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The Source and Nature
of Authority: A Study of al-Subrawards’s
Hluminationist Political Doctrine

Hossein Ziai

INTRODUCTION

Shihab al-Din Yahya Ibn Amirak Abu al-Futiih al-Suhrawardi
was born in Suhraward in Northwestern Iran in 549/1154 and
executed in Aleppo in 587/1191.) The order for his execution

1. The major biographical sources on al-Suhrawardi are Ibn Abi Usaybi‘ah,
Uydin al-Anba’ ff Tabaqgat al-Atibba’, ed. N. Rida {Beirut: Dar Maktabat
al-Hayat, 1968), 641-646; Yaqut, Irshdd al-Arib, ed. D. S, Margoliouth
(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1923-31), 6:269; al-Qifti, Ta'rikh al-Hukama', ed.
Bahman Dara'T {Teheran: Teheran University Press, 1347 A.1.), 345; Ibn
Khallikdn, Wafayat al-A‘ydn, ed. 1. Abbas (Beirut: Dar al-Thaqafah,
1965), 6:268-274; and Shams al-Din Muhammad al-Shahraziiri (died ca.
687/1288), Nuzbhat al-Arwdab wa Rawdat al-Afrab fi Ta'rikh al-Hukami'
wa al-Faldsifak, ed. S. Khurshid Abmad (Heyderabad: Da'irat al-Ma‘arif
al-‘Uthmaniyyah, 1976), 2:119-143. Part of al-ShahrazirP’s biographical
notice, based on S. H. Nasr’s partial edition of the text in Shibaboddin
Yabya Sobrawardi, Oeuvres Philosophiques et Mystiques: Opera Meta-
physica et Mystica HI {Teheran: Institut Franco-Iranien, 1970), 13-30,
has been translated into English by W. M. Thackston, Jr. in ' The Mystical
and Visionary Treatises of Shibabuddin Yabya Subrawardi (London: QOc-
tagon Press, 1982}, 1-4.
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was given directly by the Ayyubid Sultan Saladin and conveyed
to his son al-Malik al-Zahir al-Ghazi, governor of Aleppo, in
at least two letters.2 The circumstances that led to the execution
are enigmatic and the reasons given for it controversial.? Here
I propose to examine al-Suhrawardi’s works for a hitherto un-
noticed political dimension and to look at the philosophy of
illumination to ascertain his views on the question of political
authority. Though I have no intention of delving into the details
of the available historical evidence on the events of his life and
death in Aleppo, I do hope to establish a political motive for
the order given by the great Saladin. :

2. Al-Shahraziri, the most sympathetic of al-Suhraward?s biographers, states
that Saladin had been aroused by the “jealous™ jurists of Aleppo and
wrote a letter to his son asking for al-Suhrawardi’s execution lest he

- corrupt religion (afsad al-dm). When al-Malik al-Zahir refused, the Sultan
wrote a second time warning the young prince that he would take the rule
of Aleppo away unless he complied; see Nuzbat al-Arwib, 2:125-126.

3. Most of the biographers, who had gone to Aleppo years after the execu-
tion, report that the inhabitants of the city differed in the opinions they
gave regarding al-Suhraward?’s execution. For example, Ibn Khallikin
states: “I saw her people differ concerning his case . . . some attributed
him with heresy [al-zandagakh wa al-ilbad), while others were of the opin-
ion that there was good in him and that he was from among the people
blessed with miraculous powers”; Wafayat 6:273. In the same vein, al-
Shahraziiri states: “I saw people differ concerning his execution™; Nuzhat
al-Arwab, 2:125-126.

Muhammad AbiG Rayyin is the only recent scholar to discuss the cir-
cumstances of al-Suhrawardl’s execution in Aleppo at length. He examines
the debates between al-Suhrawardi and the jurists of Aleppo and goes on
to cite al-‘Imad al-Isfahdnt who, in his al-Bustan al-Jami* li-Tawarikh al-
Zaman, reports that two brothers among the jurists of Aleppo had engaged
al-Suhrawardi in a debate on the question of prophethood and God’s
powers and found his position that God can create anything He wants at
any time so blasphemous that they sought his execution, See Muhammd
Abi Rayyan, Usal al-Falsafat al-Ishragiyyab (Beirut: Dar al-Talabah ai-
‘Arab, 1969), 25-26; and “Kaifa ubih dam al-Suhrawardi al-ishraqi,” in
Majallat Thagafak 702 (1952).
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To ascertain al-Suhrawardi’s views on the source and nature
of political authority, we must pay special attention to three
questions: (1) what account, if any, of a “theory” of political
philosophy can be determined from the texts; (2) what kinds
of political rule and political governance are discussed in his
writings; and (3) whether a distinctly illuminationist political
doctrine can be identified in them.

First, al-Suhrawardi does not aim to examine the principles
of political philosophy as philosophers before him had done.
For him, the city as such is not a subject of inquiry.* He never
discusses, for example, the good city or the bad city; nor does
he study the question of justice and is never concerned in any
theoretical sense with types of rule, There is never a discussion
of the virtues commonly associated with the study of practical
philosophy nor a discussion of any other subject pertaining to
the science of ethics. This means that none of al-Suhrawardi’s
philosophical works, nor any part of them, can be described as
political philosophy or practical philosophy, including the sci-
ence of laws.

Second, governance and management, even political rule, are
never discussed in relation to the city. Whenever al-Suhrawardi
discusses the concept of rule, he relates it to “divine governance”
(tadbir ilahi) and never to any specific political process, actual
or theoretical. For him, politics and the political regime are
deemed meaningful if, and only if, actual politics and the poli-
tical regime of a state, a nation, or city, embody and manifest
a divine dimension. Legitimate rule is said to relate to a wholly
other source, the “unseen realm” (‘alam al-ghayb), and should
not fall under, nor initiate from within, the vicissitudes of the
“sensed realm” (al-‘Glam al-mabsiis), that is, the corporeal.

4. The term madinah never occurs in a political sense in his writings. The
only cities mentioned are those in the wonderland mundus imaginalis such
as Jabulga and Jabursa of the region Hiirgalya. See note 5 below.
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Rulers—whether they are kings, sages, or philosophers, and -
in a state of occultation or in actual command of temporal
rule—must possess and somehow show a “sign” of their divine
inspiration, a sign that indicates a real relation with the “un-
seen” source of authority. Such rulers serve as the “link” be-
tween the world of sense perception and the world of pure
being and light, from which source emanate all things including
political authority. In the illuminationist scheme, this is not
simply an abstract idea. Divinely inspired rulers actually expe-
rience and “reside” in a separate realm designated the “eighth
clime” (al-iglim al-thamin), from which they receive their au-
thority to rule.’ One can be a legitimate ruler only by the
command of God (al-hakim bi-amr allah); thus governance or
actual political dominion (bukiimah) is justified in the strict
sense if and only if it is by and through linkage with the divine,
i.e., by the command (amr) of God. One of the primary pillars
of the illuminationist view of politics, then, is the way living
rulers develop the capacity to become recipients of divine com-
mand. In addition, they must demonstrate that they have had
authority divinely conferred on them, that is, that they control
qualities their subjects commonly associate with divine inspi-
ration.

Third, and as a corollary to the first two questions, what I
propose to call “illuminationist political doctrine” must be
viewed from a perspective comprising the following compo-
nents: the Islamic theory of prophethood and of the manifest

5. In this realm, located between the purely intelligible and the purely sensory,
time differs from Aristotelian time as measure of distance and space from
Euclidean space. It is-a realm not confined to empirical appearance. The
way to this reaim, called mundus imaginalis (Arabic, ‘alam al-mithal and
‘@lam al-kbaydl; see notes 39—-40 below), is by the active imagination.
Henry Corbin has discussed this realm in many of his works. See especially
Terre Céleste, trans. Nancy Pearson, (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1977), 82-89.
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miraculous powers of prophets (anbiya’) and saints (awliyd’);®
the Iranian tradition of a special manifest “glory” or “royal
light” (kbarra-yi kiyani} given to kings who thus possess healing
and “occult” (nayranj) powers;” the Iranian tradition of divine
glory (khvarnab), as retold by al-Suhrawardl in a way that
allows for any person who obtains wisdom (bikmab) to gain
the divine glory that will come to radiate openly in that person
as a divine light ( farra-yi 1zadi);® the widespread Islamic tradi-
tion of awe-inspiring occult powers exercised by saints and
mystics;® and the Iranian tradition of high court dignitaries—in
the person of wise viziers—whose knowledge and occult powers
are placed at the disposal of the ruler, which, however, usuaily
leads to their tragic martyrdom and demise.!®

Though space limitations preclude extensive discussion of
these questions and corollaries, most readers will be familiar
with the way they are treated in the Arabic and Persian sources

6. See al-Suhrawardi, Intimations, in Opera Metaphysica et Mystica I, ed.
Henry Corbin (Istanbul: Ma‘arif Matbaasi, 1945), 111113, Prophets use
metaphorical language to inform man of secrets. Those who unravel the
hidden meaning gain a “union” with the source of “light,” which gives
them knowledge, hence power and authority. The mystics within Islam
gain such access to the source of divine majesty: “The Siifis and other
Muslim ‘abstracted ones’ [those who are freed from the bondage of cor-
poreality] travel paths of wisdom and unite with the source of light [yanbi*
al-nir).”

7. See M. Moin, Mazdayasnd va Adab-i Pdrsi (Teheran: Teheran University
Press, 1986), 1:412—424.

8. See, for example, al-Suhrawardi, Philosophy of Hlumination, in Opera
Metaphysica et Mystica II, ed. Henry Corbin {Teheran: Institut Ftanco-
Iranien, 1954}, 156—158.

9. See, for example, J. C, Biirgel, The Feather of Simurgh (New York: New
York University Press, 1988), 27-50.

10. The idea that wise viziers help maintain political authority is a common
theme in many books designated “Mirrors of Princes.” See F. R. C.
Bagely’s “Introduction” to al-Ghazal’s Nagibat al-Mulak (London: Ox-
ford University Press, 1964), ix—xxxviii.

O _n_‘
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prior to al-Suhrawardi, Given the general development of Is-
lamic philosophy before his time, we may safely assume that
several textual traditions influenced the formation of his “illu-
minationist political doctrine.” In theoretical political philoso-
phy, these include works of al-Farabi such as The Political
Regime (Kitab al-Siyasah al-Madaniyyab) and The Principles of
the Opinions of the Inhabitants of the Virtuous City (Kitab
Mabadr Ara’ Akl al-Madmah al-Fadilab). In practical philoso-
phy, especially ethics, the widely read Persian work of al-Gha-
zali, The Alchemy of Happiness (Kimiyyd-ya Sa‘ddat), must be
singled out. Works that fall under the category of ‘Mirrors of
Princes,” because of their reference to the conduct of ancient
Persian kings as exemplars of just and legitimate rulers, must
also be kept in mind. Among the more well-known ones are,
e.g., al-Ghazal’s Counsel for Kings (Nasthat al-Mulik),)* Kai
Ka‘as Ibn Qabiis Ibn Vushmgir's The Epistle of Qabiis (Qdbis-
nama),’? and Qavam al-Din Nizam al-Mulk’s The Epistle on
Politics {Siyasat-nama).’? Finally, the various works of Avi-
cenna, apart from their direct and evident impact on the phi-
losophy of illumination as a whole (including logic, epistemol-
ogy, and metaphysics), must be regarded as souices for al-

11. This work, said to have been completed by the famous theologian in 502/
1109, represents a synthesis of [slamic political philosophy and older
Iranian views on politics and government. It sets forth anecdotes, stories,
and tales to illustrate the exemplary conduct of Caliphs, Sasanian kings,
Sufi saints, and Iranian sages. Even maxims from Mazdaism are used to
portray a universally accepted standard of morality and political conduct.

12. This work, written ca. 475/1082, retains an earlier Iranian attitude toward
ethics and morality and draws from a wide range of “rules of conduct”
that pertain to the social, ethical, and political behavior of rulers in general
and kings and princes above all.

13. This work, written ca. 484/1091 by the famous vizier of the Seljuk ruler
Malikshah, includes the theme of universal justice and discusses principles
of ethics. The role of the philosopher-sage who acts as the royal advisor
is artfully woven into the tales and anecdotes.
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Suhrawardi’s views on the relation between prophethood and
governance by the wise.

Al-Suhraward?’s reputation for reading widely and evidence
within his writings that he made use of the types of texts
mentioned above permit the following assessment: Illumina-
tionist political doctrine is, beyond anything else, the simple
stipulation of a commonly known political proposition, namely,
that wise rulers are the only ones fit to rule. Moreover, the
doctrine, while Platonic in essence, includes a reformulation of
Iranian mythical and practical criteria for rule by kings. Finally,
the philosophical component of the doctrine is the correlation
between wisdom gained through the practice of philosophy and
the manifest authority that should accrue to the sage-philoso-
pher-ruler.

That primary emphasis should be given to the rule of the
enlightened was well defined in Islamic political philosophy
before al-Suhrawardi. A famous statement by Leo Strauss, for
example, stresses this very doctrine: “Farabi . . . was so much
inspired by Plato’s Republic that he presented the whole of
philosophy proper within a political frame-work.”* The addi-
tional emphasis on the question of authority and on divinely
inspired legitimate rule marks al-Suhrawardr’s philosophical at-
titude, which, in his reconstruction of the philosophy of illu-
mination, is decidedly more Platonic than Aristotelian. In this
“new” philosophy, al-Suhrawardi is deeply concerned with de-
scribing a special illuminationist epistemological system that
aims to inform the seekers of wisdom of a process by which
direct absolute knowledge, designated illuminationist wisdom
(hikmab ishragiyyab), may be obtained. The recipient of this
wisdom will, among other things, obtain the authority to rule,

14. See Leo Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing (Glencoe: Free Press,
1952), 9.

e
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Simply stated, perfect harmony between intuitive wisdom (bik-
mah dhawqiyyak) and discursive wisdom (hikmah bahthiyyak)
characterizes the wisdom made available to certain types of
individuals.’ These individuals then become perfect rulers of
their age and, should governance be manifest in their hands,
the time of their rule will be an enlightened one (zaman nizri).16

Starting from a basic agreement with al-Faribi about the
character of the ruler, al-Suhrawardi moves to a quite different
position. For example, al-Fardb?’s view that the ruler of the
virtuous city cannot be just any man!” is categorically accepted

15. Divine philosophers {(al-bukama’ al-muta’allibiiny represent the highest
rank of the wise in the philosophy of illumination. The ranks of such
sages are discussed in full by al-Harawi in his Anwariyyah, where it is
said that such sages combine philosophy with prophecy; see Muhammad
Sharif al-Harawi, Anwériyyah: An 11th Century A.H. Persian Translation
and Commentary on Subrawardi’s Hikmat al-Ishrag, ed., with intro. and
notes, Hossein Ziai (Tcheran: Amir Kabir, 1980), 6.

The philosophy of illumination uses the term al-bikmab al-babthivyah
to designate “discursive wisdom,” as opposed to al-bikmab al-dbaw-
qiyyah, which means “intuitive wisdom.”

16. See al-Suhrawardi, Philosophy of lllumination, Opera IT, 11-13. Al-Hara-
wi discusses the institution of rule and governance both as something
manifest and apparent—for example, the rule of prophets and certain
kings (he cites Alexander and the mythical Persian king Kaykhusraw)—
and as esoteric rule, which he identifies with the spiritual dominion of
certain mystics, such as agtab and abdal; sec Anwariyyab, 14. Al-Shah-
raziiri, in his Sharh Hikmat al-Ishrdg, equates ri’asab with “rule of the
corporeal world” and goes on to state: “when political rule, [legal] judg-
ment, and the sword [i.e., military power] are in the hands of one who is
learned in divine matters and discursive philosophy or in the hands of one
who is learned in divine matters, that time is enlightened because he will
be able to spread knowledge, wisdom, justice, and alf the other agreeable
moral virtues”; see MS Istanbul, Saray Ahmad 111, 3230, fol. 17v.

17. “The ruler of the virtuous city may not be just any man chanced upon”;
see al-Farabi, Mabad? Ara@’ Abl al-Madmah al-Fadilab (The Principles of
the Opinions of the Inbabitants of the Virtuous City), ed. and trans.
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by al-Suhrawardi, who posits that rule must be in the hands of
prophets, divine kings, or special categories of philosopher-
sages.!® Moreover, al-Suhraward?s ruler, like al-Farab?’s “holds
the most perfect rank of humanity and has reached the highest
degree of felicity.”® The difference between the two stems from
the conditions set by al-Faribi for political dominion, namely,
natural disposition (al-fitrab wa al-tab®} and acquired attitude
and habit (al-hai’ah wa al-malakab al-iradiyyah). These are not
stipulated by al-Suhrawardi, nor does he ever discuss the natural
qualities of the ruler as does al-Fiarab1.?® Indeed, unlike al-
Farabi, al-Suhrawardi maintains that since everyone has the
innate ability to seek wisdom, potentially anyone may become
a leader. As noted, the fundamental condition stipulated by al-
Suhrawardi for paining the right to rule is the attainment of
wisdom, and this doctrine becomes central to his illuminationist
political thought.?! Another difference arises from the way each
views the activity of the ruler and the way he is received. While
al-Farabi’s ruler “should be able to lead people well along the
right path of felicity” and “rouse [their] imagination by well
chosen words,”?2 al-Suhrawardi’s becomes a “controlling, cap-
tivating, and brave man . . . who himself is elevated to the rank
of the ‘archetype’ (arbab tilasm] of felicity, love and glory”
which is why “nations will revere him.”?® Furthermore, al-

Richard Walzer, in Al-Farabi on the Perfect State (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1987), 238.

18. See al-Suhrawardi, Intimations, Opera I, 178—179; and Philosophy of
Itumination, Opera i1, 11.

19, See al-Farabi, Virtuous City, 244 (Walzer trans. 245). Al-Firabi adds
immediately after this: “His soul is united, as it were, with the Active
Intellect.”

20. Al-Farabi even discusses qualities such as bodily perfection; see ibid., 246,

21. See al-Suhrawardi, Epistle o Emanation, Opera 111, 80-81.

22, See al-Farabi, Virtuous City, 246 (Walzer trans. 247).

23. See al-Suhrawardi, Paths and Havens, Opera I, 504,
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Farabi considers the manifest signs of rulership to be human
qualities, whereas al-Suhrawardi thinks that rulers demonstrate
superhuman powers.?*

Since, however, no single work in al-Suhrawardr’s illumina-
tionist corpus is given a political title, unlike what occurs in al-
Farabi’s works and those of the authors mentioned above, we
must examine all of them, This we must do in order to determine
where, within the numerous works that together constitute al-
SuhrawardT’s philosophy of illumination, discussions of subjects
pertaining to the “illuminationist political doctrine” are to be
found, even though they may not be developed systematically.

AL-SUHRAWARDI’S WORKS

In most of his writings, al-Suhrawardi attempts to formulate a
metaphysics based on principles different from those of the
Peripatetic philosophy of his time (predominantly Avicennan).
Though he has no independent work on political philosophy,
he does provide a systematic and detailed discussion of Avicen-
na’s well known division of philosophy in the introduction to
the Intimations (al-Talwibat).® This, however, is the only place
where standard reference to a political subject is made. Every-
where else, as will be made clear, al-Suhrawardi’s discussion of
questions that relate to his political doctrine centers on the
qualities associated with kings and philosopher-sages.
Al-Suhrawardi’s works consist of three groups or types. The

24. Such as walking on water, flying in the sky, arriving at the heavens, and
traversing distances on earth in instantaneous moments. See, for example,
ibid., 505, and pp. 329-330 and note 69 below.

25. See al-Suhrawardi, Opera I, 2-3. Avicenna begins by dividing philosophy
into speculative {nagariyyah) and practical (‘amaliyyah), then further di-
vides the latter into ethical (kbulgiyyah), economical (manzaliyyah}, and
political {madaniyyah).
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first comprises the major philosophical works: Intimations (al-
Talwihat), Apposites (al-Mugawamat), Paths and Havens {al-
Mashari® wa al-Mutarabat), and Philosophy of Illumination
(Hikmat al-Ishrdq).** Though they are of lesser significance
philosophically, we may add the Arabic ‘Imadin Tablets (al-
Alwah al-‘Tmadiyyab) and Temples of Light (Hayakil al-Nitr)
as well as the two Persian works, Epistle on Emanation {Partaw-
nama) and On Knowledge of God (Yazdan Shinakht).?” The
‘Imadin Tablets and the Epistle on Emanation are especially
relevant for our investigation into the source and nature of
political authority, in part because they were commissioned by
Seljuk rulers.28

In each of al-Suhraward?s major works, the final section is
devoted to a discussion of subjects bearing directly on political
authority, e.g., the special attributes and qualities obtained by

26, Only the sections on metaphysics in the first three of these writings,
namely, Intimations, Apposites, and Paths and Havens—each referred to
by al-Suhrawardi as “The Third Science On Metaphysics” (al-‘Tim al-
Thalith fi al-Tlahiyyat)—appear in Opera 1. The Philosophy of Hlumina-
tion is in Opera II. I have shown in Knowledge and Illumination, (Brown
University Judaic Studies Series no. 97 [Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1990]),
that, based on al-Suhrawardi’s own explicit statetnents, these works to-
gether constitute a whole in which he carefully and systematically presents
the genesis and development of the philosophy of illumination.

27. The Arabic text of al-Alwalh al-‘Imadiyyab has been edited by Najaf ‘Ali
Habibi in 87 Risalab az Shaykh-i Ishrag (Teheran: Academy of Philosophy,
1977), 1-78; the Persian version has been edited by S. H. Nasr in Opera
111, 109-195. In the Prolégomenes to that volume, Corbin speaks about
the royal patron for whom the work was composed; see note 48 below.
The Arabic text of Temples of Light has been edited by Muhammad Abi
Rayyan (Cairo: al-Maktabah al-Tijariyyah al-Kubrah, 1957) and the Per-
sian version by $. H. Nasr in Operg III, 83—108. The Persian texts of
Partaw-nama and Yazdan Shindkht have been edited by S. H. Nasr in
Opera I, 1-81, 404—459.

28. See note 48 below.
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the practice of illuminationist philosophy that are associated
with enlightened wise philosophers and sages. Al-Suhrawardi
begins most of these works with a passage addressing the au-
dience for whom the work is composed as “my brethren” or
“my companions.” The message is one of how they might gain
a special kind of knowledge based on illumination, intuition,
and vision, which will give them access to wisdom and power
and even bestow upon them a special quality of “light” asso-
ciated with the divine kings of Iranian myth, namely, farra-y
zadi or kiyan kbarra.?® This theme is also developed more fully
in the final sections of these works, e.g., in Philosophy of Ilu-
mination, 1L.5, “On Resurrection, Prophecy, and Dreams,” es-
pecially, IL5.5, “On Explaining the Causes of Divine Admoni-
tions and Knowledge of the Unseen”;?° Intimations, 111.4, “On
Prophecy, Signs, Dreams and Other Such Matters,” especially,
[11.4.2, “On the Causes of Extraordinary Acts”;3! Paths and

29, See, for example, al-Suhrawardi, Epistle on Emanation, Opera HI, 81.
Cf. H. Corbin, “Prolégoménes II” in Opera II, 35-38. Al-Suhrawardi
discusses the special divine light called the kbarra and distinguishes two
types: simple kharra bestowed by the Holy Spirit {al-rizh al-qudus) on any
human and kiyan kbarra bestowed upon kings. Whoever obtains this latter
type of light will have manifest powers. See, e.g., Epistle on Emanation,
Opera II1, 81; ‘Imadin Tablets, ibid., 186; and Paths and Havens, Opera
I, 504.

30. See al-Suhrawardi, Philosophy of IMumination, Qpera II, 236 ff. The
principle of illuminationist philosophy put forth is: when a person tran-
scends the elemental world {done through praxis of wisdom), and when
the negative attributes of the activity of the faculty of imagination are
done away with, the person will become aware of unseen things and his
true dreams will testify to the correctness of his visionary experience, Only
those with such “powers” are fit to be called God's viceregents on earth.
Cf. al-Alwib al-‘Imadiyyah, ed. Habibi, 77, where reference is made to
the Quranic passages in which God tells man that He has bestowed
viceregents for him on earth (2:30, 6:165, 7:129, and 38:26).

31. Al-Suhrawardi, Intimations, Opera I, 95 ff. “Extraordinary acts” (af'al
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Havens, 1IL.7, “On Perception, Knowledge of the Necessary
Being, Separate Entities, Immortality of the Soul, and on Hap-
piness and What Pertains to It,” especially II.7.3, “On How
Unseen Things May Appear,” and IIL.7.6, “On the Spiritual
Journey of the Divine Philosophers.”®2 In addition, the last
section of the Epistle on Emanation, entitled “On Prophecy,
Miracles, Miraculous Powers, Dreams, and other Similar
Things” is of special significance.? The theme in each chapter
is the same: Through special exercises (riyadat, kbal® ‘an al-
badan, taqlil shawaghil hawass al-zahir, etc.) the recipient of
illuminationist wisdom experiences the light of divine majesty
and obtains a quality—depicted as a light—that bestows upon
him the ability to perform miraculous acts. The “political”
dimension in this theme is the identification of the authority to
rule with the performance of miraculous acts.

Also of importance are other works where the same questions
are treated in lesser detail but more directly. For example, in

kharigah li-al-"adah) are those performed by prophets and by philosopher-
sages. On numerous occasions, al-Suhrawardi attributes the performance
of such acts—as miracles—not just to prophets but to divine philosophers
as well. That is, miracles continue to be performed by men in every age.
And miracles are “signs” that the sages who perform them have special
powers,

32. Al-Suhrawardi, Paths and Havens, Opera I, 474 ff. This provides the most
extensive account of al-Suhrawardr’s political doctrine, where many “po-
litical” themes such as the attainment of happiness, intellectual pleasure,
reward and punishment, and, especially, a theory of divine kingship are
discussed; see ibid., 504,

33. Al-Suhrawardi, Epistle on"Emanatfon, Qpera I11, 75 f£. In this section, al-
Suhrawardi defines the conditions for prophethood and stipulates that
certain sages who have been given the elixir of wisdom and power (meta-
phorically said to be a light just like the kivan kbarra or royal light) may
be called to aid the activity of the law-giver (al-shari) of the age. Strong
intuition (hads-i gawi) is among the intellectual qualities of prophets as
well as divine sages, and the performance of miraculous acts is their
manifest sign.
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the last section of the Persian version of Temples of Light, al-
Suhrawardi provides a succinct account of the power associated
with divine sages: The souls of the divine philosophers and pure
ones (pakan) will receive the light of God, which will give them
power over the “elemental entities” (‘unsuriyyat).3* Also, in the
final section of the Persian version of the ‘Imadin Tablets, he
identifies the enlightened as “God’s vicegerents on earth,” who
are said to be certain types of kings.?s

Though somewhat similar to what Avicenna says in the ninth

34. See al-Suhrawardi, Temples of Light, Opera H1, 108. Obedience {td3‘ah)
is due the sages by all beings, llumination is the principle at work that
gives a human divine powers to such a degree that the elemental world in
its totality will become obedient.

35. Al-Suhrawardi, ‘Imadin Tablets, Opera 111, 194. Until al-Suhrawardi, the
activity of “viceregency” in Islamic philosophy had been equated with the
Active Intellect; see Herbert A, Davidson, “Alfarabi and Avicenna on the
Active Intellect,” Viator: Medieval and Renaissance Studies 3 (1972): 110:
“Avicenna construed the active intellect as an activity with an astonishingly
wide range of functions, virtually the vicar of God on earth, responsible
for all existence and all thought in the sublunar world.” Al-Suhrawardi
goes beyond Avicenna in according men—albeit a special category of men
such as philosopher-sages, divine rulers, etc—*powers” formerly associ-
ated with the Active Intellect (see, e.g., On the Knowledge of God, Opera
II1, 447). For al-Suhrawardi, these miraculous powers are not obtained .
because of union (izibdd} or connection (fttigal) with the Active Intellect,
which he rejects, but because of self-realization of the light of God, which
is potentially in everyone, through the expetience of illumination. See, for
example, al-Suhrawardi, Paths and Havens, Opera I, 501-502; Philoso-
phy of Hlumination, Opera II, 155 {f.; and my Knowledge and Ilumi-
nation, chap. 4. By establishing the multiplicity of intellects, al-Suhrawardi
modifies the Peripatetic theory of the Active Intellect. His theory, associ-
ated with a multiplicity of lights differing only in terms of their respective
intensities, called the Isfahbad lights, indicates a “continuity” of light from
the source down to the elemental; see al-Harawi, Anwariyyah, 32-38,
where the question of the multiplicity of intellects and the continuity of
light is taken up. To say that the Active Intellect is personified and thus
personalized in the philosopher-sage points to the alternative introduced
by the illuminationist doctrine.
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and tenth Neamats of Directives and Remarks,’ al-Suhrawardr’s
account differs in important respects. The ninth Namat is en-
titled “On the Stations of Gnostics” and the tenth “On the
Secrets of Signs.”3” However aware he may have been of Avi-
cenna’s opening a new chapter in Islamic philosophy through
his teachings in these last two sections of the Directives and
Remarks—and here the question of union with the active intel-
lect and its political implications are central**—al-Suhrawardi’s
treatment of ostensibly the same subject matter leads to a dif-
ferent end. To begin with, Avicenna refers to a general group
of people as gnostics and distinguishes three types: ascetics,
pious worshippers, and gnostics proper. Corresponding to this
is al-Suhraward’s group of divine philosophers and sages. It
consists of a wide range of types and includes the perfect divine
philosopher, referred to as God’s viceregent and identified as
the ruler of an age. Thus Avicenna’s mystics with special insight
and knowledge—that is, gnostics proper—are elevated by al-
Suhrawardi to the rank of divinely inspired rulers.

The second and perhaps more significant difference is that
Avicenna seeks to explain the natural basis for the occurrence
of extraordinary events, such as a mystic’s ability to foretell the
future, while al-Suhrawardi is more intent on relating the mi-
raculous powers with the experience of the “unseen” in the

36. See Avicenna, al-Isharat wa al-Tanbihat, ed. Hasan Malik-Shahi (Teheran:
Soroosh, 1984), 438 ff.

37. Ibid,, pp. 439 ff. Fakhr al-Din al-Razi, a friend and fellow student of al-
Suhrawardi (both had studied with Majd al-Din al-Jili in Maraghah), states
in his Sharb al-Isharat concerning this tenth Namat: “This is the most
imporrant chapter of this book, because in it he has ordered the science
of the Sufis in 2 way no one has done before or after him.” See ibid., 439
n. 1; throughout this edition, Malik-Shahi reproduces passages of al-Razi’s
Sharh al-Ishardt in the notes,

38. See Davidson, “Alfarabi and Avicenna on the Active Intellect,” 166--168;
and Fazlur Rahman, Prophecy in Islam: Philosophy and QOrthodoxy (Lon-
don: George Allen & Unwin, 1958), 19-20,
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separate realm of the imaginal. For al-Suhrawardi, this imaginal
realm (al-‘alam al-mithali), rendered mundus imaginalis by
Corbin*—wherein the illuminationist experience takes place—
is a real one and occupies a distinct place in illuminationist
cosmology.*

‘The second type of works by al-Suhrawardi are his Arabic
and Dersian allegorical treatises. These include A Tale of the
Occidental Exile (Qissat al-Ghurbat al-Gharbiyyah), The Trea-
tise of the Birds (Risilat al-Tayr), The Sound of Gabriel’s Wing
(Avaz-i Par-i Jibra'll), The Red Intellect (‘Aql-i Surkh), A Day
with a Group of Sufis (Rizf ba Jama‘at-i Sifiyan), On the State
of Childhood (Ft Halat al-Tufuliyyah), On the Reality of Love
(Fi Hagigat al-‘Ishq), The Language of the Ants (Lughat-i
Miiran), and The Simurgh’s Shrill Cry (Safir-i Stmurgh).* In
these treatises, al-Suhrawardi is mainly concerned with describ-
ing the theme of the mystical journey. Said to begin with the
individual’s heightened level of self-consciousness, its end is
invariably marked by the individual’s vision of truth—a percep-

39, See, for example, Henry Corbin, Mundus Imaginalis: or the. Imaginary
and the Imaginal, trans, by Ruth Horine (Ipswich: Golgonooza Press,
1976), from sections in Corbin’s En Islam iranien: aspects spirituels et
philosophigues (Paris: Gallimard, 1972).

40. The cosmology admits of four realms, namely, that of controlling lights
(‘lam al-amwar al-gahirak), managing lights (‘dlam al-amwdr al-mudab-
birab), and two intermediary realms (barzakhiyan)—luminous suspended
forms {‘@lam al-suwar al-mu‘allagab al-mustanirah) and dark suspended
forms (‘Glam al-swwar al-mu‘allagah al-gulmaniyyah). Evil spirits, Satan,
pain, suffering, etc. belong to this latter realm; see, e.g., Philosophy of
IHumination, Opera 11, 232-235. The first of the two intermediary realms.
is also called the realm of suspended forms (‘@lam al-muthul al-
ma'allagab), the mundus imaginalis (‘alam al-kbayal), and the realm of
abstracted forms (‘@lam al-ashbih al-mujarradah).

41. Qissat al-Ghurbat al-Gharbiyyah is in Opera II, 274-297; it has been
translated by Thackston, The Mystical and Visionary Trealises, 100-108,.
The other treatises are published in Opera III and have also been trans-
fated by Thackston, ibid.
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tion likened to experiencing unity with the divine. The manifest
result of the experience of the mystical quest-journey is the
attainment of knowledge and power.

The third type of works by al-Suhrawardi consists of devo-
tional prayers or invocations. Other minor treatises, aphorisms,
and short statements also fall under this type.* The lengthiest
two prayers or invocations composed by al-Suhrawardi are ad-
dressed to “the great Heavenly Sun, Hiirakhsh.”43 The Heavenly
Sun, also referred to as the Great Luminous Being (al-nayyir al-
a‘zam), is the heavenly counterpart of a king on earth; both
have manifest “luminous™ qualities, which is why they are
obeyed by their “subjects.”#

THE BEGINNINGS OF A
POLITICAL DOCTRINE

From this brief indication of the nature of al-Suhrawardr’s
works, it should be clear that their introductions and final
chapters are of special importance. The most succinct and clear
statement made by al-Suhrawardi concerning political doctrine
is to be found, for example, in the introduction to his most
famous work, the Philosophy of Illumination. To point to sa-

42. Most of the aphorisms had been collected by al-Shahraviiri in his Nuzbat
al-Arwah, 2:136-143,

43. These lengthiest two prayers or invocations, entitled “The Grear Hii-
rakhsh,” have been published by M. Moin in Majala-yi Amiizish va Pa-
varish 24 (1945): 8—12, One of them has also been reprinted in §7 Risilah
az Shaykh-i Ishrag, 18-19.

44. One of the lengthier prayers or invocations, for example, starts by be-
stowing greetings on “the most luminous, alive, rational, and manifest
being” and goes on to attribute the qualities of royal authority and perfect
power to it. The idea is that just as Hiirakhsh shines in the heavens, so
does the kiyidn kharra of kings on earth; see al-Suhrawardi, Opera I, 494;
Opera I, 149-150.
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lient features of the political doctrine, as well as to illustrate the
three questions sketched out in the “Introduction” above, I
present here a translation of some parts. After invocations to
God, al-Suhrawardi begins:

Know, my brethren, that your frequent demands for writing down
the philosophy of illumination have weakened my resolution to
refrain and eliminated my desire not to comply. Were it not for
an incumbent obligation, a message that has appeared, and a
command given from a place disobedience of which will lead to
going astray from the path, I would not have felt obliged to step
forward and openly reveal the philosophy of illumination. [I will
write for you] a book in which I mention what I have obtained
by my intuition during my retreats and moments of revelation.
In every seeking soul there is a portion of the light of God, be it
abundant or little. And every scholar has intuition, be it perfect
or not. Knowledge resides not only among a particular group of
people, so that the doors of Heaven be shut behind thetn and the
rest of the world be denied the possibility of obtaining more.
Rather, the Dator Scientis [wakib al-‘ilm]* who stands by the
“clear horizon™ is not stingy with the nnseen,%

As is usual with al-Suhrawardi, the passage commences with
an address to his “brethren.” Subsequently, he stipulates that a
command has been given him, which is why he is setting forth
illuminationist principles in writing. The source of the command
is stated by the commentators to be the Divine Himself.*” How-
ever, judging by al-Suhraward?’s close association with several

45. Qutb al-Din al-Shirazi equates wahib al-‘ilm with al-‘agl al-fa“al, i.e., the
active intellect; see Sharl Hikmat al-Ishrdg, (Teheran, 1316 a.n.), 14. For
the reference to the “clear horizon” that follows immediately here, see
Quran, 71:23. .

46. For this and the passages immediately following, see al-Suhrawardi, Phi-
losophy of Hlumination, Opera II, 10-12.

47. See al-Shahrazisd, Sharh, fol. 11r. Cf. al-Harawi, Anwariyyah, 3-8,
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rulers and princes for whom at various stages in his life he had
composed treatises on illuminationist philosophy, as well as by
the tone and style of the passage itself, the source of the com-
mand may have been none other than the Ayyubid al-Malik al-
Zahir himself:48

The most evil age is the one lacking in personal endeavor, in
which the movement of thought is interrupted, the door of rev-
elations locked, and the way of visions closed. . . . The world
has never been without philosophy nor without a person in charge
of its wisdom, possessing proofs and explanations. Such a person
is God’s vicegerent on earth, and this will be the situation so long
as there are heavens and earth. . . . The group [of philosophers]
includes the “messengers,” the “lawgivers,” . . . and others.
Should it happen that, in some period, there be a philosopher
proficient in both divine wisdom and discursive wisdom, he will
have the leadership, and will be God’s viceregent. . . . Should
this not happen to be the case, then a philosopher proficient in
divine wisdom, but of middle ability in discursive wisdom [will
have the leadership). Should even this not happen to be the case,
then a philosopher proficient in divine wisdom, but who lacks
discursive wisdom will be God’s viceregent. The earth will never
be without a philosopher proficient in divine wisdom. Leadership

48. The rulers with whom al-Suhrawardi had close association, indicative of
his desire to be involved in politics in a fashion analogous to the well-
known legacy of the wise Iranian viziers, include the Seljuk prince ‘Ala’
al-Din Kay-Qubad, said by at least one source to have been a disciple of
al-Suhrawardi in philosophy; the Seljuk Sulayman-Shah, a great patron of
philosophy, who reportedly asked al-Suhrawardi to compose for him, in
Persian, the epitome of illuminationist philosophy, the Epistle on Ema-
ration; and the Seljuk ruler of Kharpiit, Malik ‘Tmad al-Din Urtuq, al-
Suhrawardr’s well-known patron and the one for whom he composed the
philosophical epitome ‘Fmdadin Tablets, Tbn Bibi's Mukbtasar-i Tarikbr
Saldjiga, as quoted by B. Furiizanfar in his Zindgani-yi Mawlana Jalal al-
Din (reprint; Teheran: Zavvar, 1987), 24-28, 184, is the source for this
information. See also M. J. Mushkiit, Mugaddama-7 bar Akbbar-i Sald-
fiqa-yi Ritm (Teheran: Teheran University Press, 1961}, 93.
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on earth will never be given to the proficient discursive philoso-
pher who has not become proficient in divine wisdom. So, the
world is never without a proficient divine philosopher, who is
more worthy than he who is only a discursive philosopher; for,
inevitably, viceregency must be held [by someone]. By this lead-
ership, I do not mean only temporal control. Rather, the imim-
philosopher may openly be in command or in occultation—he
whom the multitude refer to as “the pole”—and he will have the
leadership even if he is in utmost concealment. When earthly rule
is in such a philosopher’s hands, the age will be a luminous one;
but if the age is without divine management, darkness will be
tejumphant.

Given al-Suhrawardi’s connection with rulers, one must ask
whether introductions such as this do not foreshadow an illu-
minationist political doctrine, nainely, divinely inspired rule by
the wise as the foundation of politics. The politically significant
dimension of his thought, contrary to the juridical view preva-
lent in his time, is his clear stipulation that revelation is contin-
uous and unending as well as that wisdom is not confined to
specific groups, Muslim or otherwise, This means that just as
divinely inspired prophets, lawgivers, and wise kings of an ear-
licr era (be they Greeks, Persians, Egyptians, Brahmins, or from
the Judaeo-Islamic line of prophets and their progeny) ruled
ancient nations, so too any present ruler must be divinely in-
spired, The ruler, God’s viceregent, is identified as the enlight-
ened philosopher, one who combines to a perfect degree dis-
cursive and intuitive wisdom.

The best political state rests on the wisdom and authority of -
an individual—philosopher-sage, or divine philosopher—who
may be termed imam, pole, or king. There is much discussion
in the philosophy of illumination as to the historical origins of
wisdom, and the manner in which it has proliferated. Conse-
quently, illuminationist political doctrine rests on discoveting
who the inspired “leaders” are and on determining how they
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obtain their divine inspiration as well as how they portray the
authority of their acquired wisdom. The “history” of the dis-
semination of such wisdom, and thus political authority, is the
first component of the doctrine.

THE HISTORY OF WISDOM

The authority of wise rulers derives from their ability to obtain
a certain quality of wisdom, metaphorically depicted as a light.
The philosophy of illumination is the way to pursue the path
that leads to the attainment of this light or wisdom. As al-
Suhrawardi states on a number of occasions in his works, in-
cluding the introduction to the Philosophy of Hllumination, the
“science of lights” is constructed by him with the aid of “all
those wayfarers in the path of God.” In this endeavor, he has
been guided by the intuition of the leader of philosophy (jmam
al-hikmah), Plato, the “possessor of divine support and light”
(sabib al-ayd wa al-nir).® Wisdom is a light that has been
passed down by generations of divine philosophers, and with
the aid of this light the affairs of man are regulated. The history
of the “science of lights” goes back to Hermes, “father of
philosophers” (walid al-hukama’), and continues through Em-
pedocles, Pythagoras, and others until it reaches Plato. Just as
there is an ancient Greek source for the light of wisdom passed
down through history, so is there a Persian, as well as an Indian,
source. “The Eastern theorem of light™ is said by al-Suhrawardi
to comprise the method of the Persian sages such as Jimasf,
Farshawashtar, Buzurgmihr, and others before them who passed
down the authority of wisdom.®® Al-Suhrawardi enumerates

49. See al-Suhrawardi, Philosophy of Hlumination, Opera II, 11.
50. “This theorem, however, is not the theorem of the infidel majis, the
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ancient philosophers, saints, prophets, and kings who are said
to have experienced this light in themselves and then passed it
down. For example, the divine Plato is said to have experienced
wisdom as a light in his soul when he was freed from Prime
Matter, and this gave him special powers associated with the
“elevated noble world.”$! Such stories are also told of Hermes
and other Greek thinkers, even Aristotle.

Though not frequent, similar stories are told of the Prophet
Muhammad, who said: “when I remove myself from the shac-
kles of the body and become united with the elevated noble
world, then my food and drink are from the real sciences and
from divine lights.”*2 And there are other stories concerning the
experience of light by Amir al-Mu’minin ‘Ali, the fourth of the
Rashidiin Caliphs and the first Shii Imam. In. one such story, al-
Suhrawardi relates that ‘All had been aided in one of his battles
by the radiating divine light.5* Moreover, stories such as these
are told of Aba Yazid, al-Hallzj, and other prominent Muslim
mystics. Even Old Testament figures such as Noah, Solomon,
David, and Jacob are the subjects of similar stories; they are all
said to have also experienced the divine light and thus to possess
manifest extraordinary power.5*

The implication drawn from all these stories is the same:
Whoever experiences the divine light will gain wisdom and
power and thereby have the ability to perform extraordinary

heterodoxy of Mini, or whatever leads to associating other deities with
God, exalted is He above anthropemorphic attributes”; ibid., 10-11.

51. See al-Suhrawardi, Intimations, Opera I, 112.

52. See al-Suhrawardi, ‘Ismadin Tablets, Opera 111, 128,

53. Ibid. A similar story is related concerning Jesus Christ.

54. Sce, for example, in al-Suhrawardi, Opera III: Epistle on Emanation, 76;
‘Imdidin Tablets, 189; The Red Intellect, 229; On the Reality of Love,
273, 281, 284, 285; The Language of the Ants, 297; The Simurgh’s Shrill
Cry, 316, 332; and On the Knowledge of God, 444.
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acts, tell of future events, and rule justly. In fact, the light given
to those who experience illumination is said to have been passed
down through several groups or branches of philosophers,
sages, and mystics. And it is this passing down that constitutes
al-Suhrawardi’s view of the history of “wisdom.”s* This type
of wisdom has, in the illuminationist scheme, proliferated in
history through several sources and channels: a Hermetic
“source,” Hermes himself being the greatest source in this
branch and called the father of philosophy;*¢ a Greek “source”
or group, the greatest among them being the divine Plato and
including Pythagoras, Empedocles, and Asclepius; a Persian
“source,” al-Fahlawiyyiin, originating with Kiyumarth, desig-
nated Earth-King (Malik al-Tin, an Arabic translation of the
Persian Gil-Shah, the well known epithet of the Avestan king
Gayomaratan), passed down through his followers Afridin and
Kaykhusraw; and an Indian “source,” the Brahmins.
According to al-Suhrawardi, the fountainhead of wisdom (dif-
fused through the four sources just mentioned and manifest
among special sages and prophets of various nations) and the
lights associated with the path of wisdom have merged in times
near to his own era and have all passed down to him in three
ways. First, the quintessence {(kbamirah)’’—also metaphorically

55. See, for example, in al-Suhrawardi, Opera I: Paths and Havens, 502 ff;
and Intimations, 10 ff. Cf. Amaldez, “Ishraqiyylin,” in Excyclopedia of
Islam, new ed.

56. Much has been written concerning the influence of Hermetic writings in
Islam, See, for example, S.-H. Nasr, “Hermes and the Hermetic Writings
in the Islamic World,” in Islamic Studies (Beirut, 1967), 67—68. Concern-
ing Hermetic sources and their influence on illuminationist thought and
on Ibn Sab‘in, see Abii al-Wafi al-Taftazani, “Ibn Sab‘in wa Hakim al-
Ishraq” in al-Kitab al-Tadbkari Shaykh al-Ishrag, ed. Ibrahim Madkour,
(Cairo: al-Matba‘ah al-‘Arabiyyah, 1974), 293-319,

57. 'The term khamirah, which may mean “essence” or the “essence of es-
sences” (ustugs al-ustuqsdt), has been identified by the late M. Moin as
an ishragi term meaning “the sum total of the beliefs of a philosophical
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depicted as a light—of the Pythagoreans has passed down to a
person whom al-Suhrawardi calls “my brother Ikhmim” (prob-
ably, Dhi al-Nun al-Misri), then from Ikhmim to Abd Sahl al-
Tustarl, “the wanderer of Tustar” (perhaps the star of Tustar),’®
and from the latter to his followers. Second, the khamirah of
the Persian Khusrawaniyyiin mythological kings has passed
down to Abii Yazid al-Bastami, “the wanderer or star of Bas-
tim,” from Abii Yazid on to al-Hallij, “the youth of Bayda’,”
and then to Abn al-Hasan al-Kharraqani, “the wanderer or star
of Amul and Kharraqan.”*® Third, the khamirab resulting from
the admixture of the khamirabs of the Persians and of the
followers of Pythagoras, Empedocles, and Asclepius, from the
direction of the east and of the west, has fallen upon a people
who talk in the presence of God and are identified in ancient
and remote books.6® Thus do the sages receive from God His
Command giving them power and authority.

Al-Subrawardi informs us that any divine philosopher from
among the above-mentioned groups who has undergone the
ordeals of the quest for wisdom and freed himself from the
shackles of the body will inform humankind of the Sacred
Knowledge. Such sages may ascend to the light and appear in
whatever form they wish.6! They are the true rulers of the best

school.” See M. Moin, Farbang-i Farst {reprint; Teheran: Amir Kabir,
1984), 1:1441.

58. See al-Subrawardi, Paths and Havens, Opera I, 503 and nn. 1-2. The
Arabic reads sayydr tustar.

59. Ibid., n. 3.

60. On one occasion (Intimations, Opera I, 105), al-Suhrawardi refers to a
category of divine sages by the name Al Tasi. The commentator, Ibn
Kammiinah, considers them to be descendents (akl al-bayt) of the Prophet
and refers to them collectively as all those who have reached the highest
perfection; see ibid., n. 9, where sections of Ibn Kammiinah’s commentary
have been printed.

61. See al-Suhrawardi, Paths and Havens, Opera I, 503.
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city, and all nations bow before them.%2 The station reached by
the sages, as reported by all of the great sages themselves, is
called the most noble station (al-maqgam al-‘aziz), akin to the
“station kun.”s3

The way or religion adhered to by all such sages, including
al-Suhrawardi, who in his own time has captured the very
khamirah of all of the sources combined, is “the religion of the
ancients adhered to by the Babylonians, the [Persian] Khusra-
waniyyan sages, the Indians, and all the ancients from Egypt
and Greece, as well as others.”®* Finally, whoever receives the
light representing the quintessence of wisdom——no mean thing,
because such an event is referred to as the experience of a light
so powerful as to obliterate (al-nitr al-tamis) and lead to the
lesser death (al-mawt al-asghar)—will gain divine powers.t* The
light given to such men is called kbarra, and whoever obtains

62. 1Ibid., 503-504.

63. See al-Suhrawardi, Philosophy of IHumination, Opera I, 255. Magam
kun is a reference to the Quran, 16:42, nagfl lah kun fa-yakian {“We say
to it ‘be! and it comes to be”), that is, the command given by God when
He desires a thing to come to be, It is a testimonial to the creative powers
of the philosopher-sage.

The epithet, khalig al-baraya (creator of images) was used to describe
al-Suhrawardi himself; see al-Shahraziri, Nuzbat al-Arwab, 2:122. The
ability to create images at will is among the most significant manifest
powers of the philosopher-ruler and is attributed, for example, to the
Persian mythological king, Afridin, by al-Suhrawardi (*Imadin Tablets,
Opera I, 186), who uses the term nayrang. The term, rendered into
Arabic as nayranj (plural, rayranjiyyat), may convey a sense of sorcery,

The only biographer who tells of al-Suhrawardi’s ability to perform
nayranj is Muhammad al-Dimashgi, who in his al-Daris fi Ta’rikh al-
Madars {Damascus: Matba®ah al-Taraqqi, 1951}, 2:184, states: “ya‘rif
fal-Subrawardi] al-kimiya’ wa shay' min al-sha‘wadhab wa al-abwab al-
nayranfiyyat.” Other biographers refer to al-Suhrawardi’s knowledge of
al-simiya’, but never of his ability to perform nayranj; see note 99 below.

64, See al-Suhrawardi, Paths and Havens, Opera I, 493.

65. Ibid.,-502-504.
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this light will become courageous and dominant, have control,
have people incline toward him, and have all nations obey and
revere him.%6

It is possible that when the Heavenly Master, the Great Lu-
minous Being,® increases the luminous quality of the light given
to the sage—which light is now called kiyan kbarra—the sage
will become a magnificent king. Such a sage-king will thus come
to possess royal authority, knowledge, virtue, and auspicious
fortune.® The royal sage will then be endowed with all manner
of extraordinary powers, such as walking on water, flying in
the sky, arriving at the heavens, and traversing the earth.®® The
sign of such powers is manifest in the “visible” possession of
this light, the Great Royal Light. In an especially revealing
passage at the end of the Epistle on Emanation, al-Suhrawardi
describes the one to whom this light is given:

Any king”™ who learns wisdom and persists in his consecration
[tagdrs] of the Light of Lights, as we said before, will be given
the Great Royal Light [kivan kharra] and the luminous light
[farral. Divine light will bestow upon him the robe of Royal
Authority and of majesty. He will become the natural ruler of
the world. He will receive aid from the lofty realm of heavens.
Whatever he says will be heard in the Heavens. His dreams and
his perscnal inspirations will reach perfection.”

Any divinely inspired sage who becomes such a king will rule
with utmost benevolence, times under his dominion will be

66. Ibid., 504.

67. That is, Hirakhsah or the “Heavenly Sun.” See notes 43 and 44 above.

68. See al-Suhrawardi, ibid.

69. Ibid., 505.

70. 1 read bar padshabt instead of har-ki, ibid. Corbin follows the same
reading, but not Nasr; see Prolégoménes, Opera 111, 81.

71. See al-Subrawardi, Epistle on Emanation, Opera 111, 80-81. Cf. ‘Imadin
Tablets, ibid., 194.
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enlightened, and he will have manifest powers. Conversely,
whoever can perform extraordinary acts, see the future, and be
counted among the sages of the age is the one fit to rule.

This is the essence of al-Suhraward?’s political doctrine.
Should a young prince desire to become ruler of the world, be
given the robe of Royal Authority, and gain majesty such as the
ancients (especially the ancient Persian kings) had obtained, then
he should study the “science” that leads to obtaining the nec-
essary wisdom and authority, This science is none other than
the “science of lights,” the philosophy of illumination, Al-Suh-
rawardi and others after him, named upholders of illumination,
are the only ones who know its secrets. This knowledge is not
to be found merely in books nor is it the political philosophy
of the Peripatetics: “We do not know among those who follow
the way of the Peripatetics anyone who has a firm footing in
divine wisdom, I mean knowledge of the lights.”?> The “prac-
tical” end of the philosophy of illumination distinguishes al-
Suhrawardi’s political doctrine.

Wisdom and its special history, as told by the illuminationist
sages in the service of Royal Authority, are the quintessence of
al-Suhrawardi’s political doctrine. But while he associates the
source of wisdom with its manifold branches and history, his
discussion of kingship and authority is mostly confined to a
discussion of the ancient Persian kings. In one passage on the
theory of kingship in his ‘Imddin Tablets? al-Suhrawardi dis-
cusses this question in detail. Here the light of truth—which
bestows goodness, nobility, and justice—is said to have been
obtained by the greatest of Persian kings:

When the soul is purified, it will be illuminated with the light of
God. This is as God has said in His revelation: “God guards

72. See al-Suhrawardi, Paths and Havens, Opera I, 505.
73. See al-Suhrawardi, ‘Imddin Tablets, Opera I1I, 185-187.
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those who believe and will deliver them from darkness unto
light.”? That is, from the darkness of ignorance unto the light
of knowledge. . . . And when divine light and the Sacred Taber-
nacle appear to the purified one, he will become illuminated. He
will then influence cotporeal bodies as well as other souls. . . .
Luminous authority will appear in him . . . and as he becomes
acquainted with the Great Luminous being and becomes illumi-
nated with the sacred light, [other] beings will obey him. Matter
will be affected by him. And his call and prayer will be heard in
the Heavens, especially by the Angel. . . . As he will be attributed
with auspicious fortune, goodness, nobility, and justice, he will
travel to the lofty horizons, triumph over his enemies and be
protected. He will gain a magnificent countenance and obtain
powerful royal authority. . . . He will capture the light of [divine]
confirmation and victory as did the great Persian Kings.

It should be noted, incidentally, that al-Suhrawardi’s refer-
ences here and elsewhere to the wise kings of Persian mythology
simply serve a political purpose. By no means should such
references be taken to suggest a desire on his part to revive
ancient Persian “philosophy.” By al-Suhrawardi’s time, it was
common practice to invoke names from Iranian myth and leg-
end as exemplars of wise and just rule. The passage continues:

The light which bestows divine confirmation, which strengthens
both body and soul, is called kbarra in the Persian tongue. That
part of this light which pertains to kings specifically is called
kiyan kharra. Among the people who gained this light of divine
confirmation was the possessor of occult powers, King Afridun,
who ruled justly . . . and became triumphant. This he did because
he became united with the Holy Spirit. And, because his soul was
illuminated and becate powerful through [receiving] rays of the
divine light, he found Royal kingship and [thus] ruled over his
own humankind. In command of royal power, triumph, and

74. See Quran, 2:258 (my translation).
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confirmation, he conquered his enemy Zahhak, the one with the
two evil insignia, and killed him, By the command of God, he
spread justice . . . and knowledge and overcame evil.

The next in this royal lineage was Malik Zahir, the king Kay-
khusraw, who established the sacred prayer and was spoken to
by the Divine, The Unseen spoke unto him. His soul was elevated
to the Heavens; he was impregnated with God’s own wisdom;
and the divine light came to reside in him and came before him.
He recovered the meaning of kiyan kbarra, which is a light that
appears to the triumphant soul, due to which all else becomes
obedient unto him.

The above passage is among the most indicative of his illumi-
nationist political doctrine with respect to authority, kingship,
and just rule. It also shows how central the nature and being
of the person of the “ruler”—whether a king or philosopher-
sage—is to al-Suhrawardi’s views on politics. Thus to complete
our understanding of the illuminationist political doctrine, we
must now turn to an examination of this “type” of man and
his qualities.

SAGES AND DIVINE PHILOSOPHERS

The divine philosopher is one who combines discursive wisdom
with intuitive wisdom and is thus given the status of God’s
viceregent on earth. Al-Suhrawardi uses the name Brethren of
Abstraction (Ikbwan al-Tajrid) to designate the “group” of the
wise. This group or brotherhood is not confined by time and
space. Thus Plato, as well as al-Hallaj, belongs to the brother-
hood. Members of the brotherhood are called by a host of
different names, among them: perfect souls (al-nufis al-kami-
lah), ascetics (ashab al-riyadat), wayfarers (ashab al-sulitk), vi-
sionaries (ashab al-mushabadab), possessors of the command
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{ashab al-amr), people of insight (ikhwan al-bastrah), those with
pure souls (rawshan ravanan, ravan pakan), and brethren of
truth (barddaran-i bagigat).”

The Brethren of Abstraction are defined as those who “have
perfected their knowledge of speculative philosophy and prac-
tical philosophy.””¢ They combine qualities associated with
prophets, can learn without a teacher, and are blessed with
strong intuition. However, they are not called prophets as such,
because they are not specifically charged (ma’miir) by God.””
They enjoy a special station, that of kun (be!),”® and can “cre-
ate” forms whenever they want. If man is to be characterized
as a knowing subject, then those in the category of illumina-
tionist sages, the Brethren of Abstraction, have become know-
ing, creating subjects. That is why they are seen to perform
extraordinary acts, such as telling of future events, controlling
the elemental world, being able to create such natural phenom-
ena as earthquakes, and so on. In short, they are creators of

75. Al-Subhrawardi uses such terms as al-unfids al-kimilab {Intimations, Qpera
I, 105), ashab al-sulitk (Paths and Havens, ibid., 501), salikin (Philosophy
of Hlumination, Opera II, 252), ashab al-amr (ibid., 249), ikbwan al-
bastrah (ibid., 243), ikbwan al-tajrid (ibid., 242), ravin pakan (Epistle on
Emanation, Opera 111, 81), barddaran-i bagiqat (The Treatise of the Birds,
ibid., 198), al-su‘ada@ (Intimations, Opera I, 90), nufis-i qudst (On the
Knowledge of God, Opera 11, 447), javibir-i rawhani (ibid., 444), mu-
bagqiqan dar hikmat (ibid., 440), al-zubbid (Philosophy of Ilhwmination,
Opera II, 229), al-muta’allibiin (ibid., 11), as well as others to designate
the ranks of philosopher-sages. They are the ones who may—should they
choose to pursue wisdom and be illuminated by the light of the Light of
Lights through the intermediation of the Isfzhbad Light, the great lumi-
nous being—attain power, control, and royal authority and thus join the
ranks of the great Persian kings.

76. See al-Suhrawardi, Philosophy of Hlumination, Opera II, 242 n, 1.

77. See al-Suhrawardi, Intimations, Opera 1, 95 ff.

78. See al-Suhrawardi, Philosophy of Hlumination, Opera 11, 242,
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images (ashab al-barayd)—a quality that is the manifest sign of
their divine authority.

Many important Muslim figures—Aba Bakr, ‘Umar, “Uth-
mén, ‘Ali, Hudhayfah, Hasan al-Basri, Dhd al-Nun al-Misri,
Sahl al-Tustari, Abu Yazid al-Bastami, Ibrihim Ibn Adham, and
even Junayd and Shibli”—are counted among the Brethren of
Abstraction. However, none of the philosophers, such as al-
Farabi or Avicenna, is mentioned. In fact, the visionaries are
said to be in opposition to the Peripatetics.®® All of the intelli-
gibles become known to them in a very short time without their
ever having had a teacher or studied books.?! Intuition, vision,
and illumination allow them to dispense with cogitation (fikr}.82
A strong intuition is what makes such a person God’s viceregent
on carth.83

Those who submit to the arduous ordeal of the ascetic prac-
tices undergone by the Brethren of Abstraction, will be given
power, control, and management, all of which pertain to the
majestic secret of illuminationist wisdom.® Political authority
rests on such manifest qualities, and those who have it are so
known because they can exercise their powers at will. Prophets
and the Abstracted ones alike have been seen to perform ex-
traordinary acts. Among the kinds of acts associated with the
category of divinely inspired sages, for example, are such ex-
traordinary deeds as creating tempests and earthquakes, ruining
entire nations, curing the sick, sating the thirsty, and making
wild beasts obey. Even clear revelation {(twaby sarih) may be

79. See al-Subrawardi, Epistle on Emanation, Opera 111, 76.

80. See al-Suhrawardi, Paths and Havens, Opera I, 496.

81. See al-Suhrawardi, On the Knowledge of God, Opera I1I, 446.
82. Ibid. ‘

83. See ibid., 447: i kbalifa-yi kbudiy buvad dar zamin.

84. See al-Suhrawardi, The Apposites, Opera I, 192.

The Source and Nature of Authority 335

given to them, or they may have true dreams.®s For example:
“They can make anything they want appear before them at will,
such as food, shapes, and beautiful sounds and other things,”8s
In their special station, the Brethren of Abstraction may even
talk with things that appear from the world of the unseen, be
elevated from one rank to another, take great pleasure in their
experience, and appear before God—the Light of Lights.” As
we saw in the long passage from the ‘Imadin Tablets quoted
above, ancient Persian kings like Afridiin and Kaykhusraw be-
came endowed with special qualities once they purified them-
selves and received wisdom and divine glory. Thus they could
rule with justice.

The implication for al-Suhrawardi’s own time would have
been clear, especially to the royal patrons who commissioned
his works. A sage (here al-Suhrawardi) must be heeded by the
prince or ruler, if he secks to gain the wisdom necessary to rule
with power and become victorious over the enemy. But those
well disposed to al-Suhrawardi were not the only ones to discuss
the practical consequences of the illuminationist political doc-
trine, or so the circumstances under which he was executed in
Aleppo would suggest. On another level, however, an under-
standing of the reasons for his execution helps explain the
political doctrine of manifest divine powers in the service of
temporal rule, that is, why a philosopher must become involved
in politics.

85. See al-Suhrawardi, Intimations, Opera I, 103-104.

86. See al-Suhrawardi, Philosophy of Illumination, Opera 11, 230, Among the
stories related by Ibn AbI Usaybi‘ah and Ibn Khallikan, but not transmitted
by al-Shahraziiri, are those that tell how al-Suhrawardi was reported to
have made things appear as though by magic,

87. Ibid., 243.
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AL-SUHRAWARDI’S EXECUTION IN ALEPPO

Why was al-Suhrawardi, a young man from a Kurdish region
in Iran who entered Aleppo around the year 1183—only a year
after the city had been entrusted to the young prince al-Malik
al-Zahir al-Ghazi—and who managed, almost on his arrival, to
find his way to the court, executed within a few years?® Why
should a poor, ill-clothed Sufi®® pose such a threat to the great
Sultan Saladin that he would demand that the young “mystic”
be killed and have a letter demanding the execution written by
one of his judges of the land, the Qadi al-Fadil?*°

To be sure, 1191 was a most important year. During this
year, the battles between Muslims and Christians over the Holy
Land became more intense, and King Richard the Lion Heart
landed in Acre.?! In earlier years, Saladin was engaged in battle
against the crusaders in and around most of the major cities of

88. See Muhammad Abii Rayyan, Usil al-Falsafat al-Ishragiyyab, 19, n, 1,
and Ibn Abi Usaybi‘ah, Tabagat al-Atibba’, 643—644. See also A History
of the Crusades, ed. Kenneth M. Setton et al. (Philadelphia: University of
Penmsylvania Press, 1955), 583 ff. In this work, the year 1183 is cited as
that in which Saladin had first invested his “ten-year-old son . . . as Sultan,
with a number of trusted officers to support him, but the arrangement
was challenged by al-‘Adil.” However, the young prince could not have
been ten in 1183 {the year al-Suhrawardi entered Aleppo), for he was
born in Egypt in 568/1171; see H. A. R. Gibb, The Life of Saladin
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973), 48 n. 5. Saif al-Din al-“Adil, who had
opposed al-Zahir’s rule of Aleppo, finally gave in, and the city was restored
to the latter’s rule in 1186. During the years 1183-1186, al-Suhrawardt
had presumably been in the service of the young prince,

89, The stoty of al-Suhrawardi appearing so lowly and dirty that he was
mistaken for a donkey-driver (kbarband) is told by Ibn Abi Usaybi‘ah
(Tabagat al-Atibba’, 644) and repeated by most later biographers.

90. See ibid., 642. According to Gibb, the qadi had been a trusted counsellor
of Saladin; see Life of Saladin, 49.

91. See, for example, G. Slaughter, Saladin (New York, 1955), 221 {f.
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the region while trying to overcome the espionage and political
intriguc carried on by Rashid al-Din Sinan, “the old man of the
mountain.”?* Saladin was also faced with the Abbasid Caliph’s
intrigues, to say nothing of political conspiracy by the Fatimids
and others left in Cairo.” Clearly, the great Saladin had more
pressing concerns than taking on a poor wandering Sufi. Surely
he was not so much concerned about a philosopher-mystic
befriending and “corrupting” the mind of his young son as he
was fearful of the practical implications of a “new” political
doctrine, as developed and taught by al-Suhrawardi in his
works. Indeed, al-Suhrawardr’s teaching—as it had been devel-
oped in, for example, the ‘Imidin Tablets—could call for an
enlightened person, the young al-Malik al-Zahir taught by the
sage, to invest himself as the legitimate ruler of the age and
regain the glory of the ancient kings of Persia.

Baha’ al-Din Ibn Shaddad, the famous biographer of Saladin
and the qadi of Jerusalem and the army, may have played an
important role in the execution of al-Suhrawardi by warning
the king of the political implications in the young philosopher’s
teachings. Ibn Shaddad, who was born in Mosul in $39/1145

92. See, for example, J. J. Saunders, Aspects of the Crusades (Christ Church:
Whitcombe and Tamar, 1968), 26. There may also have been an assassi-
nation plot against Saladin by Sinin’s guerillas; see Setton et al., eds., A
History of the Crusades, 567,

93. See Shihab al-Din al-Muqaddasi, Kitab al-Rawdatayn fi Akbbar al-Daw-
latayn {Cairo, 1287 A.H.), 2:120.

94. We know that Saladin was not, in fact, against Sufis per se. Consider, for
example, what is said by Stanley Lane-Poole in his Saladin and the Fall
of the Kingdon of Jerusalem (New York: AMS Press, 1978), 20: “The
ranks of the wise and learned recrnited from Nishapur delighted andiences
at Damascus. Persian mystics like es-Subrawardy met traditionalists like
Ibn-Asakir.” Further, Baha’ al-Din Ibn Shaddad gives an example of Sa-
ladin’s noble character by relating a story of his generosity to a Sufi; see
al-Nawadir al-Sultaniyyab, ed. Jamal al-Din al-Shayyal (Cairo: Dar al-
Ma‘arif, 1964), 31--32. '
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and had taught in the Nizamiyyah in Baghdad for four years,
had joined the service of Saladin in 584/1188 and remained a
close companion until the Sultan’s death in 589/1193, at which
time he became al-Malik al-Zahir’s advisor, a position held by
al-Suhrawardi prior to his death.”s The great historian Ibn Khal-
likan, one of the important sources for al-Suhrawardr’s biog-
raphy, had visited Ibn Shaddid and perhaps first obtained from
him some of the information recorded in Wafayat al-A‘yan. Ibn
Khallikan is the only historian who refers to Ibn Shaddad’s
biography of Saladin.?s

Given these background facts, it seems reasonable to conjec-
ture that Ibn Shaddad knew more than he related. He speaks
about the “youth” al-Suhrawardi in a section in his biography
entitled “Mention of what we have seen concerning his [Sala-
din’s] strict adherence to religious principles and his reverence
for matters pertaining to the Sharrah.”®” As an example of
Saladin’s religious fervor and upholding of the religious law,
Ibn Shaddad cites the order for al-Suhraward?’s execution:

Saladin had great respect for religious practices. He believed in
bodily resutrection . . . and confirmed ail that is given by the
religions laws. . . . He loathed the philosophers, those who deny
God’s attributes, those who believe in the eternity of time and
space, and whoever opposes the Shar'ab. He [thus] ordered his
son, the ruler of Aleppo al-Malik al-Zahir—may God glorify his
victories—to kill a youth called al-Suhrawardi who had risen [to
a high position in Aleppo]. For it was said of him that he opposed
the religious laws, considering them to be abrogated, Thus the

95. See Franz Rosenthal, A History of Muslim Historiography (Leiden: E. J.
Brill, 1968), 170 ff. Ibn $haddad died in 631/1234.

96. See Wafayat al-A‘yan, 273: “The qgadi of Aleppo, Baha’ al-Din, known as
Ibn Shaddad, mentions [al-Subhrawardi) early in the biography of Saladin.”

97. See Ibn Shaddad, Nawadir al-Sultaniyyab, 7. The term “youth” {(al-shabb)
appears to be pejorative.
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aforementioned son of Saladin captured al-Suhrawardi when he
learned of the news concerning him, informed the Sultan, and
ordered that he be killed. He was crucified for a while and was

[later) killed.?®

The implication of these words, perhaps the most important
contemporary official version of the charges against al-Suhra-
wardi, is clear. The young mystic-philosopher was engaged in
activity deemed contrary to the divine law and thus considered
a threat.

Part of what might contribute to such a reputation is the
belief that al-Suhrawardi had “magical” powers,” such as those
he himself had discussed in association with the royal authority
of King Afridin. Ibn Abi Usaybi‘ah states that al-Suhrawardi
was reputed to know the science of magic.190 He further states
that even extraordinary acts had been performed by him in this
art, that is, magic. “The one who is informed of the divine
secrets” is how al-ShahraziirT describes al-Suhrawardi,®! how-
ever, and then goes on to relate that the authority of the ancient

98. Ibid., 10.

99. The terms used to describe the powers in the pejorative include simiya,
sibr, sha‘wadhah, ot sha’badhab, biyal, and nayranj. However, al-Shah-
raziiri considers it incorrect to describe al-Suhrawardi’s powers as magical
and uses the term karamat instead; see Nuzhat al-Arwab, 2:124. Al-
Subrawardi himself uses the term nayrang in the positive sense; see, .g.,
‘Imdadin Tablets, Opera III, 186. The controversy is crucial, namely,
whether or not al-Subrawardi is a magician or sage with miraculous
powers.

The term simiya’ may be derived from the Greek s&meion, See R. Dozy,
Supplément aux Dictionnaires Arabes, 1:708=709. The term, in construct
with either “tm or fann (ie., ‘ilm al-simiy® or fann al-stmiyd’), indicates
some kind of magic. It is sometimes used with al-sibr, sorcery, and with
al-kimiyd’; and all denote nonstandard practices. The term ngyranj, how-
ever, has definite occult connotations,

100. See Ibn Abi Usaybi‘ab, Tabagat al-Atibba’, 642643,

101. See Nuzhat al-Arwab, 2:119-120. '
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sages and philosophers is to be considered quintessential in
illuminationist philosophy. A much later historian, al-Dhahabi
(d. 748/1347), also chooses to emphasize al-Suhrawardi’s
knowledge of ancient wisdom, mentions that he was foremost
in such knowledge, and specifies that one of the major charges
against him was his corrupting the faith of Saladin’s son al-
Malik al-Zahir.102 Moreover, there is an unusual statement by
al-Shahraziiri, extant in the edition of the Arabic text but omit-
ted in Nasr’s version of the Persian text and also in Thackston’s
English translation: “I have heard that some of his [al-Suhra-
ward?’s] companions used to say to him ‘Abt al-Futiih, messen-
ger of GodP 7103 If textually correct, this statement, coming from
one of al-Suhraward’s most ardent followers, has serious im-
plications. It is a central political principle in the philosophy of
illumination that prophecy ceases neither with any single man
nor in any single age.

In sum, we have various and conflicting accounts of al-Suh-
rawardt’s life. Called a sorcerer dealing in tricks by some, he is
designated the most unique divine sage of his time by others.
So wide a spectrum of opinion attaches to no philosopher before
him. Only if he is the initiator of a new and radical “branch”
in philosophy or mysticism, a view ardently held by many of
his contemporaries, does his execution make sense.!™

102. See al-Dhahabi, Kitab al-‘Ibdr fi Khabar man Ghabar, ed. Salah al-Din
al-Munajjid (Kuwait: Wizdrat al-Irshaid wa al-Ta‘lim , 1963}, 4:263—
265. I am grateful to Professor S. Bonebakker for bringing al-Dhahabt’s
account to my attention.

103. See al-Shahraziiri, Nuzhat al-Arwdih, 2:126: Abii al-Futith, rasal Allah.

104. The famous Nagirid vizier, Lisan al-Din Ibn al-Khatib, provides a most
interesting view of al-Suhrawardi (whom he never mentions by name,
simply referring to him as al-mw’allif}. In his Rawdat al-Ta'rif bi-al-
Hubb al-Skarif, ed. Muhammad al-Kattani (Rabat: Dar al-Thaqafah,
1978), Ibn al-Khatib gives several categories for philosophers and mys-
tics: the Peripatetics, the Stoics, the People of Light from among the
Ancients (abl al-anwdr min al-mutagaddimin), the Religious Philosophers
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A summary of al-Suhrawardi’s life after he entered Aleppo
seems to be in order. One version, something like the “official”
one, was handed down by Baha’ al-Din Ibn Shaddad and re-
ported in part by Ibn Abi Usaybi‘ah, Ibn Khallikan, and others,
They speak of a young man who entered Aleppo, perhaps with
a group of companions, and attended its leading schools—
initially the Jalawiyyah, and eventually the Niiriyyah—where
he engaged Hanbalite jurists in debate. He managed to gain
access to the court of Saladin’s son, al-Malik al-Zahir al-Ghazi,
who befriended him and brought him to his court. His anti-
Shari’ah sentiments soon became apparent to the jurists and
learned scholars. The fact that he was putting his own authority
above the divine law and even proclaiming to be a prophet
capable of performing miracles became known. Some of his
own pupils called him “Abi al-Futiih, the Messenger of God!”
Thus, he was deemed an infidel and sorcerer who by recourse
to the use of magic had won over the young prince and was
cortupting his mind; and it was feared he would ultimately
undermine the authority of the law and the Abbasid Caliphate
in whose name the great Sultan Saladin was ruling Egypt and
Syria and fighting off the crusades. So he was declared a zindiq
and killed, whereupon the conspiracy was ended and his com-
panions dispersed.

According to this version, al-Suhrawardi was charged with
claiming to be a prophet, not believing in God’s attributes,
holding heretical opinions, and corrupting the mind of al-Malik
al-Zahir. He was said to be against the law of the land, to claim

from among the Muslims (al-bukama al-mutamallilin min al-isls-
miyyin)—this one including Avicenna, al-Farabi, Averroes, Ibn Tufayl,
and many others—etc. The category “People of Light” is devoted solely
to al-Suhrawardi, and the only other philosopher named is Hermes, so
quoted when Ibn al-Khatib is paraphrasing Hikmat al-Ishraq; ibid.,
2:555 ff. The position accorded al-Suhrawardi is, as far as [ know, unique
in the history of Islamic philosophy.
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powers that put him above the Sharr'abh, and to have performed
certain acts to prove his divine inspiration. He was also accused
of believing in the wisdom of the ancients. Finally, though this
was not a charge, he was alleged to have been a sorcerer and
magician. Nonetheless, the formal accusations were clearly suf-
ficient to warrant a death sentence.'”

The unofficial version of the events in Aleppo (that conveyed
by al-Shahraziri), though certainly different in tone, is not sub-
stantially different from the official one. Al-Shahraziiri admits
that al-Suhrawardi had become a confidant of the prince in
Aleppo, but denies that he sought to corrupt the prince’s mind.
It is unquestionable that al-Suhrawardi debated the jurists of
all schools and “won” these debates due to his scholarship and
learned capabilities. There is agreement that Saladin, “armed
with a prescript from the judge al-Fidil, sent to al-Zahir saying
that this Shihib must be executed and under no circumstances
merely exiled.”106 There is also agreement that the jurists of
Aleppo gave decrees to the effect that al-Suhrawardi should be
executed. In all these matters, then, there is agreement.

Al-Shahraziiri’s account differs, however, because the tone in
which he reports these matters is more favorable:

105. Abit Rayyan (Usi# al-Falsafat al-Ishragiyyah, 27) cites M. Horten who,
in his Die Philosophie des Islam {Munich: Verlag Ernst Reinhardt, 1924),
66—67, had considered that al-Suhrawardf’s Tsmaili views may have led
to his execution. However, there is no evidence in al-Suhrawardi’s writ-
ings to support this notion. His claim that the world is never devoid of
wisdom and a person who is God’s vicegerent does not suffice to make
him an Ismaili. There is not a single reference to any association between
him and the Batinites by the biographers. Nor can Nast’s claim that al-
Suhrawardi believed in the institution of wildyah be substantiated; see
S. H. Nast, “Shaykh al-Ishrag,” in Madkour, ed., al-Kitab al-Tadhkar,
17-36, esp. 21. Indeed, there is no evidence that the concept had been
well formulated at that time at all.

106. See Thackston, The Mystical and Visionary Treatises, 3.
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Thereupon [i.e., as the result of his triumphs against the jurists]
the fulminations against him increased, and judicial sessions wer; &
convened to declare him an infidel. The results were forwarded
to Damascus to Saladin, and they said that if he were allowed to
live he would corrupt al-Malik’s faith, and if he were banished
he would corrupt any place he went.1%7

Nor does al-Shahrazarl make any attempt to deny al-Suhra-
wa'rdi’s special attention to, and belief in, ancient wisdom and
philosophy. In fact, he informs us that among the philosophi-
caily important things al-Suhrawardi had done was to refute
the principles of the Peripatetics, while reenforcing the beliefs
of the ancient philosophers,108

Yet there is, curiously, no denial on the part of al-Shahraziri
of the charge that al-Suhrawardi. claimed to be a prophet. In
fact-, al-Shahraziri is the only biographer who—albeit in an
indirect way—even confirms it, as though there was nothing
wrong in al-Suhrawardi claiming to be a divine sage who is
aided by heaven itself. All this suggests that al-Suhrawardi was
thought to be engaged in a political “conspiracy” aimed at
establishing the young Ayyubid prince as ruler of the age, di-
vinely aided and guided by the divine philosopher——namely’, al-
S'uhrawardi—who possessed manifest signs of divine inspira-
tl.Ol‘l. It seems to me, then, that what I have here designated as
“illuminationist political doctrine” was viewed as having such
compelling practical implications that it led to al-Suhraward?’s
death,

In conclusion, I would like to emphasize that al-Suhraward?’s
political doctrine does not fall within the domain of classical

107. 1bid.

108. See al-Shahraziri, Nuzhat al-Arwab, 2:120: “He criticized in it [that is,
Paths and Ha'uens] the principles of the doctrine of the Peripatetics and
re~cnf¢:rcer% [l1terally,-”constructcd,“ shayyad] the belief of the ancient
sages.” This passage is among the sections not translated by Thackston.

.
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political philosophy. That doctrine, based on an eclectic view
of wisdom, inspiration, and divine authoriy vested in royal
sages, is the distillation of popular beliefs of al-Suhrawardi’s
own time. One should not attempt to extrapolate a theory from
it. Part of the doctrine is a symbolic use made of a host of
ancient figures, as older recipients of divine authority, for prac-
tical political ends. Nor can his account of the dissemination of
wisdom in the service of benevolent rule be called history in a
strict sense. It is a metahistorical reformulation of commeonly
known myths and legends of ancient nations. Al-Suhrawardi’s
intention in promulgating such a history is to illustrate and
legitimize his own idea of divine inspiration, with its manifest
signs, as the basis for authority to rule.




