Journal of Explorations in Philosophy and Religion

Volume 5. Issue 1. Spring and Summer 2026. Pages 7 to 33.

Research Paper

The Problem of the Other and the Ethics of Interaction with the Surround-
ing Nature from the Perspective of Muslim Philosophers (With a Focus on
the Views of Avicenna and Mulla Sadra)

Mehran Rezaee™ | Eisa Mohammadinia?

! Assistant Professor, Department of Islamic Philosophy and Theology, University of Mazandaran, Babolsar, Iran.
m.rezaee@umz.ac.ir

% Assistant Professor, Department of Islamic Philosophy and Theology, University of Mazandaran, Babolsar, Iran.
e.mohammadinia@umz.ac.ir

d 10.22080 /jepr.2026.30545.1307

Received:
November 17, 2025 AbStraCt
Accepted:
January 23, 2026
Available online:
May 29, 2026

In contemporary modes of life characterized by excessive self-centeredness the
problem of the Other has emerged as a significant challenge. Meanwhile, Islamic
philosophical foundations contain insights that can offer guidance in this regard.
The present study investigates how, from the viewpoint of Islamic philosophers
(with an emphasis on the thought of Ibn Sina and Mulla Sadra), the problem of the
Other is conceptualized and what its essential components are. It also examines,
based on these extracted components, what ethical approaches can be proposed
for interacting with the surrounding natural world—the “non-human Other.
"Through an examination of the works of these philosophers, three essential
components of the problem of the Other from the standpoint of major Islamic
thinkers can be identified:1- The unavoidable intertwinement of individual and
social felicity with the problem of the Other; 2- The concomitance of existence
and cognition, and the expansion of the referents of the “cognizant Other”; 3-
The articulation of the problem of the Other within a theological worldview
grounded in a purposive, God-centered (rather than self-centered) cosmos.
Building upon these components, several ethical approaches to human interac-
Keywords: tion with the surrounding environment rooted in the philosophical perspective
The problem of the Other, | D the problem of the Other are derived. These include: a) The manifestation of
Ibn Sina, Mulla Sadra, En- | individual and social felicity through constructive engagement with the natural
vironment, Moral Philos- | €nvironment; b) An environmental ethic founded on expanding the scope of the
ophy “cognizant Other”; ¢) The moral inadmissibility of unrestrained exploitation and
the necessity of distributive justice in sharing natural resources and benefits.
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Extended Abstract

1. Problem

The present article examines the Problem
of the Other from the perspective of Mus-
lim philosophers (focusing on Avicenna
and Mulla Sadra) and subsequently ex-
tracts its ethical implications for interac-
tion with the surrounding nature. The au-
thor, pointing to the crisis of excessive
self-centeredness in the modern era and
the emergence of lifestyles based on un-
bounded humanism, argues that the Prob-
lem of the Other" constitutes one of the
fundamental philosophical and ethical
challenges of the contemporary age. While
Western philosophers have predominantly
addressed this issue through a phenome-
nological approach (e.g., Hegel, Husserl,
Sartre, Levinas, and Ricceur), the Islamic
philosophical tradition—due to its onto-
logical orientation—has less directly en-
gaged with "the Problem of the Other.

The main research question is twofold:

1. What are the fundamental ontological
components of the Problem of the Other
from the perspective of Avicenna and
Mulla Sadra?

2. Based on these components, what
ethical approaches to interaction with
surrounding nature (the non-human
Other, including animals, plants, and inan-
imate beings) can be derived?

The article's novelty lies in two aspects:
first, its focus on the Problem of the Other
as a framework for analyzing environmen-
tal ethics—an approach rarely seen in pre-
vious works; second, its simultaneous at-
tention to both Avicenna (as the greatest
Peripatetic philosopher) and Mulla Sadra
(as the founder of Transcendent Philoso-
phy) and the synthesis of their views to ar-
ticulate the perspective of Muslim philos-
ophers.

2. Methodology

This research employs a descriptive-ana-
lytical method. Data collection was con-
ducted through library research with crit-
ical reading of the primary works of Avi-
cenna (such as Al-Isharat wa al-Tanbihat,
Al-Najat, Rasa'il, Al-Shifa": Ilahiyyat, and
Danishnama-yi 'Ala'l) and Mulla Sadra
(such as Al-Hikmah al-Muta'aliyah fi al-
Asfar al-'Aqgliyyah al-Arba‘'ah, Al-Mabda' wa
al-Ma'ad, Al-Shawahid al-Rububiyyah, and
Kasr al-Asnam al-Jahiliyyah). Works of
contemporary commentators and inter-
preters of Islamic philosophy (particularly
Ayatollah Javadi Amoli) were also utilized
for conceptualizing the Other within an Is-
lamic framework.

In the first phase of the research, the
ontological components of the Problem of
the Other were inductively extracted from
the works of these two philosophers. In
the second phase, through analysis of the
logical implications and consequences of
these components, ethical approaches to
interaction with surrounding nature were
derived. The author emphasizes that the
goal is not merely a review of philosophical
foundations but practical application—
demonstrating the trajectory from general
principles to more specific implications.
The article also employs conceptual mod-
eling (a diagram illustrating the relation-
ship between intensity of existence and
level of perception) to facilitate under-
standing of the foundational principles.

3. Main Findings

The findings are presented in the form of
three ontological components and three
ethical approaches.

Ontological Components of the Prob-
lem of the Other:

First: The Inevitable Intertwining of In-
dividual and Social Felicity with the
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Problem of the Other: From the perspec-
tive of Avicenna and Mulla Sadra, true fe-
licity (sa'adah) is not confined to individual
introspection and asceticism. Avicenna
understands felicity as the activity of the-
oretical and practical reason, and he him-
self was actively engaged in politics, med-
icine, and public service. Mulla Sadra like-
wise structures his magnum opus, Al-Asfar
al-Arba'ah, upon the foundation of the
journey from creation to the Truth fol-
lowed by "return to creation." His author-
ship of works such as Kasr al-Asnam al-
Jahiliyyah demonstrates his reformist ef-
forts. Thus, the Other constitutes an es-
sential pillar of felicity, and social reform
along with attention to others are neces-
sary conditions for individual perfection.

Second: The Co-extensiveness of Exist-
ence and Perception and the Expansion of
the Instances of the Perceptive Other:
Based on Mulla Sadra's philosophical inno-
vations, existence and perception are co-
extensive (tasawuq al-wujud wa al-idrak).
The principle of gradation of existence
(tashkik al-wujud) explains the different
levels of existential intensity. The article
presents a conceptual model according to
which the greater the existential intensity
of a being, the higher its level of percep-
tion and consciousness. The conclusion is
that perception is not exclusive to hu-
mans; rather, all components of nature
(animals, plants, and inanimate beings)
possess degrees of consciousness. Avi-
cenna, through his theory of vegetative,
animal, and human souls, also provides a
basis for accepting hierarchical levels of
perception.

Third: The Problem of the Other within
a God-Centered (Rather than Self-Cen-
tered) Teleological Worldview: In Islamic
philosophy, the axis of existence is God,
and the world is created purposefully and
teleologically. =~ Humans are  God's

vicegerent (khalifah), but this status does
not imply self-centered humanism; rather,
the human being who follows the divine
path bears responsibility toward others
(both human and non-human). No part of
nature has been created in vain, and all
play a role in the hierarchical order of cre-
ation's purpose.

Ethical Approaches to Interaction with
Surrounding Nature:

First: The Manifestation of Individual
and Social Felicity in Constructive Interac-
tion with Nature: Humans bear responsi-
bility toward nature. This responsibility
has two dimensions: an individual dimen-
sion (good deeds such as planting trees,
which carry otherworldly rewards, as em-
phasized in the prophetic traditions) and a
social dimension (environmental preser-
vation due to its collective effects). Avi-
cenna, in his theory of divine providence
(‘inayah), guarantees a network of goods (k
hayrat) for all substances, which includes
the good of animals. Mulla Sadra and his
followers, based on the faculty of imagina-
tion (khayal) in animals, posit the possibil-
ity of an intermediate state (barzakh) and
afterlife for certain animals.

Second: The Necessity of Positive In-
teraction with Nature Based on Expanding
the Instances of the Perceptive Other: If all
components of nature possess conscious-
ness, they cannot be treated with indiffer-
ence. The article emphasizes that a dis-
tinction must be made between percep-
tual superiority and moral superiority: alt-
hough humans are perceptually superior,
this perceptual superiority does not nec-
essarily entail moral superiority (i.e., disre-
garding the suffering of other beings). If
perceptual superiority were the criterion
for moral superiority, then in human soci-
ety, more educated individuals would have
the right to disregard the suffering of less
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educated individuals—a clearly absurd
conclusion.

Third: The Reprehensibility of Unlim-
ited Exploitation and the Necessity of Dis-
tributive Justice in Allocating Natural Re-
sources: Within a  God-centered
worldview, human utilization of nature is
conditional upon observing religious
boundaries and the purpose of creation.
The human-nature relationship is one of
subjugation (taskhir)—an action consonant
with the agent's nature, grounded in wis-
dom—rather than violent coercion (qahr
wa qasr). The rights of the various compo-
nents of nature must be respected, alt-
hough this does not imply complete equal-
ity between humans and animals.

4. Discussion

In the discussion section, the author ad-
dresses several key points. First, the Prob-
lem of the Other in Islamic philosophy is
not a peripheral issue but is rather situated
within theoretical and practical monothe-
ism (tawhid) and can serve as a foundation
for theorizing in emerging fields such as
environmental ethics.

Second, the article distinguishes be-
tween two interpretations of human supe-
riority: perceptual superiority (which Avi-
cenna and Mulla Sadra affirm) and moral
superiority (which does not necessarily
follow from perceptual superiority). This
distinction represents one of the article's
most significant analytical achievements,
as it preserves the special status of hu-
mans in the cosmos while preventing them
from falling into excessive moral excep-
tionalism.

Third, drawing on religious sources
(the Qur'an, Nahj al-Balaghah, and tradi-
tions of the Prophet and Imams), the arti-
cle demonstrates that Islamic teachings
are not only compatible with environmen-
tal ethics but actively affirm and

emphasize it. For example, a tradition from
the Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) equating
the cutting down of trees in wartime with
the killing of innocent children, as well as
the teachings of Imam 'Ali (AS) regarding
feeding animals and not separating off-
spring from their mothers, exemplify such
emphases.

Fourth, the article presents a model of
the gradational nature of ethical commit-
ment (dht maratib): adherence to the eth-
ical principles of interaction with nature is
a function of the levels of monotheism and
faith. Essential monotheism (tawhid dhati),
attributive monotheism (tawhid sifati), af-
fective monotheism (tawhid afali), and
practical monotheism (tawhid 'amali) have
different degrees, and depending on one's
level of faith, one realizes varying degrees
of responsibility toward nature.

The author concludes the discussion by
emphasizing that the article does not ad-
vocate for excessive other-directedness
but rather critiques excessive self-cen-
teredness and delineates a balanced ethi-
cal life in relation to all others. The article
also explicitly states that respecting the
rights of nature does not imply complete
equality between human and animal
rights; certain forms of superiority (e.g.,
perceptual superiority) remain reserved
for humans.

5. Conclusion

The article concludes by summarizing the
findings: Islamic philosophy (focusing on
Avicenna and Mulla Sadra) offers a rich and
systematic framework for understanding
the Problem of the Other, which can be
encapsulated in three key components: (1)
the inevitable intertwining of individual
and social felicity with the Other; (2) the
co-extensiveness of existence and per-
ception and the expansion of instances of
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the perceptive Other; and (3) a God-cen-
tered, teleological worldview.

These components, in turn, yield spe-
cific ethical approaches to interaction
with surrounding nature: (1) individual and
social felicity is manifested in constructive
interaction with nature; (2) given the con-
sciousness of nature, positive interaction
with it as a perceptive Other is necessary;
and (3) unlimited exploitation of nature is
reprehensible, and distributive justice in
allocating natural resources between hu-
mans and other beings is essential.

The author emphasizes that contrary to
common assumptions, Islamic philosophy
is not alienated from the non-human
Other; rather, through its robust

ontological principles, it can address con-
temporary ethical challenges such as the
environmental crisis. Furthermore, by dis-
tinguishing between perceptual superior-
ity and moral superiority, the article avoids
falling into either excessive anthropocen-
trism or excessive other-directedness.

Finally, the article recommends that fu-
ture research focus on comparative stud-
ies between Western phenomenological
approaches and Islamic ontological ap-
proaches to the Problem of the Other, as
well as the application of these compo-
nents to emerging ethical issues such as
animal rights, bioethics, and global envi-
ronmental problems.
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