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Abstract

The present study aims to examine the status of Suhrawardi’s symbolic tales within his philosophical system from the standpoint of four
major interpreters. Using a descriptive—analytical and critical approach, the research seeks to analyze the position of allegorical narratives
in Suhrawardi’s intellectual framework based on fundamental concepts in Islamic philosophy and Illuminationist wisdom (hikmat al-
ishraq). The study explores the interpretive intent behind Suhrawardi’s adoption of an artistic form—namely the story—as a medium for
expressing his philosophical and mystical ideas. Various views have been proposed regarding the role of the tale in Suhrawardi’s
philosophy: some thinkers regard these tales as mere disguised expressions of his philosophical system; others interpret them as distinct
mystical phenomena; while still others consider them purely artistic and independent of his philosophy. In this study, the views of four
prominent Suhrawardi scholars—Dinani, Nasr, Corbin, and Pournamdarian—are philosophically analyzed and examined concerning the
relationship between truth and story in Suhrawardi’s allegorical narratives. The findings indicate that each of these four interpreters,
according to his own intellectual horizon, presents a unique explanation of the relationship between story and truth in Illuminationist
wisdom. Dinani perceives the story as a symbolic and rational manifestation of Illuminationist philosophy; Nasr interprets it as a symbolic
language for conveying mystical knowledge and sacred truth; Corbin views it as the epiphany and manifestation of truth in the imaginal
(mithali) level of existence; and Pournamdarian regards the tale as an artistic experience and literary expression of the philosopher’s inner
journey. Ultimately, the perspective of this research aligns with Corbin’s interpretation—namely, that Suhrawardi’s symbolic stories are
not rational representations of truth but rather its very manifestation within the realm of imagination and allegorical language. From this
viewpoint, symbolism in Suhrawardi’s works is not merely a means of explanation but the very event of the manifestation of meaning
itself.

Keywords: Suhrawardi; symbolic story; Illuminationist philosophy (hikmat al-ishraq), allegorical works; story; truth
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The writings of Shihab al-Din al-Suhrawardr,
the founder of Illluminationist philosophy
(hikmat al-ishraq), occupy a unique place in
the intellectual history of Islamic thought for
their synthesis of rational discourse and
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visionary symbolism. Beyond the dense
conceptual system of his major philosophical
works such as Hikmat al-/shraq, Suhrawardr's
corpus includes a set of allegorical
narratives—short  stories and symbolic
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parables that blend philosophical exposition
with imaginal and poetic imagery. These
stories, ranging from Dbrief visionary
encounters to extended mystical journeys,
have drawn sustained scholarly attention as
integral elements of his epistemology of light.
Yet their ontological and philosophical status
remains debated: are they poetic supplements
to his formal philosophy, mystical
dramatizations of metaphysical truths, or
autonomous works of art? The present study
examines this problem through a comparative
and interpretive analysis of four major
scholars—Ebrahimi Dinani, Seyyed Hossein
Nasr, Henry Corbin, and Taqi
Pournamdarian—each of whom interprets the
relation between story and truth in Suhrawardi
from a distinct philosophical horizon. Using a
descriptive—analytical and critical method, this
research argues that the interpretive diversity
surrounding Suhrawardr’s allegories stems
from differing assumptions about the nature of
symbolism, imagination, and reason in
llluminationist thought. By evaluating these
hermeneutical approaches, the study seeks to
clarify whether Suhrawardr’s tales should be
read as rational representations  of

philosophical doctrines, imaginal
manifestations of truth, or aesthetic revelations
of a lived mystical experience.

From the perspective of Gholamhossein
Ebrahimi Dinani, Suhrawardr’s allegorical tales
represent a rationalized form of symbolic
expression within the architecture of his

philosophical system. In Sha‘é“-e Andisheh va

Shahad dar Falsafe-ye Suhrawardi, Dinani
insists that Suhrawardr’s symbolic narratives
cannot be reduced to literary devices or
mystical allegories; they are, rather, didactic
tools that convey illuminationist concepts
through the medium of imaginal forms (1). For
Dinani, the symbolic language of Suhrawardt
retains full logical coherence with the
philosopher’'s metaphysical system, and the
tales such as ‘Agl-e Sorkh and Safir-e Simorgh
should be read as rationally interpretable
representations of the soul’s ascent toward the
Light of Lights. His reading emphasizes that
symbolic storytelling in Suhrawardi does not
replace philosophy with mysticism but
translates philosophical insight into an
imaginal pedagogy. Thus, Suhrawardr’s
recourse to the language of birds, colors, and
cosmic journeys is a strategic shift in
expression rather than an abandonment of
rational clarity. Dinani’s consistent claim that
“the allegories of Suhrawardr are instruments
for teaching philosophy rather than poetic
ornaments” (1) exemplifies this position. He
further contends that the imaginative faculty
(khayal) functions as a mediator that elevates
cognition from conceptual abstraction to
intuitive illumination: imagination opens the
path for reason, while reason refines and
completes imagination. Hence, the harmony of
intellect and imagination forms the epistemic
backbone of Suhrawardr's pedagogy. Dinani
therefore  maintains that Suhrawardr’s
narratives are rationally decipherable and that

their meaning unfolds through philosophical
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contemplation rather than through mystical
participation alone. They are “rational veils”
that clothe intellectual truths in the beauty of
imagery and thus should be unlocked by
reason, not dissolved in visionary rapture.

In contrast, Seyyed Hossein Nasr reads
Suhrawardr’s allegorical writings through the
lens of sacred symbolism and the perennial
philosophy. In works such as Three Muslim
Sages and his essays on llluminationist
wisdom, Nasr asserts that Suhrawardr’s
narratives exemplify a “sacred language” that
transcends discursive reason and belongs to
the universal tradition of divine wisdom (hikmat
khalida). For Nasr, the philosophical intellect
(‘aql) of Suhrawardr is illuminated by an inner
light that unites metaphysical speculation with
spiritual  realization.  Consequently, his
stories—far from being mere rhetorical
devices—are epiphanies of the soul’'s ascent
within the hierarchy of light. Nasr observes that
“these narratives are in truth accounts of the
soul’s journey and outward reflections of inner
events experienced by the seeker” (2). He
argues that conceptual language, constrained
by rational form, cannot express the fullness of
illuminative knowledge; only symbolic and
mythopoeic discourse can mediate between
intellect and revelation. Therefore, Suhrawardi
resorts to allegory not for poetic pleasure but
because the truths of ishraq are of a luminous
order inaccessible to reason alone. In this
sense, Suhrawardi revives the “primordial
symbolic language” shared across ancient

traditions—from Iranian khvarnah symbolism

to Neoplatonic light metaphysics—where
words are not arbitrary signs but “vehicles of
light” that manifest the Real (2). For Nasr, this
sacred symbolism is not metaphorical but
ontological: it embodies the reality it
expresses. The east-west cosmography
recurring in Suhrawardr’s tales symbolizes not
geography but the metaphysical migration of
the soul from the darkness of materiality
toward the dawn of divine illumination. Hence,
Suhrawardr’s storytelling is a form of initiatory
teaching, and understanding it requires
participation in the sacred rather than analysis
from outside it. Nasr thus portrays Suhrawardt
as the reviver of an ancient wisdom tradition
that weds philosophy, mysticism, and art in the
unifying light of the agl-e quddis—the
sanctified intellect that perceives truth as light.
Henry Corbin, the French phenomenologist of
I[ranian mysticism, offered a profoundly
different ontological reading of Suhrawardr’s
symbolic narratives by grounding them in the
doctrine of the imaginal world (‘alam al-mithal).
In Avicenna and the Visionary Recital and
Creative Imagination in the Sufism of Ibn
‘Arabi, Corbin traces the genealogy of
visionary  storytelling from  Avicenna’s
allegories to Suhrawardr’'s Qissat al-Ghurba
al-Gharbiyya, arguing that these texts describe
real spiritual events occurring in an
intermediate mode of existence (3, 4). Corbin
insists that Suhrawardr's tales are not
metaphors but theophanies—manifestations
of truth in the imaginal realm. The imaginal is

neither subjective fantasy nor empirical reality;
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it is a distinct ontological level where meanings
take form and forms reveal meanings. Thus,
the symbolic figures in  Suhrawardrs
narratives—birds, travelers, angels—are not
personifications of concepts but actual beings
encountered in visionary consciousness.
“Symbol,” for Corbin, differs radically from
“‘metaphor”: while the latter is linguistic and
arbitrary, the former is ontological and
participatory. The symbol “is not a sign that
points to something absent but a form through
which presence reveals itself’ (3). Accordingly,
Suhrawardr’s allegories should not be
translated into rational propositions but
contemplated as manifestations of being.
Their meaning unfolds through ta’'wil—an inner
exegesis that coincides with the soul’s own
ascent. Corbin thus interprets Suhrawardr’s
narratives as both cosmological maps and
autobiographical confessions of the soul’s
migration toward the Light of Lights. The act of
reading becomes a spiritual event, a re-
enactment of the philosopher’s journey from
exile to reunion. In his view, the allegory is not
an artistic device or pedagogical instrument
but a mode of existence through which truth is
revealed to the soul in imaginal form. This
explains Corbin’s warning that translating
these texts into discursive logic annihilates
their essence, for it converts lived presence
into abstract concept (3). In Suhrawardr’s
vision, as read by Corbin, imagination is a
faculty of ontological perception, and allegory
is theophany itself—the appearance of truth in

the mirror of imagination.

Taqi Pournamdarian approaches
Suhrawardr’s allegories from a literary-
philosophical standpoint, emphasizing their
artistic form and symbolic depth. In ‘Agl-e
Sorkh (2012) and Ramz va Dastan-ha-ye
Ramzr dar Adab-e Farsi (2013), he examines
the difference between tamthil (allegory) and
ramz (symbol), arguing that Suhrawardr’s tales
are not didactic allegories that end with moral
clarification but symbolic experiences that
preserve the mystery of the Real (6, 7). For
Pournamdarian, a symbol refers to something
beyond sensory or conceptual comprehension
but does so through intrinsic rather than
conventional association. “A symbol,” he
writes, “is something from the known world
that points to something from the unknown, not
by arbitrary agreement but by inner necessity”
(6). Hence, Suhrawardr’s narratives belong to
the domain of ramz, where the relationship
between sign and meaning is essential and
untranslatable. He situates these narratives in
the intermediary world of imagination—the
same realm of ‘alam al-mithal described by
Suhrawardi—where reason and perception
converge. The reader, therefore, must not
analyze these stories as philosophical
arguments but participate in their symbolic
experience. Yet, Pournamdarian’s own
interpretive practice reveals an internal
tension: although he theoretically
distinguishes symbol from allegory, he often
translates Suhrawardr’s visionary language
back into conceptual exposition. His

commentary on ‘Agl-e Sorkh, for instance,
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rationalizes the narrative’s mystical motifs into

metaphysical propositions, thereby
transforming the symbol into a philosophical
analogue. This duality reflects what he calls a
‘hermeneutic of symbol,” wherein meaning
emerges not through discursive analysis but
through the reader’s experiential co-presence
with the text. Nonetheless, his method tends to
intellectualize what Suhrawardi intended as
visionary  encounter. As a  result,
Pournamdarian views the tales as artistic
mediations of truth—halfway between
philosophy and revelation—but  often
reabsorbs them into rational interpretation. His
contribution lies in highlighting the literary
dimension of Suhrawardr's metaphysics while
demonstrating the modern reader’s difficulty in
preserving the mystery of the symbolic act.

In  comparative perspective, these four
interpretations reveal the multi-dimensionality
of Suhrawardr’s narrative universe. Dinani
rationalizes the symbol as philosophy in
disguise; Nasr sacralizes it as a manifestation
of primordial wisdom; Corbin ontologizes it as
theophany in the imaginal world; and
Pournamdarian aestheticizes it as artistic
expression. All agree that Suhrawardr’s tales
mediate between intellect and illumination, yet
they diverge in defining the status of that
mediation. The tension among their views
reflects broader philosophical questions within
Islamic hermeneutics: whether truth is
communicable through discourse or only
whether

manifest  through  experience;

imagination serves reason or transcends it;

and whether symbolic language represents or
incarnates meaning. Corbin’s interpretation
ultimately appears closest to Suhrawardr’s
own metaphysical intent, for it preserves the
integrity of the imaginal realm as a real order
of being rather than reducing it to metaphor or
pedagogy. In his framework, the allegory does
not represent truth but is the very event of its
manifestation. Therefore, Suhrawardr’s tales
should be read not as philosophical fictions but
as visionary encounters that actualize the
ontological unity of knowing and being. This
study, through juxtaposing these interpretive
horizons, underscores that Suhrawardi’s
symbolic stories cannot be confined to any
single explanatory register—philosophical,
mystical, or literary—but instead demand an
integrative hermeneutic that recognizes the
interplay of intellect, imagination, and
illumination at the heart of hikmat al-ishraq.

In conclusion, this research demonstrates that
the diversity of interpretive approaches to
Suhrawardr’s allegorical tales mirrors the
fundamental dialectic between rational
knowledge and illuminative experience in
Islamic philosophy. The study finds that while
Dinani translates symbolism into rational
discourse, Nasr situates it within the sacred
metaphysics of light, Corbin identifies it with
the ontological reality of the imaginal world,
and Pournamdarian reads it as an artistic
unfolding of spiritual experience. Collectively,
their analyses reveal that Suhrawardr’s tales
are not decorative fictions but essential

expressions of his epistemology of light, in
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which truth discloses itself through symbolic
embodiment. These narratives function as
thresholds between philosophy and mysticism,
intellect and vision, word and light. By mapping
the interpretive spectrum from rationalism to
phenomenology, the study affirms that
Suhrawardr’s allegorical writings inaugurate a
mode of thought in which storytelling becomes
illumination and imagination becomes the site

of truth’s revelation.
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