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Abstract
The phenomenon of aniconism (the absence of icons/images) in Islamic art
is neither merely a jurisprudential restriction nor simply an aesthetic
preference; rather, it is deeply rooted in the metaphysical worldview of Islam
concerning the relationship between God, the universe, and the manifestation
of the Sacred. By focusing on the fundamental theological distinction
between two paradigms, "Incarnation™ (Tajasud) and "Epiphany" (Tajalli),
this study demonstrates that the aesthetic divergence between Christian and
Islamic art stems from two distinct answers to the question of how the Divine
is present in the world. In Islamic theology and philosophy, particularly
within ‘Irfan and Al-Hikmat al-Muta ‘aliyah, the long-standing tension
between transcendence (Tanzih) and anthropomorphism/immanence
(Tashbih) is resolved by distinguishing between the Level of Essence and the
Level of Divine Action. The Divine Essence transcends any determination
or physical form, whereas, at the level of Action and Names, divine reality
manifests through epiphany (Tajalli) in the mirror of multiplicity, rather than
through physical embodiment (Tajasud). Consequently, no single,
determinate form can serve as an exclusive bearer of the Sacred, rendering
iconography metaphysically unjustified.
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Furthermore, jurisprudential prohibitions should be understood as an
ontological extension and historical safeguard designed to prevent the
limitation of the Infinite and the reproduction of idolatrous practices.
Ultimately, this paper shows that "aniconism™ represents a condition of
possibility for a positive, distinctive aesthetic in Islamic art, one that visually
manifests unity within multiplicity (Wahdat fi al-Kathrat) and the non-
representational presence of the Sacred through calligraphy, geometric
patterns, and arabesques.

Keywords: Aniconism, Islamic Art, Incarnation, Epiphany, Transcendent
Philosophy, Islamic Mysticism.

Introduction

In Western art historiography, Islamic art is frequently labeled with the
negative term “iconoclastic"—an approach that interprets Islamic artistic
practices as stemming from a purely legalistic prohibition akin to the biblical
ban on images found in Exodus 20:3-5. However, Western discourse often
fails to grasp that Muslim artists refrained from making images not out of
mere destructive iconoclasm, but because sculpture and icons held no
metaphysical validity within an Islamic tawhidic (monotheistic) worldview.
Therefore, replacing the derogatory term “Islamic iconoclasm™ with
"aniconism in Islamic art" highlights the positive, creative essence of this
artistic tradition. Conversely, Christian art followed an entirely different
trajectory rooted in the doctrine of the Incarnation of the Word ("And the
Word became flesh and dwelt among us,” John 1:14) and the Holy Trinity.
This immanent/anthropomorphic perspective elevated iconography,
sculpture, and architecture into sacred pillars of Christian art, where
depicting the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit was celebrated. Scholars such as
Hegel even posited sculpture as the ideal classical art form, wherein sensory
and spiritual components harmoniously merge. This stark contrast has often
led to reductionist judgments asserting that Islamic art lacks spiritual depth
due to its absence of icons. This research addresses this misconception by
arguing that aniconism is an affirmative metaphysical position. The central
research question asks: How do Islamic philosophical and mystical
foundations—specifically drawing on Ibn ‘Arabi and Mulla Sadra—provide
a positive explanation for the absence of iconography, substituting
"aniconism™ for "iconoclasm™? It is hypothesized that aniconism emerges
from a philosophical-mystical resolution to the theological debate between
Tanzih (transcendence) and Tashbih (immanence). By distinguishing
between the Essence (which transcends all forms) and Action (the domain of
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infinite epiphanies), Islamic art deems depicting the Essence impossible and

idolatrous. Instead, art focuses on the rules of Epiphany—specifically the

principle of Unity in Multiplicity—through calligraphy and geometry,
directly contrasting with Christian art built upon the theology of Incarnation.

Theoretical Framework: The Tanzih-Tashbih Debate & Mystical

Resolution

The stance of Islamic art against iconography is rooted in the early

theological disputes between the Mu'tazilites and the Ash'arites. The

Mu'tazilites advocated extreme transcendence (Tanzih), defining divine

attributes purely negatively, which ran the risk of stripping God of real

engagement with creation (7« ‘til or suspension). Conversely, the Ash'arites
leaned toward anthropomorphism (Tashbih), attributing physical
characteristics or spatial presence to God, which risked corporealism

(Tajsim) and polytheism.

Shi'ite thought and Islamic mysticism, guided by prophetic traditions, sought

a middle path that transcended both extremes (7« ‘il and Tashbih). As Imam

Ja'far al-Sadig and Imam Muhammad al-Bagir emphasized, God must be

affirmed while being kept free from the limits of negation and

anthropomorphism. The key resolution articulated by Ibn ‘Arabi and Mulla

Sadra relies on distinguishing between two divine realms:

1. The Realm of Essence (Magam al-Dhat): Here, absolute transcendence
(Tanzih) governs. God is above all concepts, forms, and limitations. True
knowledge at this level is acknowledging the inability to comprehend the
Essence; thus, any attempt to depict the Divine Essence in a mental or
material form is impossible and doomed to fail.

2. The Realm of Action (Magam al-Fi‘/): God manifests His names and
attributes through His actions in creation. While God in His Essence is
beyond all things, creation reflects His divine epiphanies (Tajalliyat).

Ibn ‘Arabi famously criticized relying solely on Tanzih or Tashbih, arguing

that pure Tanzih isolates God from creation, while pure Tashbih restricts the

Divine. Perfect gnosis (Ma'rifah) integrates both: recognizing God's absolute

transcendence in Essence while witnessing His manifestations in creation.

Within this framework, representing the Divine Essence (as in Christian

iconography) is prohibited and metaphysically impossible, but creating art

within the realm of Divine Action—reflecting the rules of Epiphany—
becomes the ultimate purpose of the Muslim artist.

The aesthetic divergence between Christian and Islamic art stems from their

distinct answers to the question of how the Divine resides in the world:
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Christian Theology of Incarnation (Tajasud): Built upon the belief that the
infinite God assumed human flesh in the singular historical person of Jesus
Christ. Because God embodied a specific human form, representing that
form in icons is not merely permissible but sacred. The icon becomes a
window to the incarnate God. Islamic Theology of Epiphany (Tajalli):
Rejects the idea that God is confined to a single physical body. Instead, the
Divine Essence manifests continuously across all creation. This leads to two
aesthetic outcomes: 1. Depicting God in a specific icon violates Tanzih by
attempting to bound the Infinite. 2. Because divine manifestation is
universal, art aims to portray the general law of epiphany—Unity in
Multiplicity (Wahdat fi al-Kathrat)—rather than a localized event.

Islamic art replaces the localized human icon with abstract structures—such
as geometric motifs originating from a central point or arabesques
demonstrating endless harmony. While Christian art narrates a historical
incarnation, Islamic art visually reflects an eternal metaphysical principle.
Rather than serving as the primary cause of aniconism, Islamic jurisprudence
acts as a protective boundary for the metaphysical principle of Tanzih.
Scriptural prohibitions against idols (such as Abraham breaking idols or the
story of the Golden Calf) target the replacement of the Creator with a
physical object, guarding pure monotheism. Prophetic traditions prohibiting
image-making historically addressed the eradication of paganism, the
creation of false deities, and the practice of worshipping images or graves.
Conclusion

Aniconism in Islamic art is a conscious refusal to confine the Transcendent
to a historical, physical form. Because Islamic metaphysics understands the
Divine-human relationship through Tajalli (Epiphany) rather than Tajasud
(Incarnation), localized imagery is inherently reductionist.

Far from being a limitation, aniconism opens up a positive aesthetic realm:
"visual Tawhid." Through calligraphy, geometry, and arabesques, Islamic art
elevates the viewer from the worship of localized forms to the contemplation
of divine harmony, directing sacred awareness not onto temple walls, but
into the receptive heart of the believer.
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- Hegel, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich; Aesthetics: Lectures on Fine Art; trans.
T.M.Knox; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975.



