Faculty of Islamic Theology and Studies

% Philosophy and Kalam s i o ae) e 3

homepage: hitps://jitp.ut.ac.ir

University of Tehran

A Historical Critique of Suhrawardr’s Genealogy of the Doctrine of
Eternal Return
Mahdi Azimi'

1. Associate Professor, Department of Islamic Philosophy and Theology, Faculty of Theology and
Islamic Studies, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran. Email: mahdiazimi(@ut.ac.ir

Abstract

Suhrawardi attributes the doctrine of “eternal return” to the ancient philosophies of Babylon,
India, Iran, Greece, and Egypt, while also claiming to have formulated a novel proof for it. This
study critically examines the accuracy of these attributions and the originality of his argument.
The doctrine of eternal return is altogether absent from the recorded beliefs of Egyptian and
Babylonian civilizations, though two related concepts—the Great Year and global cataclysms
(flood/fire}—are present in Babylonian thought and were later integrated by Pythagoreans into
cyclical cosmology. While Zoroastrianism itself does not contain the doctrine of eternal return, it
does present a cyclical view of history that may have influenced Pythagorean formulations
combining the ideas of repetition and infinity. Ancient Indian philosophy, by contrast, openly
embraces the concept of eternal recurrence. Among Greek thinkers, Anaximander, the
Pythagoreans, Empedocles, the Stoics, and Plotinus endorsed variant forms of this doctrine,
whereas Heraclitus’s position remains ambiguous. The Atomists advocated for parallel infinite
worlds rather than sequential cosmic cycles; Plato maintained the existence of a single universe;
and Aristotle’s stance on the matter depends on the contentious authenticity of the Problemata.
The core of Suhrawardi’s proof mirrors Plotinus’s Enneads, though the method of its elaboration
may constitute Suhrawardi’s own contribution.
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Introduction

The Encyclopedia of Philosophy defines “eternal return” as “the doctrine that every event in the
universe, with all its details and cosmic context, will recur infinitely in the future exactly as it has
occurred infinitely in the past” (Capek, 1976: 352). Pre-Socratic philosophers such as
Anaximander and Empedocles embraced this cyclical model, as did the Pythagoreans, Stoics, and
Plotinus. In contrast, the Abrahamic traditions rejected it, favoring a linear conception of time;
nevertheless, certain medieval thinkers, including Duns Scotus and Ockham, allowed for the
possibility of divine recreation of past events. Newtonian physics disregarded temporal cyclicity,
but Nietzsche revived the concept, grounding it in material finitude and determinism. Ultimately,
modern physics rejects the strict doctrine of eternal return by denying Laplacian predictability,
thus rendering the exact repetition of cosmic states impossible (Capek, 1976: 353-355).

Suhrawardi presents his perspective in Hikmat al-Ishrag:

“The archetypes of cosmic entities, from eternity to eternity, are preserved and manifested in the
celestial isthmuses (barazikh ‘ilwiyya). These are necessarily repeated” (Suhrawardi, 1372/1993:
2/237). Here, “archetype” (nagsh) denotes the intelligible form, “isthmus” (barzakh) refers to
corporeal embodiment, and “celestial isthmus” signifies the heavenly spheres. This formulation
suggests an endless succession of material events whose intellectual forms reside in celestial souls,
necessitating a circular repetition in which each cycle resembles—but is not exactly identical to—
its predecessor (Suhrawardi, 1372/1993: 1/493; Azimi, 1394/2015: 43-45).

In al-Mashari * wa-l-Mutarahat, Suhrawardi reduces his various proofs to a single synthetic
argument while asserting the doctrine’s ancient pedigree:
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“This proof—though ours—also belongs to the Babylonians, Persian sages (hukama-yi
khusrawani), Indian philosophers, and the earliest thinkers (agdamiin) of Egypt and Greece”

(Suhrawardt, 1372/1993: 493). This asserted genealogy warrants careful examination.

Research Findings

A. Egypt: No evidence of'the eternal return is found in extant Egyptian texts such as the Memphite
Theology or the Book of the Dead. Suhrawardt’s references draw primarily on the Hermetica, a
late antique synthesis (100300 CE) of Platonic, Gnostic, and Iranian elements now recognized
as pseudepigraphal (cf. Casaubon’s critique).

B. Babylon: Although the concept of eternal return is absent, cuneiform texts reference the "Great
Year" (astronomical cycles) and flood/fire cataclysms—ideas later adapted by the Pythagoreans.

C. Zoroastrianism: Zoroastrian thought lacks a developed doctrine of eternal recurrence but
presents a proto-cyclical historiography, which may have influenced Pythagorean notions of
repetition and infinity.

D. India: Explicit doctrines of eternal recurrence are present, as seen in the concepts of yugas
(epochal cycles) and periodic dissolution and recreation (pralaya).

E. Greece:
Proponents: Anaximander, the Pythagoreans, Empedocles, Stoics, and Plotinus.
Ambiguous: Heraclitus, whose philosophy of flux does not clearly entail strict cyclicity.

Opponents: Atomists, who posited parallel infinite worlds rather than sequential cycles; Plato,
who maintained belief in a single cosmos.

Aristotle: Attribution depends on the disputed authenticity of the Problemata.

F. Suhrawardi’s Proof: Its metaphysical framework parallels Plotinus’ Enneads V-VI (emanation
and return), though its cosmological details appear to be original.

Conclusion

Suhraward1’s genealogy of the doctrine of eternal return blends accurate attributions (e.g., India,
the Pythagoreans) with more questionable ones (e.g., Egypt, Babylon). His integration of
Neoplatonic emanation with cyclical cosmology represents a creative and innovative adaptation
rather than a mere revival of ancient ideas. The historical trajectory of this doctrine demonstrates
how cross-cultural interactions transformed cyclical concepts across civilizations.
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