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Suhrawardī’s knowledge as presence 
in context

Jari Kaukua

University of Jyväskylä

introduction

Shihāb al-Dīn Suhrawardī (d. 1191 ce) is famous – or notorious, depending on 
whose opinion we cite – for having coined the notion of presential knowledge 
(al-ʿilm al-ḥuḍūrī), knowledge through presence (ʿilm bi-l-ḥuḍūr), or slightly 
more liberally, knowledge as presence. This notion was to provide an alternative 
to the Peripatetic cognitive psychology of Avicenna, which was founded on the 
idea of increasing abstraction of cognitive forms from matter that Suhrawardī 
perceived to be fundamentally problematic.1 Perhaps the prevalent occidental 
interpretation of the resulting “illuminationist” or “oriental” (ishrāqī) episte-
mology, taking its cue from Henry Corbin’s pioneering studies, has consid-
ered it an intuition-based theory, the main aim of which is to account for and 
culminate in a mystical type of knowledge that transcends the realm of what 
is commonly called philosophical.2 The past couple decades have witnessed 
a corrective move to emphasize the philosophical motives and maneuvers in 
Suhrawardī’s thought,3 as well as the importance of studying his work in its 
generative context – that is, in the framework of the twelfth century ce recep-
tion of Avicennian philosophy.4

Yet in spite of undeniable progress in our philosophical understanding of 
Suhrawardī, we still lack a solid and historically founded grasp of what exactly 

1  For an extended analysis of Suhrawardī’s epistemology as a critical departure from Avicennian 
Peripateticism, see Ziai 1990.
2  See, for instance, Corbin 1971: 47–67; Nasr 1963; 1964: 66–77; Amin Razavi 1997: 98–120.
3  Ziai 1990; Walbridge 1992; 1999; Marcotte 2004; forthcoming; Kaukua 2011.
4  For an excellent example, see Eichner 2011.
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the idea of knowledge as presence amounts to.5 The present article is an attempt 
at one possible interpretation. We will proceed in two steps, taking into consid-
eration the two most extensive discussions of knowledge as presence in the meta-
physical sections of al-Talwīḥāt and al-Mashāriʿ wa-l-muṭāraḥāt.6 In the first part 
of the paper, I will argue that the notion of knowledge as presence is introduced 
in the context of explaining God’s knowledge of particulars. My argument is 
that the approach Suhrawardī takes here has an important precedent in Avicenna, 
for the insight, according to which God’s knowledge of particulars can be eluci-
dated by means of a certain peculiar feature of human experience, is Avicennian 
through and through. In the second part of the paper, I will show how the notion 
of knowledge as presence, left in a somewhat skeletal shape in the Talwīḥāt, is 
fleshed out in a corresponding section of al-Mashāriʿ wa-l-muṭāraḥāt.

Presence in the TalwĪḤĀt

Interestingly, although the Talwīḥāt follows the traditional Peripatetic order of 
procedure, Suhrawardī introduces the notion of presence neither in the sections 
devoted to theory of science nor in those discussing cognitive psychology. 
Rather, it is only towards the end of the third, metaphysical part of the work, 
when tackling the problem of God’s knowledge of the particular entities of His 
creation, that he employs the term and the idea behind it. The term itself figures 
only in the enigmatic passage where Suhrawardī recounts how Aristotle, as an 
emphatically mythical figure, appeared to him in a dreamlike vision after he had 
exhausted himself laboring with “the question of knowledge”.7

Plenty has been written about this passage, but few writers have paid sufficient 
attention to the context. Two context-related observations in particular are quite 
crucial for a full comprehension of why and in what sense Suhrawardī introduces 
the concept of presence here. First of all, the passage is embedded in a metaphys-

5  The only extended systematic study of the concept is Haʾiri Yazdi 1992. In spite of its undeni-
able merits, Haʾiri Yazdi’s book is not a historically rigorous study. This is not surprising, since 
his pronounced aim is to present the theory of knowledge as presence as an epistemological al-
ternative endogenous to Islam, which is capable of making sense of mystical knowledge better 
than any of the available theories in contemporary analytic philosophy. While I believe that the 
following interpretation is compatible with Haʾiri Yazdi’s in broad terms, I will not address either 
the connections or the possible differences in detail here.
6  I have consulted two editions, Corbin 2009a and Habibi 2009, for the Talwīḥāt. References 
to these editions will be made by the abbreviation T, followed by section, chapter, and page 
numbers, with “C” for Corbin and “H” for Habibi. For al-Mashāriʿ wa-l-muṭāraḥāt, I use Corbin 
1952 and will refer to the text by the abbreviation MM, followed by section, chapter, and page 
numbers.
7  T III.3.1: 70 C; 238–239 H.



311Suhrawardī’s Knowledge as Presence in Context

ical discussion of God, and the particular explanandum here is God’s knowledge 
of particular things.8 The second observation concerns similarities between the 
Talwīḥāt and certain texts by Avicenna in their discussion of God’s knowledge.

Before introducing the appearance of Aristotle, Suhrawardī briefly reviews the 
problems of some of the available alternatives in their attempts to make sense of 
knowledge in general and God’s knowledge in particular. He first argues against 
the theory of knowledge as a strict unity or identity between the subject and the 
object of knowledge in a manner that is entirely derivative of Avicenna.9 But 
he also has qualms with Avicenna’s own theory, according to which cognitive 
forms inhere in the knowing subject, universal forms in an intellectual subject, 
and particular forms in a subject of perception.10 According to the standard 
Avicennian phrase, God knows particular things “in a universal manner”, which 
is often qualified by saying that He knows His creation by knowing Himself 
as its cause.11 The universality of God’s knowledge is due to His immateriality, 
which entails that He is a subject of intellection, and that therefore the proper 
objects of His knowledge are universal.12 The equivalence of immateriality and 
intellectuality is explicitly borne out in Avicenna’s discussion of human access 
to particulars in the Shifāʾ: al-Madkhal I.12.13 Given that the human soul is 
intellectual, the manner of cognition proper to it is apprehension of universals, 
and so – as an intellect, like God – it only has access to particular entities in a 
universal manner. For instance, I can know my friend Zayd as a human being 
with such and such complexion, build, gait, humorous character and so forth 
– with as many other universal attributes as I may like to add. But the problem 
is, the Zayd that I thereby grasp is not really a particular person but a bundle of 
universal properties, which could in principle be shared by individuals other than 
Zayd. Yet I feel it intuitively plausible that my friend is a unique person whose 
individuality cannot be reduced to the accidental fact that there happen to be no 
other human beings with the exact same bundle of properties. The problem that 
Suhrawardī seems to perceive here is that I am somehow certain that I apprehend 
an individual in this strong sense, and that our theory of knowledge should be 
able to maintain this intuition.14

8  This observation is somewhat controversial; I will discuss Heidrun Eichner’s alternative inter-
pretation at the end of the first section of this paper.
9  T III.3.1: 68–69 C; 237–238 H; cf. Avicenna, Shifāʾ: Fī al-nafs V.6: 239–240.
10  Eichner 2011: 119–127, ably shows that the problems Suhrawardī raises were commonplace in 
the 12th century critical reception of Avicennian epistemology.
11  For relevant texts and discussion, see Marmura 1962; Adamson 2005.
12  For this traditional tenet in Avicenna, see Adamson 2011a.
13  Avicenna, Shifāʾ: al-Madkhal I.12, 70.
14  T III.3.1: 69 C; 237–238 H; for discussion, see Eichner 2011: 129.
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But Avicenna did propose a solution to the dilemma: Human beings are not 
merely intellects but also souls that function in and engage with the material 
world by means of corporeal instruments proper to them. Thus, their faculties 
of sense-perception allow them an ostensive reference to unique spatio-temporal 
co-ordinates, which are the foundation of the individuality of material entities. 
The person I am conversing with can be none other than my friend Zayd because 
I perceive him as this individual here right now.15 Suhrawardī is perfectly aware of 
this attempt at a solution.16 Why does he find the solution unsatisfactory?

Heidrun Eichner has recently suggested that this is because of problems 
related to Avicenna’s substance dualism, or more precisely, his inability to make 
lucid sense of the relationship between the immaterial human substance and its 
body.17 Since the focus is exclusively epistemological here, the relevant aspect of 
the mind-body relationship is of course how a material process in the organs of 
perception can cause the immaterial appearance of a particular object in a cogni-
tive subject that is designed to apprehend universal objects. Merely stating that 
the organs are causally related to particular things does not explain how those 
things can be given as appearances to the soul.

Although the problem Eichner reconstructs is a real one for any substance 
dualist, it is difficult to see how Suhrawardī’s proposed solution could meet with 
any greater success. I will come back to this at the end of the section, once we 
have a preliminary idea of what the concept of knowledge as presence is about. 
But let it be said here that I believe that the real motive for Suhrawardī’s dissatis-
faction arises from the context of the discussion. In this sense, two conditions are 
relevant. First of all, since God is absolutely one, His knowledge of Himself and 
the world of His creation cannot be two pieces of knowledge in Him. Secondly, 
since God is the supreme knower, He has to know the world somehow, lest there 
be any deficiency in His knowledge.18 As a result, Suhrawardī needs a concept of 
knowledge that is capable of making sense of a subject’s simultaneous knowl-
edge both of itself and other objects, and allows for both particular and universal 
objects to be apprehended the same subject. Avicenna’s theory of knowledge, 
based on the inherence of cognitive forms in the knowing subject and on making 
the apprehension of particular objects conditional on a relationship with matter, 
fails on both counts as an explanation of God’s knowledge, and this is why 

15  Avicenna, Shifāʾ: al-Madkhal I.12: 70; cf. Avicenna, Ishārāt, nahj 1: 5–6. For a discussion, see 
Black 2012; Eichner 2011: 130.
16  T I.1.4: 8 H; for a brief discussion, see Eichner 2011: 129.
17  Eichner 2011: 135–136.
18  See the discussion immediately following the story of Aristotle’s appearance, especially 
T III.3.1: 75–76 C; 244–245 H.
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Suhrawardī attempts to carve the conceptual map anew by means of the notion 
of knowledge as presence.

In fact, it is precisely in the problem of how to account for the possibility of an 
immaterial subject apprehending particular objects that Aristotle comes to help 
Suhrawardī:

So he said to me: Return to yourself, and it will be solved for you.
I said: How?
And he said: You apprehend yourself, and your apprehension of your self is 
either by your self or by means of another, but then you would have another 
faculty or self that apprehends yourself, and the discussion would revert, and 
so its absurdity is evident. Since you apprehend your self by your self, is that 
by considering a trace of your self in your self?
I said: Of course.
He said: Then if the trace does not correspond to your self, it will not be its 
form, and you do not apprehend [your self].
So I said: Thus, the trace is the form of my self.
He said: Is your form of an absolute soul or one individuated by other 
attributes?
And I opted for the second.
So he said: Every form in the soul is universal – even if it were composed 
of many universals – and it does not prevent participation in itself; if it is 
supposed to be prevented, that is due to another preventing [factor]. You 
apprehend your self, and it prevents participation in itself, and so this appre-
hension is not of form.
So I said: I apprehend the concept “I”.
And he said: The concept “I” as the concept of I does not prevent participation 
from occurring in it, and you know that the particular, insofar as it is nothing 
but a particular, is universal; and “this”, “I”, “we” and “it” have universal intel-
ligible meanings with respect to their separate concepts without particular 
reference.
So I said: How then?
He said: Since your knowledge of your self is not by means of a faculty other 
than your self, knowing that you are nothing but the one apprehending your 
self, neither by a trace that does not correspond nor by one that does, therefore 
your self is an intellect, what understands and what is understood.19

19  T III.3.1: 70–71 C; 239–240 H. All translations are my own.
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Suhrawardī here proceeds in the order that Avicenna has laid out in his discussion 
of the human soul in the third namaṭ of the Ishārāt.20 Under Peripatetic tutelage, 
Suhrawardī takes self-awareness to be the basis of all knowledge. Right after the 
suggestion to return to one’s self and one’s awareness of oneself, the dialogue 
rules out the possibility of explaining self-awareness by means of more basic 
epistemological or psychological concepts: self-awareness is not based on any 
form or trace impressed in the self, nor is it due to grasping any specific concept, 
such as the concept “I”. Thus, the arguments specifically address the concerns 
extrapolated above, for self-awareness here provides a paradigmatic example 
of knowledge that cannot be explained as inherence of what is known in the 
knower. Moreover, it forces us to attribute knowledge of at least one particular 
thing, its self, to every intellectual subject.21

Suhrawardī’s Aristotle then goes on to argue that our awareness of our bodies 
and the faculties operative in them is given to us in exactly the same manner and 
as immediately as our awareness of ourselves. This is already an extension of the 
ground laid by Avicenna, and it is followed by another innovation – that is, the 
claim that the two cases of immediate givenness amount to a presence of what is 
known to the knower.

He said: When you are aware that you apprehend neither by means of a 
corresponding trace nor by means of a form, know that intellection is presence 
of something to a self separate from matter, or if you like, say: non-existence 
of [the thing’s] absence from [the self]. This is more complete because it 
includes apprehension of something of both itself and another, for the thing 
is not present to itself, but it is not absent from [itself] either. As regards the 
soul, it is separate and not absent from its self, and in accordance with its 
separation it apprehends its self and what is absent from it, which when it 
is not made present to [the soul] in concrete, such as heaven, earth and their 
kind, [the soul] makes present its form. As regards particulars, they are in 
faculties that are present to [the soul], and as regards universals, they are in 
its self, for among all that is apprehended the universal is not impressed in 
bodies, and what is apprehended is the very form that is present, nothing 
external to conception. If it is said of the external that it is apprehended, that 
is in a secondary sense. [The soul’s] self is not absent from its self, nor is its 
body [absent from the soul] in any regard whatsoever, nor are any faculties 
apprehending its body [absent from the soul] in any regard whatsoever.22

20  Avicenna, Ishārāt; this structural similarity is also pointed out by Eichner 2011: 132.
21  These are standard arguments in Suhrawardī. For other instances, see Suhrawardī A, II.1.5: 
§§ 115–116, 111–113; Suhrawardī B: 80–81; Suhrawardī C, III.28; V.43. I have discussed the argu-
ments and their Avicennian precedents at greater length in Kaukua 2011.
22  T III.3.1: 71–72 C; 240–241 H.
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Self-awareness is presented as the paradigmatic example of presence, and the 
presence of other cognitive content is founded upon it. Universals are present in 
the self that is present to itself, whereas particular objects are present by means 
of the presence of the self’s faculties to the self. The crucial turn here is that 
Suhrawardī takes a term that is mainly used of self-awareness in twelfth-century 
philosophical Arabic, and extends its usage to other types of cognition.23

Thus, in order to come to grips with what Suhrawardī has in mind with pres-
ence here, we must briefly recapitulate his understanding of self-awareness. As I 
have argued elsewhere, Suhrawardī relies on Avicenna’s description of the most 
basic type of human self-awareness.24 Self-awareness as presence of the self to 
itself alludes to the fact that whatever acts or apprehensions a human being is 
subject to, they will all be given to her in the first person and always characterized 
for her as mine. Or to use a technical term that Suhrawardī coins in the Ḥikmat 
al-ishrāq, self-awareness amounts to an “I-ness” (anāʾiyya) at the very core of 
each human being.25 Following Avicenna, Suhrawardī insists that self-awareness 
in this narrow sense is a primitive fact that cannot be analyzed by means of more 
basic psychological or epistemological concepts.

But how can this be reconciled with the broad use of presence, not only of 
self-awareness but also of universal objects of knowledge, as well as the body, its 
cognitive acts and their respective objects? First of all, it is important to note that 
the various cases of presence are hierarchically ordered. The subject’s presence to 
itself is the foundation for the presence of its faculties, and it is only by means of 
the faculties that objects of the subject’s operations by means of them are present to 
it.26 One way of interpreting this is to say that the body and objects of knowledge 
become present to the subject by entering the field of presence constituted by the 
subject’s awareness of itself. If this interpretation is correct, the concept of pres-
ence, instead of introducing a new type of knowledge, signals a shift of approach 
from a psychological account of the genesis of knowledge to a consideration of 
knowledge as a matter of experience. In other words, presence only means being 

23  Cf. Rāzī, Mabāḥith II.1.2.3.1.3; I.444; and see Eichner 2011: 126–127.
24  See Kaukua 2011.
25  Suhrawardī A, II.1.5: §§ 115–116, 111–113, Suhrawardī B: 80–81; see Kaukua 2011: 146–147.
26  Cf. MM III.7.1: 487 C. A parallel hierarchy is put forth in the ensuing account of God’s 
knowledge: God is primarily present to Himself, but this entails the simultaneous presence of 
His concomitants in a descending order from the celestial intellects to the celestial souls, and sub-
sequently to whatever takes place under their guidance below (T III.3.2: 75–76 C; 244–245 H).
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first-personally given, or appearing to a subject that exists in the first person.27 
That Suhrawardī makes a shift in approach is corroborated by the fact that he does 
give a genetic account of human cognition in his theory of psychology.28 However, 
that is not relevant in this context, because here he wants to focus on a similarity 
between our knowledge and God’s knowledge in order to make sense of the latter, 
and this he finds in the form of givenness (that is, presence).

Moreover, Suhrawardī’s criticism of Avicenna is difficult to grasp unless we 
assume a shift of the suggested sort. As Eichner has suggested, there is a conflict 
of theoretical interests between logic and psychology in Avicenna’s account of 
intellection and universals.29 If intellects are limited to cognizing universals, 
then Avicenna will indeed run into problems when accounting for the grasp of 
particulars by human subjects, who due to their immateriality are by definition 
intellects. But that incoherence is not Suhrawardī’s target here, for were that 
the case, it would be hard to avoid a rather grim assessment of his philosophical 
acumen. Why should Suhrawardī’s solution – that particulars are present to 
the immaterial self by means of the presence of its corporeal faculties of cogni-
tion – be any less obscure or problematic than Avicenna’s? In fact, is not his 
alleged solution little more than a paraphrase of the Avicennian constituents 
of the problem? Corporeal faculties will still be required for human awareness 
of particulars. But if the point is to make conceptual room for knowledge of 
particulars, absolutely speaking – that is, including the special case of God and 
departing from the connections between immateriality, intellection, and univer-
sality on one hand and materiality, perception, and particularity on the other – 
Suhrawardī’s move appears much sounder. The concept of knowledge as presence 
does this by focusing on the givenness, or appearance, of what is cognized, and 
by setting aside questions about the way in which appearance is brought about. 
This shared basis of givenness, appearance, or presence allows Suhrawardī to use 
ordinary human knowledge, as well as its simultaneous presence of the knowing 
self and its known objects, as a point of departure to discuss God’s knowledge. 

27  Suhrawardī’s assumption of the concept of appearance (ẓuhūr) as the basis of metaphysics in 
Suhrawardī (A, II.1–7: 106–120; B: 76–85) seems to me a correlate move. I thus disagree with 
Eichner (2011: 128), according to whom the Talwīḥāt represents a middle stage in Suhrawardī’s 
career, at which point he is attempting to depart from Avicennian philosophy but has not yet ar-
rived at a fully fledged illuminationist alternative. For a general argument against distinct stages 
in Suhrawardī’s brief career, see Ziai 1990: 14–19. The Talwīḥāt is a summary of Peripatetic 
philosophy interspersed by points and comments that are fully coherent with the allegedly more 
mature thought of the Ḥikmat al-ishrāq. A case in point is the discussion of self-awareness in the 
two works. This is also supported by the statement in MM III.71: 483–484 C.
28  T II.4.2: 151–154 H; II.4.3; 1–2, 157–166 H.
29  Eichner 2011: 130–131.
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Interestingly, there is an Avicennian precedent for this very move, for Avicenna 
gives his most extensive single account of self-awareness in a similar context – in 
order to dispel our difficulties in grasping how God can understand both Himself 
and His creation in an absolutely single act of intellection.30

presence in al-mashĀriʿ wa al-muṬĀraḤĀt

The present interpretation of the Talwīḥāt is corroborated by the parallel chapter 
in al-Mashāriʿ wa-l-muṭāraḥāt, which also discusses knowledge as presence in 
the context of the problem of God’s knowledge. Again, Suhrawardī first presents 
the familiar arguments against an identity theory of cognition. He then refutes 
in passing the theory according to which knowledge amounts to unification 
with the active intellect,31 and he proceeds to discuss an interesting argument 
that he attributes enigmatically to “people […] who are stronger in investigation” 
than those proposing unification with the active intellect. This section is tacitly 
derived from Avicenna, who argues in the Ishārāt that all entities separate from 
matter are capable of self-intellection because matter is not there to prevent 
this.32 Suhrawardī refutes the argument in a manner reminiscent of Fakhr al-Dīn 
al-Rāzī’s critical claims in his commentary to the text,33 the main qualm being that 
Avicenna is not capable of making sense of God’s understanding of Himself.34 
Thus, we stand on solid ground, which is familiar from the Talwiḥāt.

Having dealt with the faults of the alternatives, Suhrawardī presents an account 
of God’s self-intellection that he deems sound. This is where we first encounter 
a term that is synonymous with “presence” in the Talwīḥāt, that is, “absence of 
hiddenness”. Suhrawardī says that God is not hidden from Himself, and because 
of this presence to Himself, He immediately understands Himself. Thus, God is 
the act of understanding, that which understands and what is understood, in an 
absolute unity.35 Moreover, Suhrawardī goes on to base God’s knowledge of His 
creation on His presence to Himself: God knows His creation as a concomitant 
of His self, which is present through His presence.36

Having thus laid out his cards on the question of God’s knowledge, Suhrawardī 
opts to elucidate the notion of presence, or absence of hiddenness, by means 

30  Avicenna, Taʿlīqāt: 160–161.
31  MM III.7.1: 474–475 C.
32  Avicenna, Ishārāt, namaṭ 3, 132.
33  Cf. Rāzī, in Ishārāt, I: 169–173.
34  MM III.7.1: 475–477 C.
35  MM III.7.1: 477 C.
36  MM III.7.1: 478–483 C.
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of human knowledge, which he quite obviously takes to be more familiar to 
us. Accordingly, he mentions that the next best approach to that of the Ḥikmat 
al-ishrāq is the one offered by Aristotle in the vision recounted in the Talwīḥāt, 
that is, “that the human being first investigates his knowledge of himself (fī ʿilmihi 
bi-dhātihi) and then ascends to what is higher”.37 This suggests, first, that we need 
not assume any fundamental breach between the three works considered here, and 
second, that drawing an intimate connection between the concept of knowledge 
as presence and the problem of God’s knowledge is not entirely unwarranted.38

The discussion of presence commences by ruling out, in the manner of the 
Talwīḥāt and the Ḥikmat al-ishrāq, the possibility that self-awareness should take 
place by means of any special object – or any object, for that matter. Suhrawardī’s 
distinction here between self-awareness (awareness of oneself as an I) and object-
awareness (awareness of whatever apprehended as an it) is made in exactly the 
same terms as in the Ḥikmat al-ishrāq.39 He also mentions an argument against 
Avicenna’s idea, familiar from the Talwīḥāt, that if the immaterial human soul’s 
proper mode of cognition is intellection of universals, it cannot be aware of itself 
as a particular entity.40 This provides an incentive for extrapolating on a number 
of points that are illuminative from the point of view of our present task, for 
they corroborate my claim that the introduction of the concept of knowledge 
as presence amounts to a paradigm shift of approaches to knowledge, precisely 
because they emphasize in explicit terms the close connection between presence 
and first-personal givenness. First of all, Suhrawardī emphasizes that the body is 
always present as one’s own body:

Furthermore, the soul apprehends its body, and it apprehends its estimation 
and imagery, and if it apprehended these things by means of a form in itself – 
that form being universal – the soul would move a universal body and operate 
universal faculties, and it would have neither apprehension of its body nor 
apprehension of the faculties of its body. This is not correct, how could it be 
when estimation ignores itself, ignoring also the internal faculties! In that case 
it would not reject their traces. Thus, since estimation does not apprehend 
these faculties, since none of the corporeal faculties apprehends itself, and 

37  MM III.7.1: 484 C.
38  Moreover, given that the discussion of metaphysical fundaments in the Ḥikmat al-ishrāq is 
naturally described as a paradigm shift in the basic concepts of metaphysics, one from “substance” 
to “appearance”, Suhrawardī’s statement here can also be read in support of the possibility of a 
parallel paradigm shift in the concept of knowledge. However, a detailed treatment of the rela-
tionship between Suhrawardī’s epistemology and metaphysics is beyond the scope of this paper.
39  MM III.7.1: 484 C. Cf. Suhrawardī A: §§ 115–116, 111–113, Suhrawardī B: 80–81; for discus-
sion, see Kaukua 2011.
40  MM III.7.1: 484 C.
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since the soul apprehends nothing but universals, the human being must 
not apprehend his body, his estimation and his imagery which are exclusive 
to him as a particular. That is not the case, for he is not a human being who 
does not apprehend his particular present body and his particular present faculties, 
and operate his particular faculties, thus the human being does not apprehend 
himself by means of a form, nor his faculties as a whole by means of a form, 
nor his body as a whole by means of a form.41

This point is not new,42 but for our concerns the emphasis on the ownness of 
the present body is all-important, for it serves to elucidate the sense in which 
Suhrawardī took self-awareness to be the epistemological basis on which the 
body and its faculties, and their actions and respective objects in turn, appear to 
the self-aware subject. Other things can be present to such a subject because the 
subject is a field of presence that is always present to itself.

Another related point is dwelt upon in the subsequent paragraphs, where 
Suhrawardī first takes up the phenomenon of pain. According to him, when we 
feel pain, we feel the thing itself. Pain is not a representation of a wound, a lesion, 
or anything like that, but rather the very wound itself as it is present through the 
faculty of touch. Of course, we can later on see the wound and even infer that it is 
causing the pain, but we should not thereby draw the conclusion that what is seen 
is in any sense prior to or more real than the pain itself. The two appearances can 
be identified with each other because both are present to the same subject, not 
because the wound that is seen causes the pain.43 Importantly, Suhrawardī does 
not consider pain to be an anomaly in perception. Rather, due to its pronounced 
immediacy pain provides a brilliant example of a fact of all perception: perception 
is not constituted by the occurrence of forms that represent extramental objects 
of perception, but is rather to be conceived as the entrance of the very things 
perceived, through the soul’s faculties of perception, into the field of presence 
that the soul is in and of itself. This is summarized in Suhrawardī’s conclusion:

On the basis of that the party of Peripatetics has to admit this: that they allow 
that although the form has occurred in the instrument of sight, the human 
being may not be aware of it – when he is immersed in his thought or in what 
another sense is bringing forth – and so there is no doubt about the soul’s 
attention to that form, and apprehension is only by means of the soul’s attention to 
what it sees as being looked at, and what is being looked at is not by means of a 

41  MM III.7.1: 484–485 C; emphasis added.
42  The argument is there in nuce in the Talwīḥāt vision, and it seems to go back to Avicenna’s 
influential argument against reflection-based models of self-awareness (see Avicenna, Ishārāt, 
namaṭ 3: 120; for a discussion, see Kaukua 2007: 110–111).
43  MM III.7.1: 485 C.
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universal form, rather what is being looked at is by means of a particular form, 
and so there is no doubt that if the soul has presential illuminational knowl-
edge, it is not by means of a form.44

It is not sufficient for perception that a physical process takes place in the organ 
of perception. The process has to be attended by the soul, or it has to be present 
to the soul. In other words, what goes on in the organ of perception has to enter 
the field of presence constituted by the soul – that is, its experience – in the 
manner proper to the particular faculty in whose organ the process takes place. In 
itself, the soul is nothing but this field of presence, this first-personal experience, 
which is entered by various contents that are thereby made present.45

Finally, Suhrawardī’s move to elucidate God’s knowledge by means of these 
observations on human experience shows that the present analysis of knowledge 
is not psychological. This is not intended as a natural philosopher’s account of 
how knowledge comes to be. Rather, it is an attempt to spell out what knowledge 
is when it is understood in experiential terms as presence. It is in this precise 
sense that Suhrawardī uses human knowledge as a means to elucidate his theo-
logical subject. Here self-awareness is foundational precisely because it provides 
the basis by means of which other cognitive content can become present. God’s 
knowledge is defined as “illuminational knowledge without a form or a trace but 
merely by means of an individual relation which is the illuminational presence of 
the thing, like for the soul, but in the Necessarily Existing it is more primary and 
more complete”.46 Because of this greater completeness, God “knows Himself 
not by anything additional to Himself – as has come up in the case of soul – 
and He knows things by presential illuminational knowledge”.47 Thus, the only 
difference between knowledge as presence found in God and in human beings 
depends on how the presence of other things is brought about; human subjects 
passively receive their content from what is genuinely other through their facul-
ties, but God will have His as His own concomitants, just as is proper for a 
supreme agent. But this difference is all but irrelevant here, for the reason why 
the kind of presence we find in ourselves can assist in elucidating the presence of 
God is that it is similar to it in some fundamental respect.

Moreover, in spite of the differences in the causal accounts of how cognitive 
content becomes present to the divine and the human subject, human experi-

44  MM III.7.1: 485 C; emphasis added. 
45  This is not as striking a claim as it may sound, for Avicenna has already straightforward-
ly identified human existence with self-awareness in this precise sense. See Avicenna, Taʿlīqāt: 
160–161; Kaukua 2007: 78–82.
46  MM III.7.1: 487 C; emphasis added.
47  MM III.7.1: 487 C.
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ence is used here – as in the Talwīḥāt, but unlike anywhere in Avicenna – to 
make sense of God’s knowledge not only of Himself but also of His creation. 
The human case can be cast in this explanatory role only if we disregard the 
psychological approach and focus on knowledge as a given matter of experience 
– that is, as presence. As the paradigmatic case of knowledge as presence, human 
self-awareness gives us an idea, as imperfect as it may be, of what immediate 
knowledge is like at its most intense. But it also enables Suhrawardī to explain in 
what sense it can be both one or simultaneous with and distinct from the pres-
ence of other cognitive content. By being present as the first-personal field of 
presence in which other things can become present, the self is there in immediate 
relation to but also independent of its other. At the same time, the other owes its 
presence to the self-aware subject for which it appears, because were it not for 
the subject as a field of presence, no object would be present in the first place. 
Furthermore, considered merely as the field of presence, the subject is not altered 
by the content that enters and leaves the field.

In this sense Suhrawardī can claim that God knows particular things as partic-
ulars – without such qualifications as in a universal way – because, being the 
same sort of field of presence that human subjects are, He is not changed by the 
entrance of particular things into His knowledge. He has absolute illumination 
and dominion and nothing escapes from Him, and past and future things – the 
forms of which are established by the celestial directors – are present to Him 
because He encompasses and illuminates the substrate of those forms, and the 
same holds of intellectual origins.48 God is aware of the universe in a hierarchical 
continuity, mediated by the celestial intellects and souls that are the causes of the 
sublunary realm. But this need not confine Him to cognition in universal terms, 
for the mediation of the celestial intellects and souls can be conceived in the 
same manner as the mediation of the soul’s faculties in its knowledge of objects 
external to it. In spite of mediation, individual things are brought into the field of 
presence of God’s knowledge. By the same token, God retains His absolute unity 
as pure presence, because the qualifications due to the attribute of knowledge do 
not affect that presence in any way. God remains Himself because His apprehen-
sion of Himself is His inner life as the light in which created things come to be.49

48  MM III.7.1: 488 C.
49  MM III.7.1: 489 C.
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conclusion

By paying attention to the context in which Suhrawardī introduces the concept 
of knowledge as presence, I hope to have made plausible the claim that the 
concept signals a shift of approach from psychological explanation of cognition 
as a natural process to a consistent consideration of knowledge as a first-personal 
experiential phenomenon. Thus, the concept does not introduce a new type of 
knowledge. But the shift it signals is important in another regard, for it can be 
argued that Suhrawardī thereby provided both the impetus and conceptual means 
for later development of the concept of mental existence by such thinkers as 
Mullā Ṣadrā. This development, however, can only be explored once we have a 
clearer concept of what exactly knowledge as presence means, and it is towards 
this more modest goal that the present study is hoped to have contributed.50
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