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Revolution and Ontology
—A Study of “The Beginning of Philosophy”
by ‘Allamah Tabataba’

by Akiro MATSUMOTO

Muhammad Husain Tabataba’i (1902—1981) was one “of the greatest

Islamic thinkers in modern Iran. He used to be known by the honorific

45



Revolution and Ontology

“Allamah (the very learned ) He wrote numerous books on the Islamic sciences,
which cover Islamic law, Islamic theology, Islamic philosophy, exegetics on the
Qur’an and so on. Unlike Ayatullah Khumaini, he never had a brilliant career of
anti-despotism. However, he.was always very much respected by all the Iranian
rizhanis because of his deep-rooted Islamic belief and his erudition in the Islamic
sciences. He was a professor at the theological school of Qum and most of the
leaders of the Islamic Revolution in Iran in 1979 received his lectures.

Today his writings are very popular and are read everywhere in Iran. The
revolutionary government is also encouraging Iranian people to study his works.
In particular, his “Bidayah al-Hikmah (The Beginning of Philosophy) ” is very
famous. The revolutionary intellectuals are ardently studying the problems of
Islamic ontology referring to this book. His idea is so scholarly that it seems
very difficult to understand the concepts in this book without basic philosophic
knowledge.

This paper examines the logical structure of Islamic ontology in “The
Beginning of Philosophy”, focusing on the unity of cognition and practice in the
existential world. In addition it attempts to discover the reason for the high
evaluation of this book.

In the traditional Twelver Shi’ite philosophy, it is said that the concept of
being is established apriori in man’s conscience. ‘Allamah Tabataba’T holds the
same idea. In this book his idea of “being” is based on both “cognition” and
“practice”. He proves that being is the basis of cognition, and cognition is the
basis of practice. Thus, he unites “being”, “cognition” and “practice” in his idea.
In order to realize this unity, it seems to be a prerequisite to understand the

reality of the existential world as ‘Allamah Tabataba’t does.
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The unity of cognition and practice in the existential world is an absolutely
necessary condition for overcoming so-called “Selbstentfremdung (self-
alienation)”. Selbstentfremdung now prevails in the world and it is considered
that this alienation had its origins in the disunity of cognition and
practice. ‘Allamah TabatabaJT shows the way of unity of cognition and practice
in the existential world through expounding the reality of being. At this point, it
can be considered that one of the main purposes of the Islamic Revolution in Iran
is to have conquered this Selbstentfremdung which had been broght about by the
westernizing policy of the Shah’s regime. Therefore, this book is still highly
acclaimed and studied by many people who wish to pursue the authentic Islamic

idea.
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