 
Unfortunately at the moment of its publication, it was not possi-
ble to review all the new publications and revise my dissertation 
accordingly. However, I have completely revised the Introduction, 
where the reader will find references to some recent publications 
as well. Some changes were also deemed necessary in the main 
body of the work, especially concerning the methodological ap-
proach and translation of the terminology. Otherwise, the author 
upholds that the main thesis of this study is to remain unaffected 
by recent developments.

Studies of this kind are important, as we maintained, not 
only for mutual cultural understanding, but for mutual dialogues 
as well. If philosophy is it human endeavor to comprehend the 
universe and man’s position in such an existence, then there must 
definitely be a mutual dialogue between civilizations toward the 
realization of that end. Moreover, if this is taken as objectively si-
miliar problems of humanity in every culture, then the social prob-
lems of each culture can be regarded as its subjective problems; 
even in this case, cultural dialogues may help solve problems of 
societies. Therefore, whether regarding the objective or the subjec-
tive problems, a comparative study of this kind occupies a crucial 
place in any field of study. Therefore, as a realization to this end, I 
owe thanks to the International Institute of Islamic Thought and 
Civilization (ISTAC) of Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia where I spent 
two fruitful years (1991-1993). Above all, I would like to express 
my gratitude and appreciation to its Founder-Director, Prof. Dr. 
Syed Muhammad Naguib Al-Attas for his keen interest in the 
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publication of this work. Let it be mentioned also in this connec-
tion that it is mainly through his concern that the Institute ac-
quired the personal library of the late Prof. Fazlur Rahman (Rah-
matullahi-‘alayh), whose invaluable guidance shaped this study 
during my graduate studies at Chicago (1978-1983). For this rea-
son, it cannot be just a mere coincidence that this work should 
be dedicated to his memory. Furthermore, Fazlur Rahman himself 
was a great admirer of activities toward mutual understanding and 
dialogues between civilizations. My sincere thanks to Muhammad 
Zainiy Uthman, Research Fellow at ISTAC, who read the manu-
script in its entirety, aided my computer editing greatly, made ed-
itorial suggestions and corrections, and personally saw the work 
through the final stages of its publication. Finally, it is also a plea-
sure to thank my wife, whose patient support helped in many ways 
until this work came to daylight.

Alparslan Açıkgenç

Kuala Lumpur

March 1, 1993


