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Extended Abstract

One of the central predicaments confronting art in the age of globalization
is the risk that intercultural dialogue and exchange, rather than enriching
cultural identity, may instead erode or distort it. As global cultural flows
accelerate and homogenizing forces intensify, artistic traditions rooted in
particular civilizations face mounting pressure either to dissolve into a
placeless, deracinated visual language or to retreat into a defensive, static
traditionalism that forecloses genuine dialogue with contemporary global
audiences. Neither of these responses is adequate: the first sacrifices iden-
tity for intelligibility, while the second sacrifices relevance for authenticity.
This paper argues that Islamic art, by virtue of its profound intellectual and
metaphysical heritage, possesses the internal resources to escape this di-
lemma altogether. Drawing on the doctrines of the Ikhwan al-Safa, Shihab
al-Din Suhrawardi, and Muhy1 al-Din Ibn ‘Arabi, the study demonstrates
that it remains possible today to produce works of art that retain a distinct
and irreducible cultural identity while simultaneously being intelligible,
resonant, and appealing to a global audience—provided that such produc-
tion is grounded in the theoretical foundations of the Islamic wisdom tradi-
tion of art. The theoretical framework of the research is organized around
three interlocking axes, each corresponding to one of these three intellec-
tual traditions.

The first axis is the Ikhwan al-Safa’s conception of art as a manifestation
of cosmic order, number, and proportion. For the Brethren of Purity, the
beauty of an artifact is not a matter of arbitrary taste but a reflection of the
mathematical harmony underlying the created universe; number, geometry,
and proportion are the visible traces of an intelligible cosmic order acces-
sible to reason. This rationalist and structural foundation is significant for
the present argument because it grounds artistic form in principles that are,
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in an important sense, universal and trans-cultural: proportion, symmetry,
and geometric harmony can be apprehended and appreciated across cultural
boundaries even by audiences unfamiliar with the specific theological or
historical context of Islamic civilization. In this sense, the Ikhwan al-Safa’s
rationalist aesthetics supplies a bridge of intelligibility between Islamic art
and global audiences, without requiring any dilution of the tradition’s sub-
stantive content.

The second axis is Suhrawardi’s I[lluminationist philosophy (hikmat al-ish-
raq), which centers on light (niir) and intuitive unveiling (kashf, shuhtid)
as the primary modes of both metaphysical knowledge and aesthetic ex-
perience. Where the Ikhwan al-Safa emphasize discursive, rational appre-
hension of order, Suhrawardi shifts attention to the perceiver’s lived, ex-
periential, and contemplative encounter with the artwork. Illumination is
not merely a visual metaphor but an epistemic category: truth and beauty
disclose themselves to the receptive soul through direct intuitive perception
rather than solely through rational deduction. Applied to art, this frame-
work suggests that an artwork’s capacity to move and transform its behold-
er does not depend on the beholder’s prior cultural or doctrinal literacy; the
experience of luminosity, radiance, and contemplative depth can be intui-
tively grasped by any attentive viewer, regardless of cultural background.
This axis therefore addresses the perceptual and experiential dimension of
cross-cultural artistic communication, complementing the structural uni-
versality supplied by the Ikhwan al-Safa.

The third axis draws on Ibn “Arabi’s doctrine of the Unity of Being (wahdat
al-wujtd) and his theory of the manifestation (tajalli) of a single Truth (al-
Haqq) through an infinite multiplicity of forms (suwar). For Ibn ‘Arabi, no
single form or interpretation exhausts the reality it manifests; every form
is a locus of disclosure (mazhar) that reveals the Real according to the re-
ceptivity (isti‘dad) of the perceiver. This metaphysics of multiplicity fur-
nishes a robust theoretical warrant for polysemy, interpretive openness, and
hermeneutic plurality within the language of art: a single artistic form can
legitimately sustain multiple, even culturally divergent, readings without
any one reading being reducible to mere subjective projection or without
the work’s underlying unity being compromised. This axis is decisive for
the paper’s argument because it explains, at the deepest metaphysical level,
why Islamic art can accommodate—rather than merely tolerate—cultural
diversity in reception: interpretive multiplicity is not a corruption of mean-
ing but a manifestation of its very structure. Taken together, these three axes
are not treated as separate or competing frameworks but as complementary
dimensions of a single, integrated approach.

The paper proposes that the position of the artist working within this tradi-
tion should be reconceived: rather than being understood merely as a pro-
ducer of objects, the artist is better understood as an agent operating at the
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intersection of three domains—"rational order” (derived from the Ikhwan
al-Safa), “spiritual intuition” (derived from Suhrawardi), and “multilayered
interpretability” (derived from Ibn ‘Arabi). The possibility of presenting
Islamic art to a genuinely global audience, the paper argues, arises precise-
ly at the point where these three domains cease to operate in isolation and
instead become dynamically and creatively integrated within the process of
artistic production itself. It is this integration—rather than any single one of
the three principles taken alone—that allows a work to be simultaneously
rooted and portable, particular and universal, traditional and contemporary.
Building on this three-part theoretical synthesis, the paper contends that
the confluence of these approaches, at the level of both theory-building
and artistic production, results in a productive rereading of meaning and
a reinvention of form in contemporary art in the age of globalization. This
approach, it is argued, allows Islamic art to avoid the twin dangers of mere
imitation of the past on the one hand and the identity-less dissolution char-
acteristic of globalization on the other. In other words, the framework offers
a middle path between ossified traditionalism and rootless cosmopolitan-
ism—a path that is neither nostalgic revivalism nor uncritical assimilation
into a homogenized global visual culture.

In order to substantiate this argument, the paper seeks reasoned answers
to four interrelated research questions. First, how is it possible to reinvent
Islamic art in the age of globalization without severing it from its own epis-
temological and metaphysical foundations? Second, what specific roles do
the intuitive approach (associated with Suhrawardian illumination) and the
doctrine of the Unity of Being (associated with Ibn “Arabi) play in the re-
reading of meaning within Islamic art? Third, what place do sacred geom-
etry and numerical proportion—as theorized primarily through the Ikhwan
al-Safa—occupy in the reinvention of artistic forms and images in the era of
globalization? Fourth, how can an artist working within the Islamic artistic
tradition translate the confluence of these three approaches into a practical,
applicable methodology for producing works of art that are genuinely ap-
pealing to a globalized contemporary audience?

In addressing these questions through a review of the aforementioned the-
oretical foundations, the paper endeavors to trace a meaningful line of con-
nection along three related axes: first, between the past and the future of
the Islamic artistic tradition; second, between tradition and innovation in
the creation of artistic forms within that tradition; and third, between Islam-
ic artworks and audiences situated within civilizational contexts different
from that of Islamic civilization itself. The paper argues that establishing
this three-fold connection renders both the rereading of the wisdom-based
foundations (mabani-yi hikm1) of Islamic art and the reinvention of its vi-
sual elements not merely desirable but effectively indispensable within the
global arena and within the broader field of intercultural exchange.
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Methodologically, the present study is fundamental (bunyadi) in its aim
and qualitative in nature. The research method is descriptive-analytical,
employing a comparative approach across the three philosophical traditions
under discussion, with data collected through library-based (documentary)
research. By placing the rationalist aesthetics of the Ikhwan al-Safa, the
illuminationist epistemology of Suhrawardi, and the metaphysics of multi-
plicity of Ibn “Arabi into sustained dialogue with contemporary questions
of cultural identity and globalization, the paper aims to contribute both to
the theoretical literature on Islamic art and to the practical concerns of con-
temporary artists seeking to produce culturally rooted yet globally resonant
work.

Keywords: Islamic art, globalization, cultural identity, Suhrawardi, Ibn
‘Arabi, Ikhwan al-Safa
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