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One of the reasons I became interested in studying Islam is because of the 

beauty I saw within the tradition. This beauty was both theological and cultural. 

My humble thoughts here are a way to think about how the theological and 

cultural connect. It is meant to be abstract, because I think the second we try to 

define something, it loses the ambiguity that makes it beautiful. We can create an 

elegant definition of beauty, but that definition becomes a layer between us and 

beauty, keeping us from the ineffable nature of beauty. I wanted to engage with 

beauty from within our tradition, and only within our tradition, without explicit 

references to aesthetic theory from Western antiquity or the “bio-politics” of 

contemporary European thinkers. I also want to think about what beauty means 

in practice. I want to think about what it means to be a partner in beauty.

INTRODUCTION
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The idea of akhlaq, what we owe each other because of God, is not 

the totality of understanding ethics. Beauty, so far, has been about 

jamal (j-m-l), which is a physical, or outward, beauty. Although 

Sufis later connect it back to God’s qualities, and state that we 

love God because of how we perceive God’s beauty, I want to keep 

the focus of jamal on physical attributes. 

To paraphrase the great Angstian philosophers of the ’80s, “I 

don’t want to start any blasphemous rumors,” but I think that 

God has a sense of humor. The root j-m-l is not just for “beauty,” 

but also for “camel.” Like a camel, physical beauty has a purpose, 

but we shouldn’t confuse the conveyance for the goal. Do not be 

attached to the camel/physical beauty/the world, but rather use it 

as a means to get someplace.

Camel Head Clip Art, vector clip art, Clkr.com, November 13, 2007, 
http://www.clker.com/clipart-3400.html.

Akhlaq is a way to consider our relationship in and with the world 

and serves as a framework to understand beauty. From the root 

h-s-n, we get a new word for beauty: ihsan. To God belongs the 

most beautiful names (7:180, cf. 20:8), the Prophet is a beautiful 

role model (33:12), and the story of Hazrat Yusuf (as) is the most 

beautiful of stories (12:3). In all these examples, the idea of 

beauty is not just physical but moral and ethical. We are bettered 

by this beauty, not just as consumers but as producers of an 

aesthetic ethic, ihsan. We can create beautiful things, and we 

can understand these things in terms of aesthetic standards. The 

truly beautiful are informed by an ethic, so it is beautiful inside 

and out. The focus on the physical, the jamal, is the means to get 

to a deeper understanding of what beauty means. While we may 

be drawn to the sensory experience of attractiveness, staying at 

that level confuses the path with the destination. The jamal is the 

invitation to get to the ihsan. 

 

AESTHETIC ETHICS
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Coffin of Imam ‘Ali, 1550–1560, Ink, opaque watercolor, and gold on paper, 22 5/16 in. x 16 
7/8 in., Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 

AESTHETIC ETHICS

One of my favorite pieces of art at the Metropolitan Museum of 

Art is called “Coffin of Imam ‘Ali,” a folio from a Falnama (The 

Book of Omens) of Ja’far al-Sadiq.

I could focus on the line work, the richness of the colors, the 

composition, and intricate details that make this an attractive 

artwork. That type of description is jamal. The coffin on the camel 

tells us that we are at a funeral. The nimbus around the heads of 

the three figures tell us it is the funeral of an important religious 

person because the nimbus is a sign of sanctity. The description, 

the jamal, is thus very important to understanding the painting. 

One possible approach to understanding ihsan is to think about 

the fact that our religion should be manifest in this world and not 

aimed for the next world. The invitation is there for us to consider 

what this art is doing to engage aesthetic ethics.
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There are two contemporary pieces of artwork that demonstrate 

how beauty collapses boundaries that I want to highlight. The first 

is a piece of digital artwork called Nur. 

Nur by Sitarah Nur Rashid, ©2021, https://ko-fi.com/GRIMBIRD. 

According to the artist, the artwork places a genderless figure 

in space among the stars, representing the universe. This 

positioning is meant to demonstrate that the greatest source of 

light is not the stars but the light (nur) within us that we cannot 

contain. We hold fast to the rope of Allah, and because God is 

neither male nor female, the figure who is suffused with the idea 

of Godliness transcends those boundaries. The waw/u/ و in nur is 

half an infinity symbol to demonstrate the vastness within us and 

outside of us and to acknowledge that we can never reach that 

level of completeness. 

The artist is thus using the jamal of the body to get us toward 

ihsan. The form of a physically developed body focuses the viewer 

on the meaning of the ideal human, which is often conveyed 

through physical perfection. Although the human is centered and 

takes up most of the canvas, by placing it in the vastness of the 

universe, the viewer is invited to think about the smallness of the 

body in contrast to the vastness they have through their nur. The 

silk the person is holding references the Qur’anic verse on holding 

fast to the rope of Allah, and in doing so many of the distinctions 

we make as people dissolve in the infinite nature of the Divine.

In premodern Muslim visual arts, the word was always central; 

illustrations were often related to literary texts. The next example 

demonstrates a modern take on the relationship between word 

and image.

AESTHETIC ETHICS IN ACTION 



37

Muslim cultures are full of beauty because the theologies of Islam 

are grounded in beauty. The beautiful acts are done by the Most 

Beautiful One, who creates. Thus, we are invited into that creation 

through worship, which reminds us of our relationship with the 

Divine and each other. It is through those relationships that we 

recognize what we owe each other. It is what we owe each other 

that is the basis of ethics because we are alike in Creation. Ethics 

are grounded in beauty and can be beautiful. The aesthetics that 

we generate have an ethical connection, and it is that aesthetic 

ethic that is ihsan. God is beautiful and loves beauty.

CONCLUSION

The second piece, by Piper Rutchik, is a visual response to a short 

story about jinn called “The Congregation” by Kamila Shamsie in 

The Djinn Falls in Love & Other Stories.5

Art by Piper Rutchik, charcoal on paper,  ©2022, 
https://www.piperjolieart.com. 

The twins are  eternally connected by magic, and that magic 

moves between them as they age and discover the beauties of 

each other’s worlds.

If, as Imam Ali (as) teaches,  humans are created in a balance, then 

we should assume that all of creation is in a balance. The seen 

and the unseen world, the human and nonhuman creation, are all 

in a balance. Being in balance is not about being separate from 

each other but about existing in harmony. There are things that 

we should admire and seek to emulate from nonhuman creation, 

while also recognizing we have our own talents, skills, and beauty 

to offer. This artwork demonstrates that the false distinctions we 

create disappear when we realize we are connected through a 

greater power. The jamal of the human form is once more a vehicle 

to imagine a larger world and evoke the literary text. The image 

carries its own expression of ihsan, engaging with ideas of human 

dependency and relationship to all of creation, seen and unseen. 

It evokes the aesthetic ethic of the written word, which probes 

the complexities of human relations mediated by religion. The 

artwork is an expression of both/and thinking, seeking to move 

beyond constructed dichotomies, to get both jamal and ihsan.

The story is about twins, one human and one jinn. Neither knows 

of each other’s existence until they are slightly older, and they 

“meet” in prayer. The visual response is about how thin and 

imagined the barriers between the seen and unseen worlds are. 

AESTHETIC ETHICS IN ACTION

5 Mahvesh Murad and Jared Shurin, eds., The Djinn Falls in Love & Other Stories (New York: Solaris, 2017).


