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This study revisits the concept of light in Shihab al-Din Suhrawardt’s
philosophy through the lens of Hans Blumenberg’s metaphorology.
Its primary aim is to reexamine the notion of light within
Suhrawardi’s philosophical system on the basis of Blumenberg’s
approach to metaphor. First, the central place and function of the
concept of light in Suhrawardi’s writings and his systematic thought
are investigated. The dominant linguistic reading of Suhrawardi —
situated in the history of rhetoric — is then outlined, followed by an
analysis of Mulla Sadra’s interpretation of Suhrawardi. In the section
proposing an alternative reading, and drawing on Blumenberg’s
metaphorological method, the metaphor of light in Suhrawardi’s
philosophy is reinterpreted. This study demonstrates that the
prevailing reading of Suhrawardi is beset by shortcomings. Following
Blumenberg, light is reconsidered as an absolute metaphor. The
absolute metaphor of light performs both theoretical and practical
functions: theoretically it operates as a metaphor for rupture and
continuity; practically it opens a way for dialogue between traditions.
Moreover, in the story of Rostam and Esfandiyar, in the
reinterpretation of mythos into logos, and in the figure of the Red
Intellect (‘aql-e sorkh), light appears as the manifestation of human
reason in the world.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

This study offers a rereading of the concept of /ight (ntir) in Shihab al-Dimn
Suhrawardi’s  philosophy through the lens of Hans Blumenberg’s
metaphorology. It responds to the dominant interpretive tendency—chiefly the
Sadraean and linguistic/thetorical readings—that treats Suhrawardi’s light
primarily as a figurative or terminological device. By contrast, and drawing on
Blumenberg’s notion of the absolute metaphor, the paper argues that
Suhraward?’s use of light functions as a paradigmatic, non-reducible device that
both frames ontological claims and orients practical thought and inter-tradition
dialogue. The article therefore situates Suhrawardi’s luminous vocabulary
(including the term al-nitr al-anwar) within its broader intellectual antecedents
(Qur’anic exegesis, Platonic and Iranian symbolic traditions) and later receptions
(notably Mulla Sadra), and it proposes an alternative reading that recovers the
theoretical and pragmatic density of the light-metaphor in Suhrawardi’s system.

Methods

The research employs a descriptive-analytic methodology grounded in close
textual reading. Primary sources by Suhrawardi (including his Persian narratives
and Arabic treatises) are analyzed alongside key commentaries (e.g., Shahrzuri,
Qutb al-Din Shirazi) and later readings (especially Mulla Sadra). These textual
readings are coupled with a conceptual importation of Blumenberg’s
framework—his taxonomy of metaphorical functions and his definition of the
absolute metaphor—to map how light operates within Suhrawardi’s ontology,
cosmology, and hermeneutics. Comparative analysis highlights where Sadracan
assimilation of Suhrawardi into an ontology of existence narrows or occludes
alternative interpretive possibilities. The study also examines emblematic
narrative passages (notably Suhrawardi’s reworking of the Rostam and
Esfandiyar episode and the motif of the ‘agl-e sorkh / “Red Intellect”) as case
studies for the practical, orienting role of the light-metaphor.

Results

1. Centrality and semantic range of /ight in Suhrawardi: The analysis confirms
that light is not merely ornamental vocabulary but a systematic linguistic
apparatus for ordering degrees of being, cognition, and proximity to the
divine source (al-nir al-anwar). Suhrawardi’s distinctions between intrinsic
(essential) and accidental light, as well as his hierarchy of illuminating
degrees, function as ontological primitives that structure his cosmology and
epistemology.

2. Limits of prevailing readings: Sadraean readings that equate Suhrawardi’s
nir with existence (wujiid) successfully translate parts of Suhrawardi’s
project into the vocabulary of al-asalat al-wujiid, but in doing so they tend to
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domesticate its metaphorical and symbolical registers, thereby obscuring the
irreducibly figurative—yet ontologically productive—status of light in
Suhrawardi’s work. Likewise, strictly rhetorical or linguistic accounts reduce
light to a poetic device and miss its capacity to instantiate visions of totality
and orientation.

. Reframing via Blumenberg: Reading Suhrawardi through Blumenberg’s
absolute metaphor recovers two interrelated functions of the light-image.
Theoretically, the absolute-metaphor of light serves both as a vehicle for
expressing the idea of totality and as an index of rupture/continuity: it signals
what cannot be fully conceptualized within propositional, conceptual
language while still making a claim about the unity and structure of reality.
Practically, the light-metaphor supplies orientation—an action-guiding
horizon that shapes religious and philosophical praxis and facilitates
dialogical bridging among Platonic, Qur’anic, and Iranian symbolic idioms.

. Case studies—mythos in logos and the ‘agl-e sorkh: (a) The reworked
Rostam—Esfandiyar narrative functions as an instance of mythos that survives
into the age of logos by being re-coded through the light metaphor: the
blinding in Suhrawardi’s variant is produced by reflected light rather than a
literal arrow, linking mythic imagery to metaphysical illumination. (b) The
figure of the Red Intellect (‘aql-e sorkh), described as an old man of youthful
appearance, embodies the hybridity of illumination and darkness—signifying
a human reason that is at once luminous (divine origin) and marked by the
opacity of embodiment. Both examples demonstrate how absolute metaphors
operate simultaneously as conceptual limits and practical guides.

Conclusion

Refracting Suhrawardi’s thought through Blumenberg’s paradigm of the
absolute metaphor yields a richer and more faithful account of the role of light
in his philosophy. Rather than treating nir as merely allegorical language or
collapsing it into Sadraean categories of existence, the absolute-metaphor
reading recognizes light’s dual role:

(1) epistemic-theoretical—providing a symbolic means for
articulating ideas of totality, unity, and relational degrees of
being that resist reduction to clear, conceptual predicates;

(2) and practical-orienting—serving as a heuristic and normative
matrix that invites dialogical engagement among traditions
(Qur’anic exegesis, Platonic imagery, Zoroastrian solar
symbolism) and guides philosophical praxis (as visible in
Suhrawardi’s allegorical tales and the motif of the ‘agl-e sorkh).

This approach restores to Suhrawardi a philosophical modernity of sorts: his
luminous idiom—previously marginalized by the rise of post-Kantian
conceptual standards and by the dominance of Sadraean ontologizing—can now
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be revisited as a resource for contemporary metaphysical and hermeneutical
debate. The study thus both rehabilitates an underappreciated dimension of
Suhrawardi’s heritage and offers a methodological template—Blumenbergian
metaphorology—for rethinking scholastic and mystical vocabularies in modern
philosophical terms.
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