A Comparative Reflection on Suhrawardr’s Illumination and the
Angelology of Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite

Mohsen Sarebanneja

d ™ 1® zahra Rezayati 2

1. PhD Candidate, Advanced Art Studies, College of Fine Arts, University of Tehran, Iran. E-mail:

sarebannejad@ut.ac.ir

2. PhD Candidate, Advanced Art Studies, Kish Campus, University of Tehran Iran. E-mail: zahra.rezayati@ut.ac.ir

Article Info:
Avrticle type:
Research Article

Article history:

Received:

7 December 2023
Received in
revised form:

9 March 2024
Accepted:

9 June 2024
Published online:
5 January 2026

Keywords:

Suhrawardji, Pseudo-
Dionysius the
Areopagite, Light,
Hierarchy,
Angelology,
Neoplatonic
Philosophy

Abstract: A system based on hierarchies—characterized by the

omnipotence and domination of higher beings and the dependency and
delight of lower beings—can, through a comparative approach, be
identified as the common thread between the views of Shihab ad-Din
Yahya ibn Habash Suhrawardi in the second part of his Hikmat al-Ishraq
(The Wisdom of lllumination) and Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite in
De Coelesti Hierarchia (On the Celestial Hierarchy). Suhrawardi, who
categorizes all the substances of the world of possibility—both
incorporeal and material—into the two realms of light and darkness,
established a hierarchical system of lights based on the illumination
wisdom of Fahlvion. Similarly, Dionysius describes the hierarchy of
angels based on their intellectual and illuminated essence, aiming to
explain the transmission of divine revelation from its highest source to
the human world. The findings of this research reveal that Suhrawardi
approaches the category of light from a purely philosophical perspective,
whereas Dionysius interprets the concept within a Neoplatonic
framework, focusing on biblical exegesis with particular attention to the
thoughts of late Neoplatonists such as lamblichus and Proclus. Despite
their shared emphasis on hierarchy, their approaches differ significantly.
Suhraward1’s angelology operates within a “horizontal” order, whereas
Dionysius’s hierarchical system adheres to a vertical relationship
centered around the subject of “hierarchy.” This study, based on
documentary (library) research, first examines the concept of light in the
Holy Quran and the New Testament, then compares the hierarchical
structures of lights and angels in the philosophies of Suhrawardi and
Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite.
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lntroduction: The foundation of

Suhrawardi’s philosophical
system, widely interpreted as
The Wisdom of Illumination, is
the concept of “light.” This
central theme inspired
Suhrawardi to name his works
with titles such as Ilm al-Anwar
and Figh

Furthermore, he revived the

al-Anwar.

wisdom of ancient Iran, which
he referred to as The Wisdom of
Noble Light (Kamalizadeh,
1392:29). As a prominent figure
within Islamic culture and
civilization, Suhrawardi
employed a hierarchical view of
light to explain the cosmology
of illuminationist wisdom. He
regarded the title Hakim as
applicable only to those who
combined intellectual and
mystical insight. His
establishment of Al-Hikmah al-
Masragqiyyah as the philosophy
of illumination served as the
fundamental principle of the
Persian sages” worldview, where
light and darkness formed the

essential framework, while

suspicions of non-monotheistic
dualism were excluded.

In Christian theology, the
reliance of church fathers on
Greek philosophy to defend the
teachings of the Holy Bible
against pagan criticisms opened
the door for late Greek
philosophy, particularly
Neoplatonic thought, to enter
Christian  theology.  'This
intellectual synthesis
significantly ~ influenced the
Christian

theologians and facilitated the

reflections of
integration of Neoplatonic
concepts into Christian
doctrine (McGrath, 2016: 9).
The Christian adaptation of
Plotinus’s triadic theory—the
One, the Intellect, and the
Soul—not  only  provided
rational foundations for the
doctrine of the Trinity, a
cornerstone of the New
Testament, but also emphasized
the hierarchical structure of the
universe and the emanation of
multitudes from God, whose
“unity” is  inherent and
indivisible.
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Pseudo-Dionysius the
Areopagite, an anonymous
writer of the late 5th and early
6th century CE, was long
thought to be Dionysius the
Areopagite, an Athenian priest
converted to Christianity by
Apostle Paul ('Ahd-e-Jadiid,
17:16-34).
recognized as a key figure in

Dionysius is
early  Christian  theology,
particularly for his reflections
on light. His treatise De Coelesti
Hierarchia prompted John
Scotus Eriugena, a Carolingian
scholar, to describe it as a
“reference  book in  the
symbology of light” (Rorem,
1993:  79).
reflections on light influenced

Dionysius’s
prominent 13th-century
theologians such as Albertus
Magnus and Thomas Aquinas
(Garfagnini, 2012: 42).

This  study
hierarchical systems as a shared

focuses on

theme in the works of
Suhrawardi and Dionysius. It
explores  the  relationship
between absolute and

subordinate lights in

Suhrawardi’s philosophy and
the hierarchical order of angels
in  Dionysius’s  theology,
highlighting key intellectual
connections and divergences
between Islamic wisdom and

Christian theology.

Methodology: The data for this

study was collected from
written sources in both Islamic
and  Christian  intellectual

traditions and analyzed using a

documentary  (library-based)
method. A comparative
theoretical ~ approach  was

employed to systematically
examine the manifestations of
hierarchy in the works of
Suhrawardi and  Pseudo-
Dionysius. In the social sciences
and humanities, comparative
research is commonly used to
study societies, cultures,
systems, and structures over
time and space, employing
consistent tools to compare
phenomena across different
sociocultural settings (Hantrais,

2009: 2).
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Findings: Suhrawardi
conceptualizes the first
emanation, or the “nearest
light,” as a unity based on the
principle of the One (Al-
Wahid). Dionysius, however,
focuses on the hierarchy of
angels, particularly the Thrones,
which are  described as
metaphysical and reasonable

light beings. Despite the

significant influence of
Neoplatonic philosophy,
particularly ~ Plotinus,  key
differences  emerge.  While

Plotinus asserts that only a
singular intellect can emanate
from the One, Dionysius rejects
this strict principle and instead
emphasizes the relationship of
“procession” and  “return”
between angels and God,
characterized by the dynamics
of giving and receiving.

In Suhrawardf’s illuminationist
philosophy,  the  greatest
similarity between Vahumana
(the First Light) and the Light of
Lights lies in their unity and
simplicity, essential for the

emanation of the One.

Dionysius, on the other hand,
emphasizes the symbolic and
functional roles of angels rather
than their ontological unity.
The etymology of terms such as
Seraph, derived from Hebrew
and  meaning  “flaming,”
“shining,” or “luminous being”
(Guiley, 2004: 37),
demonstrates some conceptual
overlap between Suhrawardr’s
illuminationist framework and
Dionysius’s angelology.

Both thinkers address the
problem of evil, though their
approaches differ. Dionysius
views evil as originating from
Good but existing only as non-
being or absence, whereas
Suhrawardi attributes
originality to darkness,
encompassing the material
world. While Dionysius equates
darkness with ignorance and
divine transcendence beyond
God’s names and attributes
(Dionysius, 2011a: 700D; 2011b:
997A), Suhrawardi offers a
detailed

illumination from supreme

explanation of

lights to subordinate ones,
asserting that “the illumination
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of abstract lights does not
separate anything from them”
(Suhrawardi, 1372 SH, 137:2).
Dionysius’s works remain silent
on this process. Suhrawardi
further
relationships between supreme

establishes causal

and subordinate lights through
the principle of imkan al-ashraf
(Possibility of the Nobler),
stating that “vertical light types
are prior to their people, that is,
they have intellectual
precedence, and imkan al-
ashraf requires that these types
should be abstract lights”
(Suhrawardi, 1372 SH, 143:1).
Dionysius, however, denies
causal relationships between
entities within the same or
different hierarchical categories
(Luscombe, 1997: 26).

Discussion and Conclusion:

Neoplatonic philosophy,
particularly Plotinus’s triadic
theory, was a significant
influence on Christian theology
during the era of the Greek
church fathers. This framework
provided rational support for

the doctrine of the Trinity and

inspired reflections on the
hierarchical structure of the
universe. Pseudo-Dionysius’s
De Coelesti
exemplifies the synthesis of

Hierarchia

Neoplatonic philosophy with
Christian theology, resulting in
a uniquely Neoplatonic form of

theology.

In  contrast,  Suhrawardr’s
illuminationist philosophy,
while influenced by Greek and
Alexandrian thought,
prioritizes Islamic  sources,

particularly the Holy Quran.
The Quran’s Verse of Light
profoundly shaped
Suhrawardi’s reflections on
hierarchy, surpassing external
influences. Contributions from
Al-Ghazali

further enriched Suhrawardi’s

Avicenna  and

cosmology,
theoretical
intellect and human souls.

While both Suhrawardi and
Dionysius adopt hierarchical

hierarchical
emphasizing

systems influenced by
Neoplatonic philosophy, their
intellectual ~ contexts  and

sources lead to  distinct
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interpretations of hierarchy.
Suhrawardi’'s  emphasis on
Quranic inspiration
distinguishes his illuminationist
philosophy from Dionysius’s
Christian

showcasing the unique interplay

Neoplatonism,

between faith and philosophy in
their respective works.
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