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	Abstract

	It can be argued that the notion of aesthetics occupies a central place in Islam’s revealed text. Discussing the qualities that characterize the notion of aesthetics has attracted the attention of scholarly tradition. In the Qurʾānic discourse, various qualities can be discerned to characterize aesthetics.

	To gain a better understanding and to construct a comprehensive image of the Qurʾānic perspective of aesthetic characteristics, the Qurʾān must be taken in its entirety. However, this study is based on the thematic exegesis genre, which aims to present a holistic view of the theme as discussed throughout the entire Qurʾānic text considering selected modern Qurʾānic exegeses, where more attention is given to a number of exegetical aspects considered in thematic exegesis.
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	Introduction

	In the Qurʾānic text, several Qurʾānic terms are related to aesthetics.1 In the same way, the Qurʾān expresses aesthetic concepts using several characteristics. Recognizing and analyzing all these characteristics is critical to developing a complete understanding of the concept of aesthetics in the Qurʾān. These characteristics might not, at times, look completely distinct from each other, with some overlap between them, but they are not synonymous and should therefore be treated as different.

	A primary analysis of the qualities characterizing this notion of aesthetics in Qurʾānic discourse will be performed in the next few pages, which may shed more light on the underlying meanings and allow a closer understanding of this key notion. It is essential to note that the aim here is not to reach a definition of “aesthetics” in the Qurʾānic text; rather, it is an attempt to emphasize or determine the prominent or essential characteristics or qualities that characterize “aesthetics” to clarify discussions of the notion of “aesthetics” as it appears in Qurʾānic discourse.

	One prominent characteristic is the beauty of “perfection.” “Perfection” is presented as an objective quality, so it is not a matter of personal judgment. Any beauty that the Qurʾān attributes to God is presented as an objective fact, not subject to opinion. Such beauty is presented as something that one ought to learn to recognize and appreciate. It is no surprise, therefore, to see beauty in the Qurʾān presented as something that God deliberately placed in creation.

	The second quality that characterizes aesthetics is that it creates a feeling of pleasure in individuals. The third characteristic of aesthetics in the Qurʾān can be described as “goodness” and “usefulness.” Additionally, the Qurʾān stresses that the beauty in God’s creation is something for the human being to contemplate, which may be considered the fourth quality of aesthetics in the Qurʾān.

	1. Itqān2

	The first of these characteristics is itqān, which is found in verse Q 27:88, describing God’s creation: “this is the handiwork of God who has perfected all things.” This Qurʾānic verse asserts that itqān is the visible feature of the entirety of God’s creation, which reflects excellence and perfection in the whole. In light of its common linguistic meaning and Qurʾānic hermeneutics,3 this feature might be considered,an umbrella term that involves all the qualities proposed as the properties of a “beautiful” object.4 It encompasses the principles of proportion, harmony, order, equilibrium, perfection, symmetry, etc., which are often expressed as universal criteria of beauty.5 In fact, Qurʾānic discourse goes beyond this to emphasize a sense of beauty beyond the perfection and excellence of God’s creation, explicitly using the term aḥsana as seen in verse Q 32:7, “who gave everything its perfect form.” Although the translation does not signify the sense of beauty seen in the Arabic term, the sense of beauty is clearly understood from the term aḥsana, in addition to its connotation of perfection. This instance justifies the claim to translate the term iḥsān and all related derivatives from the root ḥ-s-n as “making beautiful.”6 

	In this regard, one might argue that the use of the word iḥsān (the infinitive of aḥsana) to signify the first quality of aesthetics in the Qurʾānic discourse is more appropriate since it implies the sense of beauty. However, it is worth mentioning that the term iḥsān is very comprehensive; thus, the cluster of meanings around it denotes, for instance, beauty, excellence, virtue, doing well, doing good, etc.7 This variation in the connotations of this term might create confusion, while the precise meaning of the word itqān makes it more appropriate for this context. Certainly, the term itqān, when applied to God as mentioned in verse Q 27:88, means beauty since God created the entire universe in a beautiful form, according to verse Q 32:7. Another reason for this preference is that the word itqān is used by Arabic lexicographers, such as al-Fīrūzābādī and al-Rāghib, and Qurʾānic exegetes when explaining the word aḥsana and all of its related derivatives (aḥsantum, aḥsanū, tuḥsanū, etc.).8

	As far as Qurʾānic exegesis is concerned, the quality of itqān is often mentioned as a basis for aesthetics in the sense of perfection and the absence of shortcomings and confusion. In fact, Quṭb considers this connection to be two sides of the same coin or two facets of a single truth.9 Such a connection between itqān, referring to complete perfection, and the theme of beauty can be found in Riḍā’s exegesis. He points out that “beauty” lies in being associated with perfection. In fact, perfection, according to him, is the quality of “beauty,” and imperfection is the quality of “ugliness.”10 In this respect, he perfectly agrees with his teacher, ʿAbduh.11 Indeed, through Ibn ʿĀshūr’s explanation of the word ḥusn, he relates that which is beautiful to the quality of perfection and the absence of defects.12

	Moreover, in the Qurʾānic text, a clear connection between the sense of “beauty” and perfection in terms of the absence of defects is drawn in verse Q 50:6: “Do they not see the sky above them, how We have built and adorned it, with no rifts in it.” This verse mentions the beautiful aspects of the sky. It seems to assert that one of the characteristics of “beauty” is the absence of shortcomings and confusion besides its adornment with stars, for instance. This absence of defects can be understood as perfection expressed in another way. Furthermore, it is worth noting here that aesthetic qualities such as brightness and radiance, or splendor, can be understood from the Qurʾānic aesthetic terms naḍrah and nāḍirah (radiant, glowing, and shining) from the root n-ḍ-r. 

	2. Pleasing the Beholder

	The second quality that can be characterized as “aesthetic” in Qurʾānic discourse acts through its impact on the self, as borne out by evidence in Qurʾānic verses. For example, in verse Q 2:69, “God says it should be a bright yellow cow, pleasing to the eye.” This sentence alludes to the fact that pleasure results from beholding “beauty.” Al-Shaʿrāwī points to this when he states, “Whoever looks at it is pleased with its brightness, cleanliness, the elegance of its appearance, and the symmetry of its body.”13 In fact, he defines jamāl by associating it with the pleasure generated in the self. Furthermore, in describing Paradise in verse Q 43:71, “Dishes and goblets of gold will be passed around them with all that their souls desire, and their eyes delight in,” an obvious implication is that delight to the eye is one of the effects of beholding “beauty.” Ibn ʿĀshūr elucidates this by stating that the “delight of the eye is caused by seeing beautiful shapes and pleasing colors.”14 Indeed, for him, the delight of the eye leads to the delight of the self, “pleasure.”15 

	Moreover, it can be claimed that the word bahjah and its adjective bahīj can be considered, according to their linguistic meanings, obvious evidence that pleasure is an essential characteristic of “aesthetics” in Qurʾānic discourse. By association with prettiness, the power to delight and gladden us is more obvious in the connotations of the word bahjah. Indeed, it is worth mentioning here that the practice of defining “aesthetics” through its effect governs several discussions on “aesthetics” by both Aquinas and Kant, for example. They claim that “beauty” has a pleasant effect when perceived.16 With reference to an Islamic context, al-Fārābī associates pleasure with the comprehension of beautiful objects. He claims that pleasure increases according to the intensity of beauty in perceived objects. Behrens-Abouseif states that “the only universal principle that governed beauty in Arabic culture was its association with pleasure.”17

	3. “Beauty” and the “Good”

	One of the striking characteristics of “aesthetics” is its relation to the idea of function or usefulness or, in other words, its relation to the idea of “good.” Nwodo summarizes the historical background of the relation between the “beautiful” and the “good” by pointing out that identifying the good with the beautiful has been sustained by several philosophers and scholars since ancient Greece. Plato, for example, identifies the two without hesitation. In fact, Jacques Maritain claims that in Greek writings, the expressions for good and beautiful are equivalent. Indeed, both Aquinas and Scholastics maintain that the beautiful, the good, and the true are “convertible.”18 Rosenthal asserts that the equation between “beauty” and “good” can be found in several languages, one of which is Arabic. He exemplifies his argument by claiming that the term ḥusn is used in Arabic to denote the good and jamāl to denote beauty.19 

	In Qurʾānic discourse, both previously mentioned tendencies can be found. The notion of beauty is mentioned in itself and identified with usefulness and goodness. About the association between “beauty” and usefulness, seen several times in the Qurʾānic text where “beauty” is mentioned, the idea of exercising a function or being useful is highlighted in, for example, verses Q 37:6, Q 41:12, and Q 67:5. Furthermore, derivatives from the root ḥ-s-n indicate that the senses of beauty and goodness are intertwined, as can be understood from their linguistic meaning and commentators’ texts. Lexicographers and Qurʾānic exegetes assert that one of the meanings of ḥasan and other related derivatives is something connected to utility or usefulness, whether material or abstract. In fact, the sense of usefulness and the good can be seen in this root more than in other “aesthetic” terms used in the Qurʾān. This is what justifies translating the term ḥasan and related derivatives in most cases as “good.”20 Izutsu, for example, in his analysis of major concepts in the Qurʾān, treats the root ḥ-s-n in the semantic field of the concept of good. Indeed, he considers the derivation of the word ḥasanah, which is the feminine form of the adjective ḥasan, as synonymous, at least in a certain context, with the word khayr, which is also discussed in the same semantic field.21 

	Another quotation is verse Q 16:5-8, which shows that the sense of “beauty,” as mentioned in Qurʾānic discourse, expresses “being itself” in addition to being identified with usefulness and goodness: “And livestock, He created them too. You derive warmth and other benefits from them: you get food from them; you find beauty in them when you bring them home to rest and when you drive them out to pasture. They carry your loads to lands you yourselves could not reach without great hardship.” Here, it can be noted that “beauty” is mentioned in the context of two utilities, namely, “You derive warmth and other benefits from them: you get food from them” and “They carry your loads to lands you yourselves could not reach without great hardship.” At the same time, it can be argued that although “beauty” is mentioned between these two utilities, it is independent of both, in that the feeling of beauty aroused in the beholder when watching them, as it is made obvious in the verse, is not triggered by the utility derived from the cattle, i.e., the cattle are not beautiful in the eyes of people merely because they are useful to them but also because they satisfy a particular emotional need for the beholder.22 It can be concluded that although the verse, on the one hand, does not explicitly connect beauty with usefulness, it does not, on the other hand, separate the two concepts completely. In fact, it considers the feelings concerning beauty aroused by watching them as one of their benefits. That implies beauty is stressed as a distinct value in itself despite or regardless of other benefits, as shown above.

	4. “Beauty” is Deliberately Placed

	In the Qurʾānic view, beauty is a fundamental component of this universe and is intended in the origin of creation. In other words, it is not a superficial element in the universe but rather “an essential part of its nature.”23 This view is asserted in several places in Qurʾānic discourse, a few of which are discussed here. First, in verse Q 32:7 mentioned earlier, “who gave everything its perfect form.” Clearly, this verse sufficiently emphasizes aesthetics as an indispensable element in the entirety of God’s creation. This conclusion is drawn from the Qurʾānic term aḥsana, which signifies the sense of aesthetics in addition to its implication in perfection and excellence. As discussed earlier in the first characteristic of aesthetics, itqān, verse Q 27:88 highlights the perfection and excellence of God’s creation, while verse Q 32:7 goes beyond by emphasizing the sense of beauty through the usage of the aesthetic term aḥsana. Thus, verse Q 32:7 stresses that the Qurʾān mentions beauty as one of the intended purposes of creation.24

	Additional Qurʾānic examples that demonstrate that “beauty” is deliberately placed in the universe are verses Q 50:6 and Q 67:3-5, about the creation of the heavens. The notable point here, however, is that these verses go beyond describing the perfection of the creation of the heavens to emphasize the aspects of their beauty. In verse Q 67:3-5, “who created the seven heavens, one above the other. You will not see any flaw in what the Lord of Mercy creates. Look again! Can you see any flaw? Look again! And again! Your sight will turn back to you, weak and defeated. We have adorned the lowest heaven with lamps and made them [missiles] for stoning devils.” Thus, while the Qurʾān turns our attention to the perfection of heaven’s creation by challenging us to detect any flaw or defect, it specifically addresses its “beauty” and glory.

	Considering the attitude of modern commentators, Quṭb, for example, asserts this characteristic several times. He points out that the aspects of perfection and excellence, and not merely what takes place in the existence of the universe, are reflected in the aspects of harmony, accuracy, balance, and perfect function; indeed, “beauty” is attained in the universe as a whole.25 He says, "like perfection, beauty is deliberately placed in the universe.”26 

	In summary, according to Qurʾānic discourse, beauty is intended in the universe. It is independently deliberated upon, not for the sole enjoyment of humans but rather as an integral component to serve a religious purpose along with the entire Islamic system. 

	5. Contemplating Beauty

	It is worth mentioning that an interesting point in Qurʾānic discourses on “beauty” is that although the Qurʾān portrays instances of the beauty of the universe in extraordinary verses, it also specifically directs our attention to the contemplation of “beauty,” which, in turn, indicates the significance of the entire concept of “aesthetics” within the fabric of Islam. Indeed, contemplating the beauty of God’s creation is one of the greatest ways of contemplating the universe and, at the same time, is generally considered a form of worship in Islam. This is what Malik Badri stresses in his book Contemplation: an Islamic Psychospiritual Study when he counts the observation of the beauty of the universe as one of the main methods to be found in the Qurʾān to encourage the contemplation of the creation of the universe.27

	In Qurʾānic discourse on “beauty,” it is clear that, as noted earlier, both “beauty” and the invitation to contemplate it are inevitably linked. Indeed, contemplation is a significant aspect deliberately placed in the discourse of “aesthetics.” This can be seen in verse Q 6:99, “Watch their fruits as they grow and ripen.” This verse comes in the context of describing the beauty of plants and therefore emphasizes the contemplation of their beauty more than any other aspect, i.e., that they can be eaten. Quṭb, while interpreting this verse, claims that the emphasis here is on the “splendid aspects of creation,” so we are invited to contemplate “beauty” rather than any other aspect since, through contemplation, the senses will be familiarized to appreciate such “beauty.”28 Moreover, al-Shaʿrāwī has an interesting interpretation of the same verse; he claims that when God asks humans to contemplate “beauty,” He makes this contemplation a basic right for all individuals, whether they can benefit from it or not.29 Indeed, al-Shaʿrāwī claims that the same view can be found in verses Q 16:6-7. He points out that God, before mentioning the benefit gained from horses, i.e., that they can be ridden, mentions their beauty before other benefits, as even if an individual does not own horses, he still can enjoy their beauty.30 

	In this regard, it is worth pointing out that the significance of the notion of contemplation can be seen in most theories of aesthetics, as Dickie claims, from the time of Plato, for whom contemplation was a central theme in the theory of beauty.31 Furthermore, some scholars, such as Stolnitz and Austin, maintain that the aesthetic experience requires contemplation for its perception and hence its appreciation.32 However, Reid and Richmond, for example, claim that the aspect of contemplation in the experience of aesthetics has, in recent years, been neglected.33

	The notion of contemplating “beauty” or, more generally, contemplating God’s creation is, in Qurʾānic discourse, not for mere enjoyment or to evoke pleasure; it is rather a form of worship, as noted above. Muslim scholars enumerate many religious aspects achieved through contemplation, all of which serve the central theme of Islam: tawḥīd. This, as Quṭb states, can be summarized as follows: by contemplating the beauty of the universe, “we feel the link between the Creator and creation.”34 More of these religious aspects will be discussed in further detail below.

	6. Nature is the Vast Domain of Physical “Aesthetics”

	The beauty of the universe or its natural beauty, in terms of physical beauty, in Qurʾānic discourse, is emphasized more than any other kind of physical beauty. Qurʾānic verses in different sūrahs refer to the wonders of the whole universe in its various physical phenomena. Qurʾānic discourse on the aesthetics of nature can be seen in a number of verses considered in this study, notably verses Q 16:6 and Q 16:8, which mention beauty in the creation of animals. In addition, beauty constitutes an essential aspect in the creation of the heavens and the earth, as seen in several verses, for instance, Q 15:16, Q 37:6, Q 41:12, Q 50:6, Q 10:24, and Q 27:60. In this respect, the beauty of humankind is emphasized as an object of special wonder, since, as al-Ghazālī claims, it is the “key to knowing the greatness of the creator.”35 The Qurʾānic references to the “beauty” of the human body can be seen in verses Q 33:52, Q 40:64, Q 64:3, and Q 95:4. In this regard, it is worth mentioning that derivatives from the root z-y-n are often used in the context of the beauty of the heavens and the earth, while derivatives from the root ḥ-s-n are used when referring to the beauty of human beings.

	There is yet another aspect of the physical aesthetics mentioned in the Qurʾānic text; that is, the aspect of man-made beauty or what may be called “art.”36 This kind of aesthetics is mentioned less often than the aesthetics of the natural world. It can be argued that the story of Solomon and the Queen of Sheba mentioned in verse Q 27:44 is the first verse that one might turn to in the Qurʾān for its implications about art. As Gonzalez claims in this regard, the aesthetic principles found in the ṣarḥ (palace) prepared for the visit of the Queen of Sheba to Solomon are widely applied in Islamic art and architecture.37 In addition, the references to an ‘artistic aesthetic’ in Qurʾānic discourse include indirect references to what might be considered the Qurʾānic “consideration for art and architecture.”38 These indirect implications can be seen, for example, in verses Q 7:74, Q 13:71, and Q 34:31. Hence, it should be remembered that, as Oleg Grabar observes, Qurʾānic discourse in this context does not contain what might be construed specifically as a theory of visual art; rather, a number of disjointed observations can be inferred that might have implications for art and architecture.39

	It is worth mentioning that the question of appreciating nature and art or defining the realm in which aesthetics can present itself has always been a matter of debate in Western aesthetics. Scholars such as Carlson and Hepburn claim that philosophical aesthetics neglected natural beauty and was dominated by an interest in art. Nature was appreciated through its representation in art and literature, although individuals have always responded aesthetically to the nature surrounding them.40 In this context, Brady reminds us that in the classical period, the aesthetics of nature were of little interest and that philosophical aesthetics were equated with the philosophy of art. This position did not change until the eighteenth century when the appreciation of natural aesthetics reached a turning point. Kant was the first to represent a theory of the aesthetical appreciation of nature. Schelling and a few other thinkers in the nineteenth century were followed by a wider discussion of environmental aesthetics.41

	7. “Subjectivity” and “Objectivity” of Aesthetics

	An important characteristic of aesthetics in Qurʾānic discourse is what is famously known as subjective and objective theories, which Moore considers “the leading theories of beauty.”42 The question revolves around the idea that beauty can be identified both as an object in a substance (objective) or as referring to the experience of beauty (subjective), which means that beauty is merely an idea in the mind or a personal feeling toward an object. If so, the object itself cannot be described as beautiful or ugly, but only appears so according to our feelings.

	When considering this issue from a Qurʾānic perspective, it may be said that although beauty in the Qurʾān is identified with emotional feelings, as indicated earlier, it can still be asserted that beauty in the Qurʾānic discourse is an objective reality inherent in a substance and not merely an impression formed by the beholder. This assumption can be substantiated through several pieces of evidence in the Qurʾānic text.

	Through Qurʾānic discourse on identifying beauty by its effect on beholders, it can still be seen that these effects are phrased in a general pattern so that they encompass all beholders. In verse Q 2:69, for example, “God says it should be a bright yellow cow, pleasing to the eye,” al-Shaʿrāwī asserts that it “includes anyone who looks at it.”43 Apparently, if beauty were not a quality inherent in the object looked at, the pleasure would not involve any beholder. The same view is found in verse Q 43:71: “Dishes and goblets of gold will be passed around them with all that their souls desire and their eyes delight in.” Thus, the delight appeals to every eye. In addition, scholars such as al-Sayyid Maḥmūd al-Ālūsī mention that “al-” (the definitive article “the”) in the Qurʾānic word al-aʿyun (the eyes) refers to istighrāq, which they take to mean that it encompasses all the addressees, in this case, all eyes that see Paradise.44

	As mentioned earlier, several terms are used in the Qurʾān to indicate a sense of aesthetics, each of which has its specific perspective in expressing one sense of the term. The concern here is that the term ḥusn and the other derivatives from the root ḥ-s-n denote an intrinsic quality in a “beautiful” object; therefore, its beauty is an objective quality.

	With the use of the concept of itqān as an obvious element in the notion of aesthetics as presented in Qurʾānic discourse through the use of derivatives from the root ḥ-s-n, it can be asserted that the availability of such characteristics in a given object offers clear evidence that beauty represents an independent fact rather than a contingent feeling or emotional effect whose existence or nonexistence depends on the beholders.

	Several verses in the Qurʾānic text invite us to contemplate the beauty inherent in God’s creation, as seen, for example, in verse Q 50:6: “Do they not see the sky above them, how We have built and adorned it, with no rifts in it.” Accordingly, if beauty is claimed to be an idea in the mind or a mere emotional feeling derived from a beautiful experience, such an invitation to contemplate the universe would have been preposterous or unachievable. For Muslims, according to verses Q 23:115 and Q 44:38-39, Allah transcends vanity, and His commands are free from such absurdity.

	8. Religious Function of the Notion of Aesthetics

	It can be argued that the notion of aesthetics in Qurʾānic discourse is not there for mere enjoyment or to evoke pleasure or simply a psychological state brought on by an eschatological form. Rather, it is always connected with moral and religious purposes and is not solely of emotional or eschatological concern. Indeed, Qurʾānic discourse concerning aesthetics aims to lead us to believe in God’s existence and serve all Islam’s commands and rituals. According to the verses under consideration in this study, it can be claimed that some religious purposes are fulfilled by the notion of aesthetics as presented in the Qurʾānic text; these are as follows.

	8.1. Tawḥīd (Oneness of God)

	As the most fundamental Islamic doctrine, which encapsulates the core of the Islamic faith, divine oneness is consistently asserted in various ways by the Qurʾān. The most obvious is by reflecting the beauty of the creation of the vast universe, including the creation of the human race. Reflecting on the beauty of God’s creation, according to Qurʾānic discourse, brings us to know God, the Creator. Furthermore, it has been pointed out that in His creation and its beauty, Allah reveals himself, and the beauty of this universe is a reflection of divine beauty.45 All the verses describing the beauty of nature reveal that this marvelous creation in its perfect form is a sign of Allah. Indeed, it shows not only God’s existence but also His oneness, sovereignty, and unlimited power.46 However, it is important to highlight here that this is one of the three basic features characterizing the doctrine of tawḥīd (in full, tawḥīd al-rubūbiyyah, the oneness of lordship), which signifies believing in one God: the sole Creator and Sustainer of the entire universe; tawḥīd al-ulūhiyyah (oneness of worship) also implies that Allah is the only deity worthy of worship and tawḥīd al-asmāʾ wa-l-ṣifāt (the oneness of God’s names and attributes)47 is to be discerned in Qurʾānic considerations of the notion of aesthetics embodied in the universe as a whole. The term rubūbiyyah is derived from the word rabb, which means “lord,” “master,” or “owner.” This concept denotes the fact that there is only one God who created everything and who manages that creation. All manifest and subtle actions ultimately belong to this one God; nothing can be attributed to anyone other than Him.

	This Qurʾānic fact, related to taking the beauty of the vast universe as proof of Allah’s existence –that is, as a manifestation of God’s other attributes, such as His power– is rehearsed many times in the Qurʾānic text, as seen in verse Q 37:4-6: “Truly your God is in unity as well as sovereignty One, Lord of the heavens and earth and everything between them, Lord of every sunrise. We have adorned the lowest heaven with stars.” Hence, it follows that highlighting the beauty discerned in the universe, i.e., the heavens being adorned with stars, is mentioned in the context of the oneness of God: the Creator and Sustainer of the diverse universe. Similarly, in verse Q 67:1-5, “Exalted is He who holds all control in His hands; who has power over all things; who created death and life to test you [people] and reveal which of you does best; He is the Mighty, the Forgiving; who created the seven heavens, one above the other. You will not see any flaw in what the Lord of Mercy creates. Look again! Can you see any flaw? Look again! And again! Your sight will turn back to you, weak and defeated. We have adorned the lowest heaven with lamps and made them [missiles] for stoning devils.” Here, the same argument is presented, the beauty of the universe is addressed in the same breath as God’s power and sovereignty, which extends to the furthest universe in this worldly life and Hereafter. Thus, addressing beauty in the context of God being the single Creator of all this beauty surrounding human beings, in turn, will assert the oneness of God. In this regard, Quṭb presents the same view when he argues that what is mentioned in verse Q 67:3-11 signifies what was mentioned at the beginning of the Sūrat al-mulk (Dominion: Chapter 67), that the beauty of creation is an aspect of “God’s complete dominion of the universe.”48 Elsewhere, he points out that appreciating the beauty of creation leads to knowing the Creator’s own beauty.49 

	It might be claimed here that the most important conclusion in the relationship between the Qurʾānic notion of aesthetics and the doctrine of tawḥīd is that God consistently describes His divine names and attributes in the Qurʾān with the quality of ḥusn on four occasions in the same statement, al-asmāʾ al-ḥusná, as seen in verse Q 7:180, “The Most Excellent Names belong to God,” in verse Q 17:110, “the best names belong to Him,” in verse Q 20:8, “the most excellent names belong to Him,” and in verse Q 59:24, “The best names belong to Him.” While Abdel Haleem translates the word al-ḥusná as excellence and superiority, it is often translated as “beautiful.”50 Hence, it can be argued that both translations are acceptable since the word al-ḥusná, the feminine form of al-aḥsan, means “good” in addition to the quality of “beauty,” as established above; the word ḥusn denotes both the meanings of beauty and goodness. A similar argument is presented by Oliver Leaman. He claims that, although the word al-ḥusná is frequently translated as “beautiful,” the sense of “goodness” might be considered the most appropriate meaning of the word al-ḥusná.51 Likewise, Adil Salahi, in his translation of Quṭb’s exegesis, points out that “the Arabic adjective al-ḥusná, translated as ‘the most gracious,’ also means “beautiful,” “attractive,” etc.”52

	Indeed, the most deep-seated quality subsumed in the meaning of the word al-ḥusná, particularly when referring to God’s names and attributes, is the quality of “perfection.” In this regard, the qualities of beautiful, good, and perfect can be found in the interpretations by exegetes of the four verses mentioned above. Ibn ʿĀshūr, while interpreting the meaning of al-asmāʾ al-ḥusná, states several times that the quality of ḥusn is an inherent quality and an essential property of the object in question, not a transient feature that might not be appropriate or accepted by everyone. For him, the meaning of al-asmāʾ al-ḥusná indicates perfection since it refers to actual perfection. This perfection in God’s names and attributes can be discerned on two levels: first, that some of these names cannot be understood in any complete or comprehensive way except as describing God, such as al-ʿAzīz (The Eminent), al-Ḥakīm (The Wise), al-Ḥayy (The Living), and al-Ghanī (The Self-Sufficient). Second, the meanings of other names will not be good or acceptable unless by the side of such divine names as al-Jabbār (The Compeller) and al-Mutakabbir (The Proud). Such names, as Ibn ʿĀshūr claims, cause corruption on the part of human beings, while on the part of the Divine, they signify justice.53 Moreover, al-Shaʿrāwī expresses another aspect of perfection embodied in the meaning of al-asmāʾ al-ḥusná. He claims that the meaning of certain names in the mouths of human beings may not be identical to the condition of the person named. He gives the example of someone called saʿīd (happy), who might be otherwise. For him, the excellence or the “beauty” in names rests in their being identical to the object named. However, as stated by Ibn ʿĀshūr, the name may be identical to the object named but not on the same high level, which will still be a kind of deficiency.54 Thus, the account from al-Shaʿrāwī of a name’s meaning or not meaning a quality possessed by its owner does not require discussion. However, the most important aspect to mention here is that the divine names and attributes as described in the Qurʾān are the most beautiful, excellent, and perfect names, showing the appropriateness of these names to describe and praise God.

	A different aspect can be discerned in the Qurʾānic discourse of aesthetics that may be included among the “tenets of faith,”55 that the notion of aesthetics addressed within the context of God’s favors enumerated in the Qurʾānic text can be seen, for example, in verses Q 16:2-18, Q 35:12, and Q 13:17. Hence, addressing aesthetics within the context of enumerating God’s favors and blessings granted to all human beings in the heavens, the earth, and even in themselves implies that aesthetics is one of those favors that satisfies not only bodily needs but also all necessities and desires. However, as mentioned in the Qurʾānic text, verse Q 16:18, these uncountable favors function as reminders of God’s blessings and mercy and are also signs for us to comprehend. Accordingly, reflecting on these favors or graces around us causes us to be grateful for such blessings and to express our gratitude toward God. More importantly, it turns us to believe in God. Thus, this conclusion of thankfulness to God and belief in him is frequently mentioned in Qurʾānic discourse on God’s grace. For example, the words tashkurūn (to be grateful), tadhakkarūn or yadhdhakkarūn (to reflect, take heed), and yatafakkarūn (to think) are all used to invite human beings to express gratitude and deep comprehension and contemplation when they realize that beyond this wonderful creation is God with no partners, which signifies the crux of Islamic faith in tawḥīd.56

	8.2. Trials

	According to Qurʾānic discourse, there is no doubt that trials and tribulations are aspects of God’s law in creating this life, as seen in verses Q 11:7 and Q 67:2. Indeed, human beings as individuals or even nations are subject to trials and tribulations in this worldly life. The Qurʾānic text portrays from time to time different forms of trial by evil, as seen in verse Q 2:155, “We shall certainly test you with fear and hunger, and loss of property, lives, and crops.” Furthermore, different perspectives on the purposes behind all kinds of trials afflicting human beings are taken in the Qurʾānic passages. An example can be seen in verse Q 29:2-3: “Do people think they will be left alone after saying ‘We believe’ without being put to the test? We tested those who went before them: God will certainly mark out which ones are truthful and which are lying.” Another use of the Qurʾānic perspective on the reasons for the trials that afflict human beings, particularly believers, is shown in verse Q 47:31: “We shall test you to see which of you strive your hardest and are steadfast; We shall test the sincerity of your assertions.” Thus, these verses make it quite clear that the purpose behind trials is to test human faith and submission to God’s will and power.

	However, trials in the Qurʾānic concept are not limited to evil and hardship alone; they are extended to trials by what is good, as stated clearly in verse Q 21:35, “We test you all through the bad and the good, and to Us, you will all return,” and in verse Q 7:168, “We tested them with blessings and misfortunes so that they might all return.” Accordingly, one of the aspects of being tried by what is good, in Qurʾānic discourse, is trial by the notion of aesthetics. This is seen, for example, in verse Q 18:7, “We have adorned the earth with attractive things so that We may test people to determine which of them do best,” and in verse Q 20:131, “and do not gaze longingly at what We have given some of them [other people] to enjoy, the finery of this present life: We test them through this, but the provision of your Lord is better and more lasting.” Hence, it may be noted that the sense of aesthetics is expressed in the first verse by the word zīnah (adorned) and in the latter verse by the word zahrah (finery), which occurs only in this location. Ibn ʿĀshūr explains the purpose of trials by the form of good, in general, and by aesthetics, in particular. He points out that this kind of trial arouses some people to contemplate their Creator and be thankful to Him, which will lead to the enhancement of faith in and worship of God. What matters most is to deal with it according to God’s commands. To do otherwise would be to deny the Creator and the wisdom behind creation. People may also submerge themselves in sensory enjoyment without expressing their gratitude to and worship of God or with no concern for what God had made in the Hereafter of sublime splendors.57 Moreover, Quṭb considered being tried by what is good and pleasurable to be more difficult than being tested by hardship. For him, being tested by something with evil and hardship is still endurable; one is not overawed and maintains one’s dignity. In contrast, few can withstand being tried by something good since it tempts one to continue, despite the loss of dignity or the bearing of humiliation, to acquire it and not to lose it.58 Elsewhere, he adds that trials by all the wonders, comforts, and pleasures God bestows on us in this world prove which of us are good and which will deviate from the right path.59 Indeed, this kind of trial segregates those who pursue worldly pleasures from those who are preoccupied with the noble rewards that God has guaranteed for people who have withdrawn their desires from the chance of being controlled by earthly wonders and pleasures.60 

	Thus, it should be clear through this aspect in Qurʾānic discourse that aesthetics can be seen as a form of trial and that the notion of “aesthetics” deliberately placed in this universe is not unworthy of inclusion in the Qurʾān. Quṭb claims, in this regard, it is:

	an encouragement to hold on to true and lasting values, to maintain one’s ties with God, and be contented. This is the best way to resist the temptation of the splendor and attractions of this life. When we maintain such values, we are free to rise above the lure of false temptations, splendid as they may appear.61

	Indeed, he maintains that this aspect of aesthetics in the Qurʾānic outlook purifies and exalts the human soul, prevents it from being ridden by physical earthly pleasures, and enables people to experience earthly pleasures and the benefits of them appropriately, according to the Qurʾānic view of them as zahrah, things whose splendors fade before long. Indeed, it will maintain the link with God, as He promotes those who fall under the spell of worldly splendors at the cost of the noble and sublime wonders provided in the life Hereafter.62

	8.3. Worship of God

	In Islam, the sense of aesthetics has an essential role in the concept of worship; it is considered a requirement that must be fulfilled in performing worship to be accepted by God. The Qurʾān confirms this accompaniment to prayer as a kind of worship, with the notion of “aesthetics” in verse Q 7:31, “Children of Adam, dress well whenever you are at worship.” In this verse, the Qurʾānic word zīnah is translated, by Abdel Haleem, as “dress well,” and this translation can be understood according to the jurisprudential interpretation of the meaning of the word zīnah, according to the interpretation of most scholars.63 However, others, for instance, Riḍā, claim that, rather than being well-dressed, the meaning of zīnah in this verse can be understood in a comprehensive way, which includes several kinds of zīnah, according to what is known in each community.64 This may extend to the width of Ali’s application:

	Beautiful apparel: zinah adornments or apparel for beautiful living: construed to mean not only clothes that add grace to the wearer, but toilet and cleanliness, attention to hair, and other small personal details which no self-respecting man or woman ought to neglect when going solemnly even before a great human dignitary, if only out of respect for the dignity of the occasion. How much more important it is to attend to these details when we solemnly apply our minds to the presence of God.65

	Considering the circumstances in which this verse was revealed, an important inference about aspects of the Qurʾānic outlook on the notion of “aesthetics” must be drawn. Al-Wāḥidī (d. 468/1076) reports that in pre-Islamic days, Arab pagans, except the Ḥumus (the people of Quraysh and their descendants), used to perform a ṭawāf (circumambulation) around the Kaʿbah (the Sacred House) in stark nakedness. This verse was revealed to prohibit a pre-Islamic Arab practice and command people to adorn themselves when at worship.66 Scholars such as Riḍā and Quṭb comment that this immodesty was found in the pre-Islamic era, not only among Arabs but also among many nations, which even currently indulge in similar practices (nakedness).67 Thus, Qurʾānic discourse makes clear throughout this verse and the preceding verses (Q 7:26-29) that nakedness and the immodest exposure of the body are not aesthetic practices or kinds of adornment but rather the evil influence of Satan, as stated clearly in these verses. These verses refer to an essential aspect of the story of Adam and Eve, in which they are sent down to earth because, under Satan’s influence, they went about naked. Indeed, these verses comment on human beings, that beautifying their bodies not only covers their private parts but, as most scholars and Qurʾān exegetes agree, for instance, Riḍā and Quṭb, requires them to wear proper apparel, which gives them a decent appearance.68 

	 According to Quṭb, human beauty is the beauty of dress and cover. In contrast, appearing naked is not beautiful, and those who consider it so “suffer from a distortion of human taste” and a corrupted human nature, which intrinsically abhors the exposure of bodily nakedness.69 For Riḍā, Qurʾānic guidance on the prohibition of nudity in public and the commands for adornment are basic aspects of the Islamic vision of religious and secular reformation. This aspect can be understood in light of ancient civilization. Even in our own day, human civilization sometimes departs from modesty and indulges in revealing nakedness. However, when Islam penetrates a society, it promotes the values of modesty and reserve, which are not mere aspects of civilization but aspects of faith and worship.70

	8.4. Pure and Ultimate Rewards for Believers

	A cursory look through the Qurʾānic text reveals that the Qurʾān promises, via the aesthetics of Paradise, pure and ultimate rewards for believers in the Hereafter, as well as the secular “aesthetic” pleasures created for them and all human beings to enjoy in this world. This function is stated in verse Q 7:32, “Say [Prophet], ‘Who has forbidden the adornment and the nourishment God has provided for His servants? Say, ‘They are [allowed] for those who believe during the life of this world: they will be theirs alone on the Day of Resurrection.” This verse, however, promises that pure aesthetics, using the Qurʾānic word khāliṣah (pure), in all its various forms, will be there in the Hereafter for all who offer their submission to God during the life of this world.

	Regarding the meaning of the word khāliṣah in this verse, the Qurʾānic exegetes chosen for this study all agree that “the adornment and the nourishment” mentioned are exclusively for believers on the Day of Resurrection. Unbelievers will not deserve such rewards.71 Another aspect of the meaning of the word khāliṣah is added by exegetes such as al-Shaʿrāwī: that this ultimate reward, for believers exclusively, will be pure and devoid of all circumstances that might lessen their enjoyment, as seen in the earthly life. Al-Shaʿrāwī exemplifies that these circumstances are of individual conditions which might prevent a person from complete enjoyment, such as sickness, weakness, or poverty.72 The Qurʾān, however, vividly portrays the beauty of Paradise in several passages.

	9. Negative Aspects

	In Qurʾānic discourse, negative aspects of the notion of aesthetics are addressed. This is known by scholars, both Qurʾānic exegetes and Arabic lexicographers, as zīnah maʾthūmah (blameworthy adornment). This duality in the notion of “aesthetics” from the Qurʾānic perspective results from the nature of the duality of good and evil in creation. It relates to the fact that human beings in this world, as discussed, are subject to trials by both aspects of aesthetics.

	 It is worth mentioning that the negative aspects of aesthetics in Qurʾānic discourse are expressed through the derivatives of the roots of both z-y-n and z-kh-r-f, which denote additional qualities in a substance that are not recognized as original. This result confirms that the negative aspects of aesthetics are not original features inherent in the purpose of the existence of aesthetics; they are rather external influences, or more precisely, evil acts either from shayṭān (Satan) or another unnamed agent, as can be found in the Qurʾānic discourse shown below.

	Another essential aspect should be mentioned regarding using derivatives of the root of z-y-n, particularly, to express negative aspects of aesthetics. This is because since such aspects are negative, they need to be adorned, decorated, and embellished in terms that will make them acceptable and enjoyable to human beings. In fact, as Quṭb and Riḍā claim, human beings will not commit wicked deeds unless they are made to seem fair and attractive by the Devil’s agency, whether it is by Satan’s devilish whispers or by human beings themselves to each other, known as quranāʾ (companions) or shurakāʾ (partners), as mentioned in verses Q 6:137 and Q 41:25, or as hawá, which are a person’s own Satanic desires, as seen, for example, in verse Q 47:14.73 Riḍā stresses that without the tazyīn for these negative aspects of aesthetics, whether physical or moral, one might refuse to commit them and might comprehend their harmful and negative traits and thus their consequences both in this world and in the Hereafter.74 In this regard, Quṭb concludes that human beings need to keep in mind when they find something attractive that this weapon may come from Satan to deceive them.75 

	Another important aspect should be stated regarding Qurʾānic discourse on the negative aspects of the notion of aesthetics, which is that it applies to the moral context as well as the physical. In terms of the moral context, it can be noted that what is addressed as a negative aspect of aesthetics is evil deeds and disobedience to God’s commands and obligations. Examples of these deeds are arrogance and not turning to God (see verse Q 6:43), permitting what God has forbidden (see verse Q 9:37), and abandoning the way presented by Messengers (see verse Q 16:63). However, few details are given about what can be considered the negative physical aspects of the notion of aesthetics articulated in Qurʾānic discourse. The aspect most often mentioned is, according to the Qurʾānic statement, zīnat al-ḥayāh al-dunyá (the attractions of this worldly life), as in verses Q 2:212 and Q 18:28, 46. A similar statement, al-ḥayāh al-dunyá wa-zīnatuhā (the life of this world with all its finery), is found in verses Q 11:15, Q 28:60, and Q 33:28. As pointed out by Qurʾānic exegetes such as Ibn ʿĀshūr, zīnat al-ḥayāh al-dunyā encompass all worldly desires, splendors, lusts, and all of this world’s various enjoyments.76 Furthermore, the attractions of this worldly life can be seen in the greatest detail in verse Q 3:14: “The love of desirable things is made alluring for men –women, children, gold and silver treasures piled up high, horses with fine markings, livestock, and farmland– these may be the joys of this life.” Other blameworthy aspects of physical aesthetics are the kinds that are set out for unbelievers and disobedient human beings, such as Pharaoh and Qārūn, mentioned in verses Q 10:88 and Q 28:79. Very closely connected to the negative physical aesthetics mentioned in the Qurʾānic passages are the commandments to believing women not to reveal their adornment before others, except a number of their relatives and other persons, as listed in verse Q 24:31. Hence, it must be stated that these kinds of aesthetics are blameworthy since female beauty is not being used according to God’s commands and guidance but instead for temptation and leading others astray.

	Thus, by highlighting two distinct aspects of the Qurʾānic outlook on the negative aspects of the notion of aesthetics, we may conclude the following. First, that worldly aesthetics is not forbidden or undesirable in principle since it is Allah who has brought it forth for His creatures to enjoy, so obviously it is not intended to be forbidden. It is prohibited when it does not fulfill its religious purpose, when it tempts human beings away from the right path revealed by God, or when it is used to lead others astray. It is forbidden when it leads people to become overwhelmed by earthly splendors and not see God’s greater rewards in the life Hereafter.77 Second, in several passages in which these worldly aspects are disdained, the Qurʾānic text transfers attention to the greater and sublime pleasures granted by God in the Hereafter to those who guard themselves against evil whispers by obeying God’s guidance and worshipping him (see verses Q 18:46, Q 28:6 and Q 57:20).

	Furthermore, unbelievers and unfaithful servants are those addressed in these negative contexts, as shown in verse Q 15:39: “Iblīs then said to God, ‘Because You have put me in the wrong, I will lure mankind on earth and put them in the wrong, all except Your devoted servants.” The same meaning is found in verses Q 2:212, Q 6:122, Q 10:12, and Q 47:14 as well. There seems to be no doubt that all human beings are subject to the Devil’s temptation, except God’s devoted servants. They guard themselves against evil by obeying God and following the divine path of right, looking forward to what God has granted for them in the Hereafter.

	 Moreover, it can be noted that in Qurʾānic discourse, such negative aspects of the act of adornment are ascribed in two verses to Allah (see verses Q 6:108 and Q 27:4). The Qurʾānic exegetes under consideration are in consensus that this kind of ascription cannot be understood as its literal meaning but is better understood in light of human nature, which has the intrinsic quality of being inclined to aesthetic objects, whether they are acceptable and permissible or of the forbidden and false kind; Allah is the only One who has created this human quality, so the term refers to this inner quality, created by Allah, not to the act that shows it.78 Quṭb comments that God has molded humans’ nature in such a way that they love pleasure, good or bad, and each one thinks he has done well and defends his actions.79 A similar view comes from Ibn ʿĀshūr that it is a human propensity to be tempted by what is aesthetic. However, people exaggerate their impulse to pursue such pleasure without heeding God’s guidance.80 Elsewhere, he makes the same point, claiming that it is God who endows human beings with the ability to make their deeds seem fair and attractive even when they are not.81 Thus, parallel with this view, it should be mentioned that although God molds human nature with the ability to love and enjoy what is aesthetic, he does not leave people without guidance to the right path in enjoying what he has created for their pleasure. This fact is asserted several times in the Qurʾān, for example, in Q 18:66. Another essential aspect should be addressed here, that as a matter of fact, as seen in the implications of verse Q 7:32, the fundamental perspective in the Qurʾānic outlook on the notion of aesthetics is that the beauty of the world is created for human beings to enjoy and to satisfy their needs. It is, initially, permissible unless it contradicts God’s commands. Hence, human beings are naturally created to love and adore these worldly enjoyments.

	However, the adorning of negative kinds of aesthetics is ascribed mainly to shayṭān (Satan or the Devil), as seen, for example, in verses Q 6:43, Q 8:48, Q 16:63, and Q 29:38. What has been ascribed to the Devil in the Qurʾān is notably that he can make evil deeds seem good, fair and attractive, as in verse Q 6:43, “If only they had learned humility when suffering came for Us! But no, their hearts became hard, and Satan made their foul deeds alluring to them,” and in verse Q 27:24, “I found that she and her people worshipped the sun instead of God. Satan has made their deeds seem alluring to them and diverted them from the right path: they cannot find the right path.” Ibn ʿĀshūr claims that this act by the Devil of alluring human beings is a metaphor for sins, evils, and false deeds.82 Moreover, in Qurʾānic discourse, in verse Q 15:39, “Iblīs then said to God, ‘Because You have put me in the wrong, I will lure mankind on earth and put them in the wrong, all except Your devoted servants,” the Devil declares that his weapon is to deceive and lead human beings astray from God’s guidance through tazyīn (adorning, alluring and tempting), according to the Qurʾānic text. Quṭb, in his interpretation of the same verse, states that it is Iblīs himself who has chosen the battleground, which is the earth, and he also states what he will use for a weapon. He will simply tempt mankind by making what is foul appear fair so that they are tempted to engage in it.83 

	In several verses, the agent who tricks out evil, the negative kind of aesthetics, is left unnamed, as in verses Q 2:212, Q 2:14, and Q 10:12. Accordingly, the Qurʾānic exegetes selected for this study ask who makes these negative aspects seem fair and attractive. They present two major answers to this question. In fact, these two tendencies are the same as presented above, which can be summarized as follows: first, the agent for making such negative aspects or false deeds seem fair and attractive is Allah since he ingrained this natural inclination in human beings toward worldly allurements, with the emphasis by commentators, as mentioned earlier, that this ascription should be understood in terms of the realities and nature of human beings, created by none other than Allah. It is not Allah that tempts human beings to gratify their prohibited worldly desires.84 Qurʾānic commentators, such as Quṭb and Riḍā, mention that this ascription to Allah can be understood only to say that human beings are tested by these prohibited deeds and desires to see how they will conduct themselves and in what way they will enjoy them, in light of God’s commands.85 Second, the one who makes things “alluring” is Satan, by his evil whispers, which make evil desires seem good and attractive.86 Moreover, in explaining the purpose of not specifying who makes evil alluring, Qurʾānic commentators such as Ibn ʿĀshūr claim that this Qurʾānic practice is intended to put great emphasis on the act rather than the one who commits it to give a general warning and to attach criticism more to the behavior than to the person. This being the case, the doer may take heed and return to his Lord and repent of the acts that he has been warned against.87

	Conclusion

	Since no unified definition embraces the essence of aesthetics, investigating the qualities that characterize aesthetics may capture, to some extent, its nature. However, this study analyzed several qualities that characterize the notion of aesthetics in the Qurʾānic text. The first of these qualities is that aesthetics embodies itqān. This characteristic comprises various aesthetic qualities, such as order, harmony, proportion, balance, etc. The modern Qurʾānic commentators selected for this study assert that the quality of itqān is often mentioned, in Qurʾānic discourse, as a basis for aesthetics. The second characteristic mentioned is that aesthetics is defined by its impact on the beholder, i.e., pleasure. This aesthetic feature is more obvious in the connotations of the aesthetic terms derived from the root b-h-j mentioned in the Qurʾān: bahjah and bahīj. Another essential quality mentioned is that in the Qurʾānic view, aesthetics is inseparable from goodness. This relationship is obvious in the aesthetic terms derived from the root ḥ-s-n.

	Furthermore, in the Qurʾānic view, aesthetics is intended in the origin of God’s creation, and human beings, in turn, are invited to contemplate it. According to Qurʾānic discourse, this leads to the knowledge of the Creator. Aesthetics, indeed, is “a dimension of reality,” not a subjective state in the eye of the observer.88 In the Qurʾānic presentation of aesthetics, the universe is the vast realm of physical aesthetics. Aesthetics in the Qurʾānic view is not for emotional enjoyment or mere intellectual analysis but for religious functions. It has major roles in some religious aspects, as shown above. Finally, the Qurʾān addresses an important perspective related to aesthetics. It relates to the delusive aspects of aesthetics when it becomes alluring and causes human beings to deviate from the purpose of their creation according to the Qurʾān, i.e., worshipping Allah.

	 

	DISCLOSURE STATEMENT

	No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

	 

	FUNDING

	The author received no specific grant from any funding agency in the public, commercial or not-for-profit sectors.

	 

	BIBLIOGRAPHY

	Abdel Haleem, M. A. S. The Qur’an: A New Translation. New York: Oxford University Press, 2005. 

	ʿAbduh, Muḥammad. Risālat al-tawḥīd. Cairo: Dār al-Shurūq, 1994. 

	Abdul-Raof, Hussein. “Tawhid.” In The Qur’an: An Encyclopedia, edited by Oliver Leaman, London: Routledge, 2006, 651-653.

	Abrahamov, Binyamin. Divine Love in Islamic Mysticism: The Teachings of al-Ghazâlî and al-Dabbâgh. London: Routledge Curzon, 2003.
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