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Addressing the question of how beauty affects the cognizing subject (the
perceiver) and what kinds of affective responses it arouses within the perceiver’s
soul is, in contemporary aesthetics, most often examined under the rubric of
“aesthetic experience.” Shaykh al-Ishraq regards light as the most perfect
instantiation of beauty and, in his analysis of the meaning of light, characterizes
it as identical with cognitivity and self-manifestation. Attributing such
characteristics to the reality of light provides the ground for diverse forms of
aesthetic experience within the realm of lights. The present study adopts a
descriptive-analytical approach to elucidate aesthetic experiences in the world

Keywords: of lights and to examine their implications from ontological and epistemological
Light, Beauty, the perspectives. The findings indicate that Shaykh al-Ishraq discusses love, pleasure,
Cognizing Subject, Love, and longing as the most significant effects of beauty upon the cognizing subject
Pleasure, and Longing. (the perceiver) and structures the intersubjective relations and interactions

among lights on this very basis. According to his view, the outcome of such
interactions in the realm of lights is the order and coherence of the entire
cosmos, encompassing both the spiritual and the corporeal domains. Moreover,
Suhrawardi interprets all movements and transformations within the world of
being in light of this framework, and it is precisely from here that a path toward
the journey toward God (sayr ila Allah) is opened.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

The aesthetic experience has long
occupied a central place in philosophical
discussions concerning the nature of
perception, beauty, and the
transformation of the perceiving subject.
In classical and modern aesthetics alike,
“experience” typically denotes a direct,
intuitive, and immediate mode of
awareness in which the subject
encounters the object not conceptually
but existentially. This notion of direct,
non-discursive apprehension provides a
fruitful  bridge between  aesthetic
experience and mystical experience, both
of which are grounded in a form of
intuitive  presence and  affective
absorption. Within the intellectual
heritage of Iran, few figures exemplify this
intertwining of intuitive knowledge,
metaphysics, and aesthetic insight as
profoundly as Shihab al-Din Suhrawardji,
the founder of the Illuminationist (Ishraqt)
school. Suhrawardi envisions reality as a
hierarchy of lights emanating from the
Light of Lights, where every being is a
degree of luminous manifestation. In this
system, beauty is inseparable from light,
for light is both self-revealing and the
principle of all perfection and attraction.
Thus, aesthetic experience is not merely a
psychological or emotional event but a
mode of encountering the ontological
luminosity that structures existence.
While extensive scholarship has examined
Suhrawardi’s metaphysics, epistemology,
and mystical symbolism, the specifically
aesthetic dimensions of his system,
particularly the effects of beauty on the
perceiving  subject, have received
comparatively little attention. By situating
aesthetic experience within Suhrawardi’s
luminous ontology, this study seeks to
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uncover a richer, ontologically grounded
understanding of how beauty transforms
the knower at existential and epistemic
levels.

2. Purpose, Literature

Review, and Method
The present study aims to analyze the
effect of beauty on the perceiving subject
through the lens of Suhrawardr’s
[lluminationist ~ philosophy and to
reinterpret this effect within the
framework of inter-luminous relations.
Although prior scholarship has addressed
isolated components such as love,
pleasure, or mystical insight in the Ishraqi
tradition, the aesthetic dimension of these
discussions has seldom been
foregrounded. Studies by contemporary
scholars including analyses of
Suhrawardi’s concept of love,
examinations of pleasure in Islamic
philosophy, and comparative explorations
of aesthetic thought across major
philosophers provide valuable but partial
insights. However, none of these works
place the triad of love, pleasure, and
longing at the center of a holistic account
of aesthetic experience based on the
ontological structure of light. This study
fills that gap by: (1) examining these three
concepts as interconnected aesthetic
responses; (2) analyzing the ontological
conditions enabling such responses within
the hierarchy of lights; and (3) interpreting
the human soul as a luminous entity,
within intersubjective luminous relations.
Methodologically, the study employs a
conceptual-analytic and hermeneutic
approach grounded in Suhrawardr’s
primary texts, particularly Hikmat al-
Ishraq, Talwihat, Mutarahat, and his
symbolic treatises, supplemented by
classical commentaries and contemporary
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scholarship. The analysis traces how
Suhrawardi’s  metaphysics of light
establishes the foundations for aesthetic
experience as a form of existential
awareness. By moving beyond
psychological models of aesthetic
response, the study reorients discussion
toward an ontological aesthetics in which
beauty, cognition, and spiritual ascent are
deeply intertwined.

3. Discussion

The findings of this study indicate that
Suhrawardr’s conception of light as self-
revealing, perceptive, objective, and
gradational provides the essential
framework for understanding aesthetic
experience in the Illuminationist system.
Light is both the locus of beauty and the
principle of perception; therefore,
aesthetic  experience is inherently
luminous and ontological. Three primary
effects of beauty on the perceiving subject
emerge from Suhrawardi’s writings: love
(‘ishq), pleasure (ladhdha), and longing
(shawq). Love arises from the joyous
apprehension of perfection and is
proportional to both the intensity of
beauty in the object and the perceptive
capacity of the subject. Since God
possesses maximal perfection and
maximal self-awareness, the highest
degree of love exists within the Divine
essence. Pleasure, in turn, results from the
apprehension of a fitting perfection,
understood in terms of luminosity,
goodness, and existential completeness.
Suhrawardi emphasizes that sensory
pleasures are merely shadows of higher
intellectual and immaterial pleasures
arising from luminous apprehension.
Longing represents a dynamic form of
love: it occurs when the perceiving
luminous entity apprehends a perfection it

Volume 4. Issue 2. Autumn & Winter 2026-27. Pages 163 to 185.

lacks yet is capable of attaining. Only
beings with potentiality such as human
and celestial souls can experience longing;
pure immaterial intellects and the Divine
cannot. These three effects collectively
shape the inter-luminous relations that
structure the hierarchy of lights. The
downward radiation of dominance (gahr)
from higher lights and the upward
movement of loving attraction (mahabba)
and longing from lower lights constitute
the aesthetic-ontological dynamics of the
cosmos. Thus, aesthetic experience
becomes the key to understanding cosmic
motion, spiritual ascent, and the harmony
of existence in Suhrawardi’s worldview.

4. Conclusion

This study demonstrates that Suhrawardi
provides one of the most comprehensive
ontological accounts of  aesthetic
experience in the Islamic philosophical
tradition. By identifying light as the
essence of both beauty and perception, he
transforms aesthetic experience from a
psychological event into an existential
encounter with varying degrees of
luminous perfection. The three principal
effects of love, pleasure, and longing are
not merely emotional states but essential
modalities of ontological participation
within the hierarchy of lights. Love
expresses the joyous recognition of
perfection; pleasure marks the fulfillment
of this recognition; and longing generates
motion toward further perfection. These
effects structure not only the inner
experience of the soul but also the cosmic
order itself. The interplay of loving
attraction from lower lights and
dominative radiance from higher lights
produces the intersubjective luminous
network through which existence is
ordered. As such, Suhrawardi grounds
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cosmology, epistemology, and spiritual
psychology in a fundamentally aesthetic
logic. The human soul, as a luminous entity
veiled by material attachments, can
intensify its perception and ascend the
luminous hierarchy through purification
and intellectual-spiritual  discipline.
Ultimately, aesthetic experience becomes
both a reflection of cosmic harmony and a
pathway to metaphysical realization. By
analyzing beauty’s transformative power
within this illuminationist framework, the
study not only fills a gap in Suhrawardian
scholarship but also opens new
possibilities for dialogue between classical
Islamic metaphysics and contemporary
discussions on aesthetics, consciousness,
and phenomenology.
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