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Extended abstract

Islamic art, a rich and dynamic manifestation of Islamic civilization,
emerged and evolved across a vast expanse of the globe starting from the
7th century CE. This legacy, born from the growth of diverse Islamic cul-
tures and governments, has consistently faced a fundamental challenge re-
garding its definition, despite its global influence and status as a vital re-
search area. Ambiguity surrounding the term “Islamic Art” and the lack of
a single, universally accepted definition among prominent historians (such
as Kiihnel, Ettinghausen, Grabar, and others) have hindered the precise
communication of its meaning and the establishment of robust theoretical
arguments. Prior research has primarily focused on historical, chronologi-
cal, and interpretive studies. The main objective of the present study is the
critical analysis of historical definitions of Islamic art and the assessment of
their theoretical soundness and validity based on logical criteria. The ana-
lytical framework is constructed upon the formal principles of definition:
Comprehensiveness (Jami iyyah), Exclusiveness (Mani ‘iyyah), Clarity
(Wudiih), and Non-Circularity (4dam-i Dawr). The key question is which
of these definitions exhibits greater logical consistency. The central hypoth-
esis posits that none of the presented definitions, taken in isolation, are ca-
pable of offering a valid and comprehensive definition conforming to all
formal principles of logic. This paper employs a descriptive-analytical
methodology, aiming to reveal the shortcomings and strengths of each defi-
nition and to formulate a rational framework for understanding Islamic art
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by subjecting the existing definitions to rigorous scrutiny. This paper, utiliz-
ing a descriptive-analytical method based on qualitative library research,
examines, compares, and analyzes the views of prominent Islamic art histo-
rians through the lens of a logical approach. The research is fundamental in
nature and lacks statistical data. The science of logic serves as the primary
tool for identifying the essential characteristics of a correct definition and
preventing ambiguity. In the assessment process, the validity of Islamic art
definitions is measured against the laws of definition to ensure the intended
concept is accurately conveyed. The four criteria for a correct and useful
definition are: 1- Comprehensiveness and Exclusiveness: means the defini-
tion must include all instances of the definiendum (comprehensiveness) and
exclude all foreign instances (exclusiveness); 2- Clarity (being clearer):
means the concept of the definition must be clearer to the audience than the
concept being defined; 3- Conceptual Non-Triviality: means the definition
must be conceptually distinct; and 4- Non-Circularity: means the definition
should not employ the concept being defined itself. Despite the vast volume
of historical studies in Islamic art, a systematic, analytical-critical, and log-
ical assessment of the existing definitions has yet to be undertaken. This
research adopts formal logic as its methodological instrument. Based on
these principles, the definitions put forth by renowned historians—Kiihnel,
Ettinghausen, Grabar, Price, Brand, and Al-Bahansi—are evaluated against
logical criteria. The ultimate goal of this analysis is to establish a rational
framework for critiquing and comparing diverse viewpoints and to gauge
the theoretical soundness and validity of these definitions within the field of
Islamic art. Ernst Kiihnel viewed Islamic art as rooted in the Qur’an and
Hadith, possessing a spiritual and abstract nature that avoids the imitation
of nature. Logical critique indicates this definition lacks sufficient compre-
hensiveness (focuses on early periods) and exclusiveness (shares spiritual
nature with other religions’ art). It suffers from implicit circularity and in-
sufficient clarity by referencing vague concepts such as “Islamic culture.”
Richard Ettinghausen considered Islamic art a reflection of the culture, his-
tory, and religion of Muslims, influenced by Sasanian and Byzantine lega-
cies. The critique is that it lacks sufficient comprehensiveness (overlooks
works like Umayyad iconographies) but exhibits good exclusiveness. Ref-
erencing “Islamic culture and civilization” leads to implicit circularity, and
it lacks clarity in delineating boundaries. Oleg Grabar defined Islamic art as
a complex, evolving phenomenon resulting from dynamic interaction, not
necessarily tied to purely Islamic tenets, created by Muslim artists for pur-
poses related to Islamic populations. His definition exhibits high compre-
hensiveness but lacks sufficient exclusiveness (includes works with non-Is-
lamic foundations). Ambiguity in “Muslim” and “purposes” diminishes
clarity and creates circularity. Christine Price defines Islamic art as the art
of Islamic territories, based on Tawhid (monotheism) and Tanzih (transcen-
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dence), avoiding sacred imagery. Logical critique shows this definition
lacks sufficient comprehensiveness (restricting art to Islamic-ruled lands).
It possesses good exclusiveness and is strong in terms of non-circularity,
but clarity is diminished by the lack of precise explanation of the practical
manifestation of “Tawhid.” Barbara Brand characterizes Islamic art as serv-
ing rulers or the aesthetically minded Islamic community, influenced by
Muslim thought, emphasizing order, symbolism, and the primacy of writ-
ing. Critique reveals this definition lacks sufficient comprehensiveness (in-
consistency and restriction to patronized works). While showing good ex-
clusiveness, the ambiguity regarding “Muslim thought” and the reference
to “Muslim culture and thought” lead to a lack of clarity and implicit circu-
larity. Afif al-Bahansi traces the origin of Islamic art to geographical, civi-
lizational, and doctrinal factors, relying on Tawhidic beauty, abstraction,
and Arabic script. This definition’s comprehensiveness is severely chal-
lenged by reducing the origin to “Arab” ethnic roots and neglecting non-Ar-
ab cultures/non-abstract works. Despite this flaw, it exhibits adequate ex-
clusiveness and is strong in terms of non-circularity, but ambiguities render
it narrow. Sheila Canby adopts a geographical, descriptive, and formal ap-
proach, emphasizing prominent visual elements (Arabic script, arabesques,
and geometry) in lands ruled by Islamic dynasties. Critique shows this defi-
nition lacks sufficient comprehensiveness (focuses only on instances, ne-
glects other components) and exclusiveness (shared visual elements with
non-Islamic arts). It exhibits good clarity and adheres to the non-circularity
criterion. Jonathan Bloom and Sheila Blair employ a historical and contex-
tual approach, defining Islamic art as a “visual culture of place and time”
created in lands where Islam was the dominant religion. This definition
possesses sufficient comprehensiveness (wide range of works, historical
context) and good exclusiveness (distinction from other religious arts). It
shows good clarity and can be considered non-circular. Overall, this defini-
tion possesses one of the strongest logical structures among those exam-
ined. In conclusion, while numerous scholars have attempted to define Is-
lamic art, most of these definitions adopt a reductionist approach,
highlighting one aspect while neglecting others of this complex art form.
The results of the logical analysis of the definitions by prominent historians
show that all of them face challenges regarding the criteria of Comprehen-
siveness, Exclusiveness, Clarity, and Non-Circularity. In terms of Compre-
hensiveness, Grabar and Bloom/Blair are more inclusive, while Kithnel and
Canby are less so. Regarding Exclusiveness, Ettinghausen and Price set
clearer boundaries. Circularity is not observed in the definitions of Price
and Canby, but it is evident in Kiihnel, Ettinghausen, Grabar, and Brand,
who resort to concepts such as “Islamic culture” to define Islamic art. The
assessment correctly points out that most definitions emphasize only one or
a few aspects of Islamic art instead of articulating its complete truth, and
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this reductionism detracts from both comprehensiveness and exclusiveness.
Furthermore, this research is limited because the breadth of viewpoints re-
stricted the possibility of addressing all of them within its scope; therefore,
the findings only reflect the analysis of the selected viewpoints and do not
claim complete comprehensiveness. Also, due to the difficulty of fully
knowing the true essences of concepts (“real definitions”), the research ad-
opted an approach focusing on “essential and necessary properties” and
“descriptions” (Rusiim), aiming to provide definitions that are close to a
“perfect description” (Rasm-i Kamil) and are comprehensible and practical.
Finally, a major challenge was the lack of explicit and direct definitions
from many scholars, necessitating the “reconstruction” of definitions based
on their writings, which may diverge from the authors’ original intentions.
Overall, a synthetic approach that simultaneously considers the histori-
cal-cultural origin, the religious and aesthetic foundations, and the diversity
and evolution of Islamic art is required to move beyond a single-dimension-
al view and achieve a more balanced and scientific definition.

Keywords: Islamic Art, Logical Evaluation, Historical Approach, Princi-
ples of Definitions
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