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Abstract

Introduction

A major epistemological concern of Muslim philosophers is how material objects are
seen. This is crucial in this philosophical tradition in that the most primitive and earliest
stage of perceiving and grasping the actual world is sense and its data. In fact, this
counts as the foundation of sensory and inner perceptions. Having rejected the epistemic
theories of the earlier philosophers and by establishing his Philosophy of Illumination,
Suhrawardi introduces a new account. In his epistemic issues, Suhrawardi believes that
none of the earlier views could solve the crucial problem of vision. In various works of
his, he formulates his theory of how the process of vision takes place. His epistemology
is founded upon the “illuminative relation” of the soul and illuminative knowledge. In
delineating this issue, Suhrawardi uses the term “knowledge by presence” (al-‘ilm al-
huduri). The present research focuses on the nature of knowledge by presence and its

role in the problem of “vision.” It considers the following key question: Does
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Suhrawardi mean the same thing by “knowledge by presence” in all degrees of
perception from the most primitive external levels—that is, vision—to the deeper
levels? Then, given his epistemic model, can we treat him as a phenomenologist? This
article is an answer to these questions by reference to Suhrawardi’s work. In the
literature on Suhrawardr’s epistemology and his theory of “illuminative knowledge”
articles have been written such as “Knowledge by presence in the views of Suhrawardi
and Mulla Sadra” by Seyyed Morteza Hosseini Shahrudi and Zohreh Selahshoor (2014),
“Knowledge by presence as effective in sense perception and its epistemological
implications from the perspective of Transcendent Philosophy”” by Mohammad Hossein
Naghibi and Abdollah Nasri (2019), and “Illumination and its epistemic function in
Suhrawardt’s thought” by Mahdi Abbaszadeh (2012), which either directly deal with the
problem of knowledge by presence in Suhrawardi’s view and indirectly with his theory
of vision or discuss Suhrawardt’s treatment of vision and knowledge by presence within
a discussion of the views of other philosophers. In all of these works, “illuminative
knowledge by presence” is taken to have the same meaning at all degrees of perception,
including vision. The present article considers the nature of knowledge by presence in
the process of vision according to Suhraward1 and presents a different approach to it. By
reference to Suhrawardt’s discussion of issues of vision and a conceptual clarification of
“presence,” we show that Suhrawardi could not have used the term “knowledge by
presence” in the case of vision in its common sense as opposed to “knowledge by
acquisition” (al-‘ilm al-husiili). Instead, this is a different notion, and thus the term is
equivocally used in his work. Moreover, we argue that his epistemological model for

vision is phenomenological.

Method of Research

The method of research in the present article is qualitative and analytic. To answer the
above questions, we have studied the relevant works to extract and collect data and then
described and analyzed them. We provided evidence to identify what he means by

knowledge by presence in the case of vision.

Discussion and Results

In his account of the mechanism of vision, Suhrawardi rejects the earlier theories; that
is, theories of “imprint” (intiba‘) and “emission of the beam” (khurdj al-shu‘a‘), and
maintains illuminative (ishraqi) knowledge by presence in terms of his peculiar

principles. The upshot of his view of how objects are seen according to Philosophy of
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Illumination is the idea of the soul’s “illuminative relation.” That is, the soul can see an
object and perceive its nature if an illuminated object contacts the eyes. Accordingly,
vision is only possible if the illuminated object is before the eyes. Vision is a material
process, which requires that the material object be before the observer’s eyes under
specific circumstances. Nevertheless, sensory errors are possible and inevitable
sometimes. This, however, contradicts the prevalent definition of “knowledge by
presence” in Islamic philosophy. It follows that Suhrawardi could not mean the same
thing by “knowledge by presence” in all degrees of perception. Given the various
notions of “presence,” we might say that, in Suhrawardi’s work, the term “knowledge
by presence” in issues of vision means “a thing’s actual existence in a particular place.”
In fact, in his epistemological discussions, Suhrawardi uses the term in two different
meanings: first, in issues of vision and his account of how vision occurs, he uses the
term to mean “a thing’s actual existence in a place,” and second, in other degrees of
perception, he uses the term “knowledge by presence” in its standard meaning. He
adopts this approach—that is, illuminative knowledge by presence—to reject the
fundamental theories of Muslim Peripatetic philosophers, including theory of logical
definition and essentialism.

Conclusion

In his account of the mechanism of vision, Suhrawardr offers illuminative knowledge by
presence in terms of his peculiar principles but, in his epistemological discussions, he
uses the term “presence” in two meanings. In his discussion of vision, he uses it to refer
to “actual presence of an object in a particular place” when seeing, rather than its
prevalent notion. In fact, by doing so, he means to say that proper awareness of
something is conditional upon frequent reference to it, in which case, each time one
might have an errorless observation and grasp of the object, provided that the conditions
of vision are met. In the case of other degrees of perception, however, he uses the term
“presence” to mean its standard notion; that is, unmediated perception of the form.
Furthermore, a scrutiny of Suhrawardi’s views shows that his epistemological model for

vision is phenomenological.

Keywords: illuminative knowledge; knowledge by presence; illuminative relation;

definition; vision; Suhrawardi.
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