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Extended Abstract

The relationship between the body, self-cultivation, and aesthetic experi-
ence is a fundamental issue in contemporary philosophy, situated at the
intersection of philosophical anthropology, ethics, and aesthetics. Through-
out the history of philosophy, the body has often been understood through
a dualistic framework. On the one hand, it has been regarded as the ground
of human presence and perception in the world; on the other hand, in com-
parison with reason or soul, it has frequently been placed in an inferior
ontological position. In many classical philosophical systems, the body was
considered merely an instrument for attaining higher forms of perfection
rather than an end in itself. As a result, its epistemic, ethical, and aesthetic
capacities received limited attention.

In recent decades, however, philosophy—particularly aesthetics—has wit-
nessed a body-centered turn that seeks to reconsider the role of the body in
knowledge, meaning, and aesthetic experience. One of the most influential
formulations of this approach is Richard Shusterman’s theory of somaes-
thetics. By challenging dominant dualistic traditions in Western aesthetics,
Shusterman presents the body not simply as an object of perception but as
the locus of awareness, a field of ethical practice, and a foundation for what
he describes as the “art of living.”

Within this theoretical horizon, the present study offers a comparative anal-
ysis of the thought of Ikhwan al-Safa and Shusterman’s somaesthetics. The
aim is to examine how both traditions, despite differences in their meta-
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physical foundations, regard the body as a medium of self-cultivation and
aesthetic experience. The main objective of this research is therefore to ex-
plain and compare the role of the body in the process of self-cultivation and
its relationship to aesthetic experience in these two intellectual traditions.
Three main research questions guide the study. First, how is the place of the
body in the process of self-cultivation and existential training conceptual-
ized in these two systems of thought? Second, what relationship is estab-
lished between bodily harmony and the perception of beauty? Third, how
can a theoretical explanation be developed that connects somaesthetics with
a practical interpretation of body aesthetics in the thought of Ikhwan al-Sa-
fa?

The research adopts a qualitative and analytical-comparative approach.
Data were collected through documentary and library research, focusing on
the Epistles of Ikhwan al-Safa and the principal works of Richard Shuster-
man on somaesthetics. In the analytical stage, key concepts related to the
body, self-cultivation, and aesthetic experience were extracted and com-
pared through qualitative content analysis. The comparison was conducted
along four axes: the ontological understanding of the body, the role of the
body in knowledge and awareness, the position of the body in the process
of self-cultivation, and the ultimate purpose of bodily cultivation.

The findings indicate that in the thought of Ikhwan al-Safa the body is un-
derstood within a hierarchical structure of existence in which the soul holds
superiority over the body. Nevertheless, the body plays an essential role in
the realization of the perfected human being. Within this framework, the
body belongs to the natural world and occupies a lower ontological level
than the spiritual dimension, yet it provides the necessary ground for the
actualization of the soul’s capacities.

Ikhwan al-Safa regard the body as the instrument through which the fac-
ulties of the soul are manifested, the arena of ethical testing, and the site
where purification and moderation are achieved. From this perspective,
self-cultivation is not purely theoretical but requires bodily discipline, con-
trol of desires, moderation in daily habits, and the cultivation of virtuous
practices. The body therefore becomes both the locus of desire and the field
in which these desires are regulated. Consequently, the refinement of the
body serves as a preliminary stage for the purification of the soul.

Ikhwan al-Safa also connect individual ethical reform with social harmo-
ny, suggesting that the proper cultivation of the body contributes to moral
and social order. In this intellectual framework, beauty is closely associat-
ed with order, proportion, harmony, and the manifestation of divine order,
while the ultimate aim of bodily discipline is the elevation of the soul.

By contrast, Richard Shusterman’s somaesthetics emerges as a critical re-
sponse to the idealist metaphysical tradition in Western philosophy, which
often placed the body in opposition to the mind and treated it as inferior.
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Shusterman challenges this dualistic conception and emphasizes the unity
of body and mind. In his view, the body is not merely an instrument of the
mind but the foundation of lived experience and the formation of human
subjectivity.

He uses the concept of “soma” to refer to the living body in its biological,
perceptual, and experiential dimensions. Shusterman also refers to sever-
al Asian philosophical traditions to demonstrate that attention to bodily
awareness has long been central to practices of self-cultivation. From this
perspective, self-cultivation involves bodily training, the development of
somatic awareness, and the improvement of one’s mode of presence in the
world.

The aim of somaesthetics is therefore not metaphysical transcendence but
the enhancement of the quality of lived experience and everyday life. A
cultivated body, in this framework, becomes a refined medium capable of
generating richer and more conscious experiences. Beauty, accordingly, is
not restricted to works of art but emerges from the harmonious interaction
of body, environment, and awareness. A comparative examination of these
two perspectives reveals several points of convergence.

Both challenge reductionist views of the body and reject the idea that the
body is merely passive or marginal. Although Ikhwan al-Safa maintain the
superiority of the soul, they still emphasize the indispensable role of the
body in the process of spiritual development. Shusterman goes further by
presenting the body and mind as integrated aspects of human existence.
Both traditions also regard the body as a field of self-cultivation.

In Ikhwan al-Safa’s thought, the cultivation of the soul requires bodily dis-
cipline and moderation. Likewise, in Shusterman’s philosophy the body be-
comes the starting point of the project of self-cultivation, and its refinement
leads to lasting transformations in experience and lifestyle. Furthermore,
both perspectives connect beauty with harmony and proportion. Ikhwan
al-Safa interpret beauty through cosmic order and balance, while Shuster-
man understands aesthetic experience as a quality of everyday life emerg-
ing from the harmonious interaction of body, environment, and awareness.
Despite these similarities, important differences remain.

In the thought of Ikhwan al-Safa, the ultimate aim of bodily cultivation is
the elevation of the soul and its return to the spiritual realm. In contrast, so-
maesthetics seeks to enhance the quality of life in the present world. Ikhwan
al-Safa maintain a hierarchical ontology in which the soul is superior to
the body, whereas Shusterman emphasizes their unity. Likewise, beauty in
Ikhwan al-Safa is primarily related to divine and cosmic order, while in
Shusterman’s philosophy it is closely connected with lived and embodied
experience. Therefore, although both traditions recognize the body as a me-
dium of human transformation, they differ in their interpretation of its final

purpose.
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In the first perspective, the body functions as a bridge toward spiritual tran-
scendence, whereas in the second it becomes a site for enriching lived ex-
perience and cultivating creative ways of living. In conclusion, this study
shows that the body occupies a central place in both traditions as a medium
of human transformation. Ikhwan al-Safa view the body as a bridge toward
transcendent truth, while Shusterman regards it as a basis for deepening
experience and improving the quality of life. Despite these differences, both
perspectives highlight the indispensable role of the body in human self-un-
derstanding and aesthetic experience. Rethinking the status of the body in
both Islamic philosophical thought and contemporary Western philosophy
therefore opens new perspectives for understanding self-cultivation and
aesthetic life.

Keywords: Philosophy of the Body, Self-Cultivation, Aesthetic Experience,
Ikhwan al-Safa, Somaesthetics, Richard Shusterman
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1. dualism
3. Richard Shusterman
5. the art of living
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2. somaesthetics
4. somatic awareness
6. self-cultivation
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7. Gestalt Theory

9. pragmatism

11. Descartes

13. art as experience

15. philosophy as a way of life
17. Xenophon

19. The Analects

21. Daoism

23. Zhuangzi

25. subjectivity

27. lived body

29. Alexander Technique
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8. Organic Analogy
10. phenomenology
12. John Dewey

14. Merleau-Ponty
16. Socrates

18. Confucius

20. Mencius

22. Laozi

24. Buddha

26. soma

28. embodied subject
30. Feldenkrais Method
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