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Abstract

In Shihab al-Din Suhrawardi’s Illuminationist philosophy (Hikmat al-
Ishraq), knowledge and being are founded upon light, and the faculty
of imagination plays a fundamental role in connecting sensory
perception, intellect, and illuminative intuition. By positing the
existence of the ‘@lam al-mithal (the imaginal world) or the detached
world of imagination, Suhrawardi introduces an ontological level that
mediates between the sensible and the intelligible realms, wherein
imaginal forms serve as intermediaries that transmit meaning from the
luminous world to the human mind. The imaginative faculty within
human beings—identified as the connected imagination—functions as
the instrument for perceiving and reflecting these imaginal forms. From
this standpoint, cognition is not merely the result of sensory or rational
perception but rather a luminous process in which imagination acts as
an epistemic mediator. Adopting an analytical-philosophical approach,
this article examines the epistemological status of the faculty and world
of imagination within Suhrawardi’s Illuminationist framework. First,
the ontological and luminous foundations of the imaginal world are
elucidated; then, the hierarchical stages of knowledge—from sensation
to illumination and presence—and the mediating role of imagination in
linking these stages are analyzed. In the final section, the expressibility
or inexpressibility of imaginal knowledge and its relation to luminous
truth are explored from the perspectives of Suhrawardi and his
interpreters, Henry Corbin and Yazdanpanah. The findings indicate that
in Hluminationist philosophy, imagination is not a fictive or illusory
faculty but rather an ontological and epistemological level that enables
the manifestation of luminous truth through symbolic and intuitive
forms. Thus, imaginal knowledge in this system constitutes a luminous
and presential mode of knowing attainable only through illumination
and the purification of the soul.

Keywords: Suhrawardi, llluminationist philosophy, detached
imaginal world, imaginative faculty, presential knowledge, acquired
knowledge, luminous cognition, illuminative symbolism, purification of
the soul.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
One of the most distinctive features of Shihab al-

Din  Suhrawardi’s  Illuminationist  (Ishraqi)
philosophy is his establishment of both ontology
and epistemology on the foundation of light. In this
system, the gradations of light correspond to
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degrees of being and knowledge, where the
brightness of light reflects the intensity of
perception and presence. Human knowledge,
therefore, is not merely a product of sense and

intellect but a luminous and presential process that
unfolds  through hierarchical degrees of
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illumination. Between the sensible and the
intelligible worlds lies an intermediary domain that
Suhrawardi calls the World of Images (‘alam al-
mithal) or detached imagination (khayal munfasil).
This ontological realm acts as a bridge through
which symbolic forms mediate meaning from the
intelligible to the human perceptive domain. In
parallel, connected imagination (khayal muttasil)
in the human soul functions as the inner faculty
capable of perceiving and reflecting these imaginal
forms, thus serving as an epistemic mediator
between the sensory and intellectual worlds.
Consequently, imagination in Suhrawardi’s system
is not a fictive or merely mental force but a mode
of being integrally linked to light and intuition.
Although Suhrawardi’s foundational works—
Hikmat al-Ishrag, Talwihat, and Mutarahat—
contain numerous discussions about imagination,
modern studies have mostly emphasized its
ontological rather than its epistemological role.
Contemporary research, such as Imaginative
Cognition in Suhrawardi’s Philosophy (2019) and
The Role of Imagination in [lluminationist
Epistemology (2021), has sought to address this gap
by emphasizing the mediatory role of imagination
between sense and intellect. However,
comprehensive studies from a systematic
epistemological perspective remain scarce. The
present study therefore undertakes a philosophical-
analytical reexamination of imagination in
Suhrawardi’s epistemological framework, aiming
to clarify whether the faculty of imagination
functions as a genuine source of knowledge and
under what luminous conditions such knowledge is
realized.

In Suhrawardi’s philosophy, existence and
cognition are both gradations of light, and every
degree of being corresponds to a degree of
knowing. As Suhrawardi declares, “Existence in its
entirety is composed of lights differing in intensity
and weakness” (Suhrawardi, 2009c). Based on
this metaphysical principle, sensory cognition
occupies the lowest degree of luminosity because
of its dependence on matter and darkness, while
intellect represents a higher, more immaterial light.
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Between these two extremes lies an intermediary
realm, the imaginal world (‘alam al-mithal), which
Suhrawardi identifies as a domain where “forms
exist neither in matter nor in intellects, but subsist
by themselves, intermediate between both worlds”
(Suhrawardi, 20o09b). The imaginal world,
according to Suhrawardi, is an independent and
objective reality inhabited by suspended forms
(suwar mu‘allaga), which are luminous and
ontologically real. He writes, “Know that forms
have an existence separate from matter; they
belong to the world of images, and every knower
partakes of them according to his degree”
(Suhrawardi, 2009a). This teaching establishes
that imagination is not a subjective projection but
an ontological bridge fundamental to epistemic
illumination. As Ziai explains, Suhrawardi’s
differentiation between connected and detached
imagination collapses the division between
psychology and  ontology, transforming
imagination from a mental capacity into an
ontological and epistemic mediator (Ziai, 1990).
Connected imagination within the soul preserves
and reactivates sensory images once the object of
perception is absent—“The soul preserves the form
after its separation from matter, and then the
intellect perceives it with a higher light” (Ziai,
1990)—while detached imagination, existing
outside the mind, is an actual luminous domain in
which the forms have real presence. As he writes,
“The things possess imaginal forms in a luminous
world apart, perceived by those endowed with
revelation and inner vision” (Ziai, 1990). Henri
Corbin thus describes Suhrawardi’s doctrine as the
first genuine “ontology of the imaginal” within
Islamic thought, calling it the mundus imaginalis,
the intermediate world of light where forms shine
as presential realities (Corbin, 1998). This
imaginal continuum sustains the movement from
sense to intellect, making possible the
illuminationist act of knowing through the
luminous flow connecting the connected and
detached imaginations (Kaukua, 2022). In Hikmat
al-Ishrag, Suhrawardi further articulates that
“every lower light receives its effusion from a
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higher one, and the faculty of imagination is one
gate of that reception” (Kaukua, 2022). Hence,
imagination is not a faculty of fiction but a
luminous mediator—the “door of reception”—
between sensory and intellectual illumination, a
“domain of intermediate lights” where presential
cognition becomes possible (Corbin, 2013;
Walbridge, 2000).

In the epistemological system of Suhrawardi, the
gradations of knowledge mirror the gradations of
being, since knowledge itself is light. “Knowledge
varies in color and intensity according to the
strength of the light,” he says (Suhrawardi,
2009c). Sensory knowledge represents the
dimmest light, bound to corporeal matter, whereas
intellectual knowledge is purely immaterial and
luminous. Between these lies imaginal cognition,
which functions as the luminous bridge from sense
to intellect (Corbin, 2013). Knowledge in this
framework progresses from sensory perception
through imagination toward intellectual and
ultimately presential illumination. In contrast to the
Peripatetic view—where knowledge is the
acquisition of mental representations—Suhrawardi
defines knowledge as a mode of being, as “the
presence of light to light,” independent of
conceptual mediation (Corbin, 2013; Nasr, 2015).
The path of cognition thus moves from
representational to presential knowledge, and
imagination becomes the transitional faculty
through which this luminous ascent occurs. In
Talwihat, Suhrawardi explains that there are
“forms that exist free from matter, yet not among
the pure intellects” (Suhrawardi, 2009b). This
“imaginal” level enables the perception of
immaterial images, linking sensory data to
intellectual abstractions (Yazdanpanah, 2014).
Beyond intellect lies illumined knowledge, in
which cognition becomes identical with luminous
presence (Suhrawardi, 2009c). Imagination,
therefore, is both the custodian and transmitter of
forms; it receives sensory impressions, liberates
them from material constraints, and conveys them
upward to the intellect. As Corbin notes, this
process occurs within what he calls “the
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intermediate realm of lights,” where forms are
neither physical nor purely intelligible, but radiant
thresholds of existence (Corbin, 2012). Through
this dynamic, Suhrawardi demonstrates that the
transition from acquired to presential knowledge
depends essentially on the mediating operation of
imagination (Yazdanpanah, 2014).

The faculty of imagination, as Suhrawardi defines
it, is not limited to the psychological function of
retaining sensory forms. It represents a mode of
existence that bridges the luminous hierarchy
between darkness and pure light (Suhrawardi,
2009a). Within the imaginal realm, forms are
suspended—free from matter yet not wholly
immaterial—and constitute the threshold at which
the soul encounters meanings beyond conceptual
abstraction. Suhrawardi refers to these as
“suspended images” (suwar mu ‘allaga), which the
soul perceives through its imaginative light. Hence,
imagination forms the liminal domain in which
form and meaning interpenetrate, enabling the
soul’s transition from sensible perception to non-
material awareness. As Yazdanpanah remarks,
“The faculty of imagination in Illuminationist
wisdom is the frontier between conceptual
cognition and luminous vision; imaginal forms are
barzakhic, mediating between sensory
manifestation and intellectual abstraction”
(Yazdanpanah, 2014). This contrasts sharply with
the Avicennian (Peripatetic) interpretation, which
viewed imagination as a mere repository of mental
forms. For Suhrawardi, knowledge is not the
mental possession of representations but the
presence of the known within the knower—
“knowledge is the presence of light to light”
(Suhrawardi, 2009c). Thus, imagination marks
the first degree of such presence: when the image
of the known object is no longer dependent on
matter but subsists as luminous presence within the
soul (Nasr, 2015). In this sense, imagination
constitutes the bridge between representational
knowledge and presential knowledge, and the
imaginal world serves as its external ontological
counterpart. Suhrawardi arranges the degrees of
cognition—sensory, imaginal, intellectual, and
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finally illuminative—according to increasing
intensities of light: “The sciences are arranged
according to the degree of light; sensory knowledge
follows darkness, and intellect follows the most
perfect light” (Suhrawardi, 2009c¢). This luminous
continuum allows knowledge to ascend from
material to spiritual and from mediated
understanding to direct presence, a process Corbin
calls the “imaginal ascent” toward light (Corbin,
2013; Yazdanpanah, 2014).

A distinctive  element of  Suhrawardi’s
epistemology is his insistence that the ultimate
truth attained through presential knowledge
transcends conceptual expression. Truth, at this
level, is luminous presence itself, beyond language
and discursive thought. As Suhrawardi affirms,
“The cognition obtained by presential knowledge is
neither a mental representation nor a conceptual
form, but occurs directly and in luminous presence”
(Suhrawardi, 2009c). In this light, presential
knowledge constitutes a union between the knower
and the known, where the essence of knowledge is
the very act of being illuminated. However, for this
luminous contact to occur, imagination becomes
indispensable. The faculty of imagination is the
medium through which the human soul can receive
and experience presential truth. As Yazdanpanah
clarifies, “The faculty of imagination in
Illuminationist wisdom is the border between
conceptual cognition and luminous vision;
imaginal forms are barzakhic between sensory
appearance  and  intellectual  abstraction”
(Yazdanpanah, 2014). Imagination thus performs
a double mediatory role: epistemological—
enabling the transition from sensory and conceptual
cognition to luminous presence—and symbolic—
allowing the truth to manifest through imaginal
symbols and allegories without altering its essential
luminosity. Human understanding cannot directly
apprehend presential truth; imagination translates it
into accessible symbolic images, narratives, and
forms  without  diminishing its  essence
(Suhrawardi, 2009c). Corbin emphasizes that “the
imaginal world is the realm where the experience
of truth becomes possible without reducing it to
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conceptual representation; luminous forms become
accessible as images and symbols” (Corbin, 2016).
Similarly, Yazdanpanah notes that imagination
serves as “the symbolic instrument that transmits
presential knowledge from abstraction to
experiential vision” (Yazdanpanah, 2014).
Therefore, in  Suhrawardi’s epistemology,
imagination is both the pathway and the language
of illumination, the bridge between knowing and
expressing the luminous reality.

In conclusion, Suhrawardi’s epistemology of
illumination is built upon the interconnection of
light, presence, and imagination. Within this
luminous hierarchy, imagination is not a subjective
or illusory power but an ontological and
epistemological medium that unites the sensible
and intelligible realms. The World of Images
(‘alam al-mithal) constitutes the metaphysical
bridge where symbolic forms mediate between
perception and intellect, while the faculty of
imagination (khayal muttasil) within the soul
receives and interprets these forms, establishing the
possibility of ascension from sensory knowledge to
intellectual and ultimately presential illumination.
Imagination, therefore, is both a cognitive and
expressive faculty: cognitively, it connects
representational and  presential  knowing;
expressively, it provides the symbolic language
through which luminous truth may appear without
conceptual distortion. In Suhrawardi’s
[lluminationism, imagination and allegory are
inseparable—the symbolic world enables the soul
to encounter and communicate luminous reality
without reducing it to mental abstractions. The
culmination of knowledge, for Suhrawardi, lies not
in conceptual explanation but in presence, and
imagination is the mirror through which this
presence is both experienced and revealed.
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