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Abstract

This article examines the phenomenology of love and its relationship to beauty in
the thought of Shihab al-Din Yahya Suhrawardi, the Illuminationist philosopher
and eminent Iranian sage. Suhrawardi succeeded in intertwining discursive
philosophy with intuitive wisdom and establishing a firm ontological foundation
for his doctrine of illumination. Known as the “Philosopher of Light,” he not only
mastered the sciences of his era but also engaged in spiritual discipline and
mystical wayfaring, attaining numerous revelations. Incorporating the wisdom of
ancient Greece and lIran, which he regarded as expressing a single truth, he
combined rational inquiry with unveiling and intuition in pursuit of a
comprehensive and unified divine reality. Through a phenomenological reflection
on the meaning and concept of love in Suhrawardi’s works, this study seeks to
elucidate the essence of his theory of love and clarify its relationship with beauty.
The central question addressed here is as follows: What does love signify in
Suhrawardi’s philosophy, and how is it related to beauty? The findings
demonstrate that love, like existence, originates from the Divine Essence, identified
as the Light of Lights and the manifestation of perfection and beauty of absolute
love, and flows throughout the whole of being. Its connection with beauty is
eternal, and both, like light and existence, are realities of gradation. The primary
sources employed are Suhrawardi’s Mu 'nis al- ‘Ushshaq (or Fi Haqigat al- Ishg),
along with Hikmat al-Ishrag, composed largely through an intuitive method based
on unveiling, and other relevant works by Suhraward.
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Introduction

The foundation of Islamic mysticism rests upon divine love, which holds an eternal bond
with Ausn (goodness) and jamal (beauty). As is derived from the noble hadith “kuntu kanzan
makhfiyyan fa-ahbabtu an u ‘raf fa-khalaqtu ’I-khalq li-u ‘raf” (“1 was a hidden treasure and | loved to
be known; therefore, I created creation so that I might be known”), the cosmos was brought into being
through love, and all motion, dynamism, and agitation within existence proceeds from this love. Since
creation is a mirror of Divine Beauty and a channel and locus for His manifestation, love is nothing
other than love of beauty; in other words, beauty is the very life and form of love.

Islamic sages and philosophers, each according to their intellectual foundations, have set foot upon
the path of love. Ibn Sina, in his Risalah fi ’I- Ishg, demonstrates the diffusion of love throughout all
beings, from the lowest to the highest. From his perspective, God is universal love, and all that exists
shines forth from the radiance of His beauty. He is the source of goodness, love and absolute beauty.
To be distanced from Him is to fall into multiplicity, and to be near Him is to ascend in unity. He
maintains that divine souls are enamored of Divine Beauty, while the Most High Himself is in love
with His own essence and His creatures; thus, the sovereignty of love extends throughout the whole
COSMOS.

The great philosopher-theosopher Mulla Sadra likewise holds, in the Asfar, that love of perfection
and love of one’s own principle is the powerful motive force driving all the particles of existence,
including the human being, in their movement toward the Divine Presence, and that it is the principle
of cosmic order:

Love holds a special place in the thought of Shihab al-Din Yahya Suhrawardi, the Illuminationist
philosopher and eminent Iranian sage, who was able to intertwine discursive philosophy with intuitive
wisdom, thereby providing a firm ontological foundation for his Illuminationist doctrine. Suhrawardi,
who built his philosophy upon light and was thus called the “Philosopher of Light,” was not only
deeply versed in the sciences of his age, but also a man of spiritual discipline, inner journeying, and
profound mystical unveilings Suhrawardi’s philosophy is called the Philosophy of
[llumination (ishrdq, meaning “the dawning light upon the horizon of the soul”), as well as
the Philosophy of Luminosity, because from his viewpoint—he who himself was named the
“Philosopher of Light”—God is the Nir al-Anwar (Light of Lights), the origin and source of the
cosmos, and the most perfect and beautiful of realities.

Suhrawardi regards love, which is bound in an eternal relationship with beauty, as pervading the
whole of existence. The ultimate end of affection is called love, and if a human being submits to love
and traverses its stations and degrees, he will witness countless wonders. It is love that makes the tree
of the human soul bear fruit and places humans among the chosen servants of God.

Among Suhrawardi’s shorter treatises, written in symbolic language and narrative form, al-Munis
al- ‘Ushshag (The Companion of Lovers) or fi hagigat al-‘ishg (On the Reality of Love) may be
considered one of the most beautiful works in Persian on love and a masterpiece of literature. Many
have ranked this short treatise alongside Ahmad Ghazali’s Sawanih al- ‘Ushshag and ‘Ayn al-
Qudat’s Lawa 'ih. In this treatise, Suhrawardi presents the reality of “love” in twelve brief chapters in a
mystical style, in a symbolic mode, and narrated in the third person. Throughout this short work,
Qur’anic verses and mystical poetry serve as the foundation for expressing the reality of
love symbolically and theatrically.

In his Hikmat al-Ishrag, Suhrawardi also devotes special attention to love, regarding the souls of
the perfected as lovers of their principle, namely, the Light of Lights. By virtue of their love for the
Light of Lights and their avoidance of impurity, they become receptive to divine illumination and
capable of hearing the melodious and delightful harmonies of the celestial spheres.

The present article seeks, through a phenomenological reflection on the meaning and concept of love in
Suhrawardi, to approach the core of his doctrine of love—one of the most essential elements
of illuminationist wisdom—and clarify the relationship between love and beauty. Thus, the main question
is as follows: What is the meaning of love for Suhrawardi, and what is its relationship to beauty?
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The findings of the present study are as follows

1.

2.

3.

Love, like existence, flows throughout being, originating from the Divine Essence—the Light of
Lights, the eternal Beloved, and the manifestation of perfection and beauty as the absolute love.
Love is a gift bestowed by God upon human beings so that they may apprehend beauty and jamal.
Allegorical love (‘ishg majazi) is a path to true love ( ‘ishq hagiqi).

Love has an eternal bond with beauty, for love is always love of beauty; ultimately, it is love of the
goodness and beauty of the Divine that is reflected in the beauties of both vertical and horizontal
worlds, including the sensible world. The role of sorrow (4uzn) here is to purge the human being of
all that is other-than-He and to prepare the dwelling of the heart for the enthronement of love and
the apprehension of beauty.

. Beauty is an objective reality, not merely a logical or abstract concept. Hence Suhrawardi, in al-

Munis al- ‘Ushshag, presents Joseph as the symbol of beauty, who, like Jacob (sorrow) and
Zulaykha (love), possesses real existence in the imaginal world. Beauty and love in the sensible
realm are but reflections and manifestations of individuated existences in the imaginal world.

. Love and beauty, like light and existence, are gradational. From lower to higher beauty, and from

love of the sensible to love of the intelligible,

. Through struggle, ascetic discipline, and purifying the soul of attachments, under the shadow of

sorrow born of separation from the Beloved, the lover may attain the apprehension and vision of
goodness and beauty, and thereby the perception of transcendent truth.

. A beautiful soul, endowed with delicacy, through virtues and moral perfections, is able first to

apprehend beauty in the world of imagination and thereafter to apprehend intelligible beauty.

. In Suhrawardi’s thought, “love is bound with knowledge” and “beauty with perfection.” Thus, truth

must be sought in the realm of love and beauty. He regards discursive philosophy as a prelude to
intuitive and illuminative wisdom—a prelude to entering the domain of love and beauty, which is
the highway to witnessing the luminosity and goodness of God as the eternal Beloved.

. Love, as intense affection and fervent inclination toward the Divine, insofar as He is absolute

beauty and the Beloved by essence, is coeval with the First Emanation and permeates the
subsequent levels of existence. Hence, the whole cosmos is, in its very essence, enamored of His
goodness and beauty, striving, yearning, and endeavoring to behold and attain union with Him. It
may be said that what Shaykh al-Ishraq and the majority of the mystics declare in this regard is
ultimately an interpretation of the renowned hadith “kuntu kanzan makhfiyyan...”—an exposition
of how the path to knowledge of the Divine, the Light of all existence, passes through love of
beauty.
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