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Abstract

The phenomenon of the separation of consciousness from the physical body has been one of
the most mysterious and, at the same time, most enduring human experiences throughout
history. This paper compares two important approaches in this regard. On the one hand,
“mystical disembodiment” (also called voluntary death) in the illuminationist, as a spiritual
habitus, is considered the culmination of a willful, philosophical wayfaring and is
predominantly active and agentive. On the other hand, “out-of-body experience” (OBE) in
contemporary empirical approaches is often described as a “natural occurrence”, passive and
accidental. The main issue of the research is to analyze these two approaches and explain the
essential differences between them, despite their apparent similarities. This analysis, which
was carried out with a descriptive-analytical approach and in a comparative manner, showed
that “mystical disembodiment” in Suhrawardi’s thought is an active, voluntary, teleological act
and is completely included in a coherent metaphysical system that can also lead to epistemic
“certainty”. In contrast, the “out-of-body experience”, according to the analysis of
contemporary empirical approaches, is a largely passive phenomenon, devoid of teleology,
and suspended in an “interpretive vacuum” between neurological data (requiring
neurophenomenology) and realist approaches. The results of the research show that the main
difference between these two analyses can be proposed in four key axes: 1. agency (voluntary
versus passive), 2. teleology (epistemically oriented versus purposeless), 3. ontology (vertical
journey to the Mundus Imaginalis versus horizontal journey in the physical world), and 4.
explanatory power (the capacity of Suhrawardi’s model to resolve the deadlocks of the realist
approach).
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The phenomenal experience of consciousness detaching from the physical body is one of

the most enigmatic phenomena addressed across both classical wisdom traditions and

contemporary empirical paradigms. However, contemporary comparative studies
frequently conflate the scientific concept of “Out-of-Body Experience” (OBE) with the
state of “mystical disembodiment” (khal® al-badan) found in Illuminationist (ishraqi)
philosophy, relying merely on superficial phenomenological similarities, such as
autoscopic vision. Critiquing this methodological reductionism highlights profound
ontological and epistemological divergences between the two. Therefore, the present
study shifts the focus from a classical inquiry into the “immateriality of the soul” towards

a thorough examination of their respective nature, structure, agency, and teleology.

1. Theoretical Foundations and the Nature of Mystical Disembodiment in

Suhrawardi

In Suhrawardi’s luminous ontology, mystical disembodiment is not seen as accidental or

anomalous; rather, it is an active, perfection-oriented (istikmali) act grounded in the

concept of “voluntary death” (al-mawt al-iradi). Within this systematic framework, the

“marshalling light” (al-nir al-ispahbudi), through rigorous ascetic discipline, liberates

itself from the constraints of the “tenebrous temple” (al-haykal al-zulmani), achieving the

station of “spiritual habitus” (al-malaka rihaniyya). This process allows the individual to
transition from acquired knowledge (al-‘ilm al-hustli) to direct knowledge by presence

(al-‘ilm al-huduri). Although managerial and conscious attachments are temporarily

suspended, the vital bond with the body remains intact. This enables the Illuminationist

philosopher to perceive the World of Lights and subsequently return to govern the
physical body.

2. Out-of-Body Experience in Contemporary Empirical Paradigms

Conversely, contemporary cognitive sciences define an OBE by three phenomenological

markers: the feeling of disembodiment, an autoscopic perspective, and altered self-

location. The prevalence of this phenomenon in the general population is estimated at

10% to 20%. Recent reviews, including Moix et al. (2025), report that over 80% of cases

are completely involuntary and spontaneous. Explanations remain polarized across three

principal paradigms:

1. Neurobiological approaches, which emphasize the disruption of multisensory
integration (e.g., electrical stimulation of the right temporoparietal junction [TP]] by
Blanke et al. (2022));

2. Psychological approaches, which treat the phenomenon as a trauma-induced defense
mechanism or an illusory “fantasy body” arising from sensory deprivation (Blackmore
1982);

3. Realist approaches, which cite instances of “veridical perception”—such as Charles
Tart’s target identification experiments and the AWARE Il study (Parnia et al., 2023)
documenting lucidity during cardiac arrest and isoelectric EEG—to infer the
prospective non-reducibility of consciousness to neural substrates.



55 Emani & Ahsan | Comparative Analysis of “Mystical Disembodiment” ...

3. The Explanatory Gap and the Imperative of Neurophenomenology
Despite delineating neural correlates, neuroscience struggles to clarify the ontological
nature of anomalous instances, particularly veridical perceptions during cortical silence.
This leads to a profound “explanatory gap”. In this context, Francisco Varela’s
neurophenomenology offers a crucial methodological bridge, establishing a reciprocal,
dialectical circulation between third-person quantitative neurodata and disciplined first-
person phenomenological accounts. From this perspective, Suhrawardi’s cultivated,
systematic noetic experiences are not unscientific artifacts; rather, they provide rigorous
first-person phenomenological data that can critically enhance and complement reductive
laboratory findings.

4. Comparative Analysis of Fundamental Distinctions

A comparative analysis reveals that mystical disembodiment and OBE differ along four

essential axes:

1. Agency: Mystical disembodiment is an active, volitional act grounded in personal
cultivation, whereas an OBE is predominantly passive, spontaneous, and occurrence-
driven.

2. Teleology: Mystical disembodiment is an intentional, epistemically oriented
mechanism for attaining direct knowledge by presence, whereas contemporary OBE
lacks an inherent teleological vector.

3. Ontological Destination: Mystical disembodiment represents a vertical ascent from
the material domain to the Mundus Imaginalis (‘alam al-mithal) and the realm of
immaterial lights, whereas an OBE remains predominantly a horizontal projection
restricted to spatiotemporal, physical coordinates.

4. Explanatory Framework: mystical disembodiment is embedded within a coherent
metaphysical system capable of resolving the challenges posed by empirical realism,
whereas reductive accounts remain entangled in conceptual impasses.

Conclusion

Contrary to superficial interpretations, out-of-body experiences and mystical

disembodiment are fundamentally distinct phenomena, each with its own structure and

purpose. The primary contribution of this comparative inquiry lies in demonstrating how

Suhrawardi’s multi-layered ontology—especially the intermediate realm (Mundus

Imaginalis)—can help bridge the explanatory gap in contemporary Western realist

paradigms. This approach offers a non-reductive, rational framework for understanding

phenomena in which conscious states operate independently of immediate somatic neural
substrates.
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