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Abstract

The symbolic opposition between light and darkness as representations of good and evil is
one of the most persistent structures in philosophical, theological, and artistic traditions.
Across religious systems, light has been associated with truth, presence, knowledge, and
proximity to the divine, while darkness has signified absence, ignorance, separation, and
moral deficiency. This study presents a comparative analysis of the aesthetics of light and
darkness in Suhrawardi’s Hikmat al-Ishrag (The Philosophy of Illumination) and John
Milton’s epic poem Paradise Lost. The research aims to examine how metaphysical
concepts of light and darkness are transformed into aesthetic and symbolic structures that
articulate good and evil in Islamic philosophy and Christian religious poetry. Employing a
gualitative, descriptive—analytical approach within a thematic comparative framework, the
study demonstrates that in both systems, beauty functions as a mediating force between
truth and ethics, while darkness signifies degrees of ontological, moral, or perceptual
absence. Despite differences in epistemology and language, both thinkers articulate a shared
aesthetic logic in which light constitutes the foundation of being, meaning, and moral
orientation.
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Introduction

The problem of good and evil and its relationship to truth and beauty has long
occupied a central position in the history of philosophy, theology, and art. One of
the most enduring symbolic languages through which this problem has been
articulated is the duality of light and darkness. Far from functioning merely as
metaphors, light and darkness operate as aesthetic principles that shape moral
perception and ethical understanding. This symbolic structure appears across
diverse traditions, suggesting a shared concern with the relationship between being,
knowledge, and value.

In Islamic philosophy, Suhrawardi’s Illuminationist system represents one of the
most systematic ontological interpretations of light. In this framework, light is the
very substance of existence and knowledge, and all beings are defined by their
degree of participation in it. In contrast, John Milton’s Paradise Lost presents a
poetic and theological exploration of good and evil within the context of Christian
belief, using light and darkness to dramatize obedience, rebellion, faith, and moral
struggle. Despite their different cultural and historical contexts, both thinkers
employ light and darkness as central aesthetic devices for articulating ethical
meaning.

Materials and Methods

This research adopts a qualitative, descriptive—analytical methodology and employs
a thematic comparative approach associated with the American school of
comparative studies. This approach does not assume direct historical influence or
intellectual transmission between Suhrawardi and Milton; instead, it focuses on the
comparison of parallel conceptual and symbolic structures that arise independently
within distinct traditions.

The primary sources of the study are Suhrawardi’s Hikmat al-Ishrag and
Milton’s Paradise Lost. Close textual analysis is applied to passages in which light
and darkness are explicitly connected to good, evil, beauty, and knowledge.
Secondary sources from philosophy, theology, literary criticism, and aesthetics are
used to contextualize and support the analysis. The theoretical framework combines
religious aesthetics and symbolic hermeneutics, treating light and darkness as
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aesthetic forms that mediate between ontology, ethics, and human experience.

Research Findings

The analysis shows that in Suhrawardi’s Illuminationist philosophy, light
constitutes the foundation of being and knowledge. Existence is hierarchically
structured according to degrees of light, culminating in the Light of Lights (Nir al-
Anwar), which represents absolute reality and perfection. Darkness has no
independent ontological status; it is defined as the absence or diminution of light.
Consequently, evil is understood not as a force opposed to good but as a mode of
existential deficiency. Good corresponds to the presence and intensity of light,
while evil signifies distance from the luminous source of being.

This ontological framework carries direct aesthetic implications. Beauty in the
Illuminationist system is inseparable from light and presence. To perceive beauty is
to participate in the luminous order of existence and to approach truth through
intuitive illumination. Aesthetic experience thus becomes a form of knowledge and
ethical orientation, guiding the human soul from darkness toward light.

In Paradise Lost, light and darkness function primarily within an ethical and
experiential framework. Light signifies divine presence, grace, order, and truth,
while darkness represents sin, disobedience, alienation from God, and moral
confusion. Unlike Suhrawardi’s ontological interpretation, Milton’s poetic universe
allows darkness to function as a dramatic condition through which human freedom,
temptation, and moral awareness are revealed. The paradox of “darkness visible”
illustrates how darkness becomes an experiential state that intensifies ethical
consciousness and the longing for redemption.

Discussion of Results

The comparative analysis reveals both convergence and divergence in the aesthetic
treatment of light and darkness. In both systems, light serves as the primary medium
through which truth, goodness, and beauty are disclosed, and aesthetic experience is
inseparable from ethical orientation. Darkness, in turn, signifies the absence or
distortion of meaning and awareness rather than an autonomous metaphysical
principle.
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A key difference lies in the epistemological faculty emphasized by each thinker.
In luminationist philosophy, intuitive reason and inner illumination provide access
to light and beauty, and knowledge is achieved through direct luminous presence. In
Milton’s poetic theology, imagination plays a central role, as poetic imagery and
narrative structure mediate the experience of light and darkness. While Suhrawardi
articulates a philosophical aesthetics grounded in ontological illumination, Milton
develops a poetic aesthetics grounded in imaginative and moral participation.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that the aesthetics of light and darkness in
Suhrawardi’s Hikmat al-Ishrag and Milton’s Paradise Lost represent two distinct
yet complementary expressions of a shared metaphysical intuition. In both systems,
beauty mediates between truth and ethics, guiding human perception and moral
orientation. Light emerges as the foundation of being, meaning, and aesthetic value,
while darkness signifies varying degrees of ontological, moral, or perceptual
absence.

By situating these traditions within a comparative aesthetic framework, the
research contributes to interdisciplinary studies of philosophy, literature, and
religious thought. It shows that the symbolic economy of light and darkness
functions as a universal aesthetic language through which different cultures have
sought to understand the relationship between beauty, goodness, and truth.
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