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Abstract

The research described in this thesis employs literary research, study of scripture and 
Islamic scholarship, reflexive art-making and qualitative interview-based research to 
clarify the basic rules which govern the lawfulness and unlawfulness of figurative 
representation in Islam, with specific reference to the Sunni tradition in Kuwait.

While figurative representation (taswir) was and still is a controversial issue in 
Islamic culture, Kuwaiti art education remains mute on its relation to both curriculum 
and research. This muteness is problematic. Yet, many Kuwaiti (Muslim) artists are 
practising figurative art. By doing so, they either ignore or reject their own culture and 
at the same time put themselves at moral risk. This thesis argues that this ignorance or 
rejection is a result of the absence of clear and detailed guidance from the jurist 
Ulama (Muslim jurist theologians) about the lawfulness and unlawfulness of 
figurative representation in Islam.

By reviewing and examining the three sources of religious knowledge, the Qur'an, the 
Prophet's traditions (hadiths), and the opinion of the jurist theologians, it becomes 
clear that the Qur'an prohibits worshipping idols, yet not the making of figurative 
representation. However, in the traditions of the Prophet Mohammad, the prohibition 
is apparent, although there are variations of pronouncements on this issue: in some of 
them the prohibition is clearly directed at the image-makers, and in some of them the 
prohibition is expressed in an indirect way, while in yet others there is permission 
given for some kind of figurative representation. These different utterances by the 
Prophet have led to disagreement among the jurist Ulama, some of whom prohibit 
making any kind of figurative representation, whilst others permit the making of two 
dimensional figures under certain conditions.

In the qualitative component of this study, in order to understand and then to explore 
the boundaries of making two dimensional figurative artworks within Islamic law, I 
have conducted two rounds of in-depth interviews with four Ulama (Kuwaiti Sunni 
Muslim jurist scholars). In the first round of interviews, I used an 'oral-interview' 
method to collect initial data on the issue under investigation. After that, and based on 
my understandings of the boundaries set by the jurist Ulama, I developed 16 
figurative artworks examining different positions in preparation for the second round 
of interviews. Finally, I re-interviewed the same Muslim jurist scholars using an 
'image-interview' method to explore the boundaries of making two dimensional 
figurative artworks.

The study has resulted in specific guidelines which may be applied to support 
decision-making on what the boundaries are of what is halal (lawfulness) and what is 
haram (unlawfulness) in the field of figurative art-making. The thesis concludes by 
making proposals for applying these guidelines to the major of art education in 
Kuwait, especially to the curriculum of art education at the College of Basic 
Education, as this college is the only one which provides Kuwaiti schools with art 
teachers.
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Chapter One 

Introduction

1.1 Introduction:

In the seventh century, Islam arose in the Arabian Peninsula when the Prophet 

Mohammad (pbuh) 1 received from God a series of revelations transmitted to him by 

the angel Jibrel (Gabriel) (Brend, 1991). Mohammad (pbuh) brought to the world the 

new religion of Islam, which differs from other religions in its law and teachings. 

Islamic law (Shari'a) is the body of Islamic religious law based on the primary 

sources, the Qur'an (the Words of God) and the Sunnah (the Prophet's act and saying 

[hadiths]), and the secondary source, the consensus (ijma'a) and analogy (qiyas) of 

the Muslim jurist theologians (Ulama).

Islamic law deals with every aspect of day-to-day life, including family, social issues, 

sexuality, politics, economics, banking, contracts, and so on. Islamic law places 

limitations on everything in a Muslim's life, whether it is an object, action, behaviour 

or saying, by categorizing things into halal and haram. Halal in the Arabic context is a 

term 'designating any object or an action which the Muslims are permitted to use or 

engage in, according to Islamic law' (Al-Qardhawi, 1985, p. 15). By contrast, haram 

refers to 'those things (objects and actions) that the Muslims are prohibited to use or 

engage in, and whoever commits such an act will receive punishment from God in the 

Day of Judgment, and also he/she may receive punishment in the secular world as 

well' (Al-Qardhawi, 1985, p. 15).

1 '[T]he term (Peace be upon Him) is usually used when the name of the Prophet Mohammad is 
mentioned as a means to represent the prophet's prayers' (Alnajdi, 2001, p. 2).



In Islamic law, secular punishment is prescribed for criminal issues, such as theft, or 

murder, etc.; however, many Muslim countries nowadays do not apply such laws, 

instead they apply civil law, which is prepared by the judges of the country and is 

influenced by Western law. In Muslim countries, the governments only apply Islamic 

law for the issues of marriage and inheritance, in the case that there is a court 

specified to regulate it.

As for other issues, such as diet, behaviour, deeds etc., Islamic law deals with it by 

categorizing it into halal (permitted) and haram (prohibited), and Islamic law does not 

prescribe any secular punishment to anyone who breaches such moral code of 

conduct. However, God admonishes that those who engage in prohibited actions 

and/or forbidden objects will receive punishment on the Day of Judgment. It is in the 

nature of the relationship between God and the Muslims.

While Islamic law deals with many issues concretely, such as marriage, inheritance, 

and diet, etc., whereby the boundaries are clearly determined, some issues are still 

controversial, such as the issue under current investigation, which is the issue of 

figurative representation "taswir".

1.2 Statement of the problem:

The issue of figurative representation was and still is a controversial issue in Islamic 

culture, from the beginning of Islam till the present day. Islam has developed a hostile 

attitude toward figurative images, especially those which depict humans.



As mentioned earlier, Islamic law was based on the Qur'an, the Prophet's traditions 

and the consensus of Muslim jurist theologians. In returning to the Qur'an on the 

issue of figurative representation, it is clear that the Qur'an adopted a hostile position 

against worshiping idols, resulting in the absolute prohibition of idolatry and the 

making of images for the purposes of idolatry, as stated in the Qur'an: 'O believers, 

wine and games of chance and statues and divining arrows are an abomination of 

Satan's handiwork; then avoid it!' (Qur'an, Al-Maeda: 90)2 . Statues (three 

dimensional figures of living beings) here mean idols, which were worshipped in the 

temples, the houses and at the crossroads, instead of worshipping God (Allah) (Abdul 

khaleq, 1994).

While the above verse does not explicitly prohibit representational painting, i.e. 

making two dimensional artworks, and there is no passage that forbids such an act in 

the Qur'an, in the traditions (hadiths) of the Prophet (pbuh) the prohibition is clear 

when he says that 'The people who will receive the severest punishment from Allah 

(The God) will be the picture-makers (almussawiron)' (Al-Bukhari, 1997, p. 439, no. 

5950)3 . The painters here mean those who make figures of living beings (Bin Baz, 

nd)4.

In the traditions of Mohammad (pbuh), not only was the hadith quoted above 

pronounced by him, but also around twenty additional hadiths on the issue of

The verse in Arabic is as follows:

3 The hadith in Arabic is as follows:
M LsrLa 1 ujx^. ; JU Jil^jc. Ca^u, ; Jlia JjjUi <Oko ^ ̂ i ja jj*j jj jUj jb ̂ J jj>^ ̂  US ;JIS

4 nd refers to "no date", and I will use it in the rest of the text where the date of the reference is 

unknown.



figurative representation. These different utterances from the Prophet (pbuh) have led 

to disagreement between Muslim jurist theologians over the lawfulness and 

unlawfulness of figurative representation in Islam. Some of the jurist Ulama 

(theologians) consider the making of any kind of figures of a living being to be 

absolutely prohibited, whether it is in three or two dimensional form. However, the 

other jurist Ulama think that only the making of three dimensional figures is 

absolutely prohibited. As for two dimensional figures, they view them as permitted 

under certain conditions. Both groups built their opinions from the authentic hadiths 

of the Prophet.

Since this issue is controversial, Kuwaiti art education remains mute on this subject 

with regard to the curriculum and at the research level. This muteness is problematic.

In 2006,1 analysed the art education curriculum for all levels, from primary school to 

university level in Kuwait, and found that there is no single specific objective or goal 

about this issue, and there is no single guideline to art teachers about this issue. The 

muteness on the side of Kuwaiti art education, however, deprives art students of 

contact with their own cultural history, leaving them confused toward this issue. 

There is no guidance for the Muslim art students and artists about what is lawful and 

unlawful in making figures in their artworks. Therefore the research question of this 

study is: what are the boundaries of making two dimensional figurative artworks 

within Islamic law, and how can this be applied to the development of an art 

curriculum for Higher Education in Kuwait?



The general objectives of the research are:

  To understand what is lawful and unlawful in Islam in the issue of figurative 

representation.

  To find out if there are any differences between the previous jurist theologians 

and the contemporary Muslim jurist scholars in their points of view about this 

issue.

  To find out what the boundaries are for making two dimensional figurative 

artworks within Islamic law.

  To provide guidance for artists, art students, art teachers and curriculum 

planners about making two dimensional figures of living beings within 

Islamic law.

1.3 The necessity of the study: 

1.3.1 Overview:

As Muslim country from its establishment, Kuwait shared the Islamic culture with all 

other Muslim countries. Education before 1911 was totally Islamic: children were 

taught the Qur'an, basic mathematics and the Arabic alphabet by religious persons 

called Mutawa'a. From December 1911, formal education began with the 

establishment of the first public school in Kuwait, Al-Mubarakiah Elementary 

School. In this school, the teaching of art began, but was Islamic in its character and 

was part of the Arabic language curriculum. The students were taught how to 

differentiate between different kinds of Arabic calligraphy and how to draw different 

kinds of Islamic geometrical and floral patterns.



Later on, the major of art education, which is a Western subject, was brought to 

Kuwait by non-Kuwaiti teachers (Egyptians) hired by the Kuwaiti government 

because of a shortage of Kuwaiti teachers. The art curriculum in Kuwait, from the 

beginning, followed that of Egypt, Palestine and Iraq, which was at that time based on 

the English education system. When the Kuwaiti government realized the importance 

of modernizing art education, they started offering scholarships for talented Kuwaiti 

students to study art abroad. This resulted in the further importation of foreign 

influences to the major of art education. The adoption of the Egyptian curriculum 

continued until the issuance of the Kuwaiti national curriculum in 1969 by the 

Ministry of Education in Kuwait, which meant that for around 50 years Kuwait 

adopted Western art theories and practice into Kuwaiti art education.

In 1977, after the continued adoption of Western education theories and practice as a 

model into the Arab countries, Muslim educators felt that they had started to lose 

their culture and identity, so they started demanding that there be an Islamization of 

education. At that period in Kuwait, the Ministry of Education and the art educators 

succeeded to some degree in the Islamization of art education, and this is clear from 

the general objectives of the major of art education. However, they failed to address 

specific issues where the objectives were very general, as, for example, in the first 

objective:

'To establish a balance between spiritual and material values through 
directing the instructor to realize the strong ties inherent in artistic 
expression and what Islam requires in the relations between humankind and 
God.' (Ministry of Education, 1983, translated by Al-Muhanna, 1989, p. 
104)

The reader will find that this objective emphasizes that the teacher should follow 

Islamic law in teaching the students about artistic expression in general, so in the



issue of figurative representation, what is the stance that Islamic law takes toward 

figurative art? Or how should the teachers handle this issue in relation to their 

students?

If art educators and researchers do not address or fail to respond to questions 

regarding figurative representations, other people have attempted to do so. For 

example, the committee of the Al-Ifta (fatwa) Department5 in the Ministry of Awqaf 

and Islamic Affairs in Kuwait responded to the question regarding the lawfulness of 

making figures of living beings in Islam as follows6 :

'In the issue of "taswir"(figurative representation), there are two kinds of 
taswir, making three dimensional objects (cast a shadow such as Statues 
[Al-Tamathil]) and making two dimensional objects (does not cast a 
shadow). Regarding making three dimensional figures of living beings, all 
the Ulama agreed that it is forbidden (haram) [...], as for making two 
dimensional figures of living being, the Ulama disagreed in its lawfulness, 
some of them permit making it, some of them forbid making it, and some of 
them hate to do so[...], God knows the best' (Fatwa No. 122 a/2006, 
Fatwa Committee, Ministry of Awqaf and Islamic Affairs, 2006)7

Actually, when this fatwa (a formal legal opinion) is read carefully, one can recognize 

that it does not answer the question of lawfulness of making figures in Islam. By 

contrast, this fatwa puzzles the readers. The committee neither discusses why these 

groups of Ulama disagreed on the lawfulness of figurative representation, nor do they 

suggest which path the Muslim artists should follow. Moreover, the committee does 

not mention or suggest any reference for further investigations.

5 This department is responsible for responding to any questions from Muslims regarding any Islamic 
issues.
6 The Fatwa committee at that time consisted of Al-Shaikh Hasan Mana'a - Dr. Khalid Al-Mathkor - 
Dr. Hasan Al-Shathli - Dr. Ahmad Al-Kordi - Dr. Ajel Al-Nashmi - Dr. Mohammad Al-Sharef - Dr. 
Issa Zakki - Dr. Mohammad Molai - Dr. Mohammad Al-Tabatebaei - Al-Shaikh Mesha'al Al-Sabah - 

Zohair Hamawi - and Dr. Abdul Qader Shehatah.
7 1 translated this paragraph from Arabic. The original text in Arabic is as follows: 

^j .l^J Jt V Sjj~JI ^IS lilj »[...]<Uliil fj*u> j*J (JjSUK) Jt -d Uuo-. jlS ijli <[... ]
-Oil ^j .(Jc.1



Confused by the fatwa above, I have started searching for more explicit fatwas 

regarding the same question. Unfortunately, I found many fatwas from different jurist 

Ulama in this issue. On the one hand, some of them see that it is prohibited to make 

any kind of figures of living beings, whether it is in two or three dimensional form. 

An example of these jurist Ulama is Al-Shaikh Abdul Aziz Bin Baz8 . Bin Baz, in his 

fatwa about the lawfulness of taswir, and after exhibiting the Prophet's authentic 

hadiths regarding the issue of figurative representation (see chapter four for the 

hadiths), said that, 'these hadiths indicate that making figures of living beings is 

absolutely prohibited, and there is no difference between making two or three 

dimensional figures' ( Bin Baz website, 2007) 9 .

On the other hand, some of the jurist theologians (Ulama) consider the making of two 

dimensional figures to be permitted and that of three dimensional figures to be 

forbidden. An example of these jurist Ulama is Al-Shaikh Yousef Al-Qardhawi 10 . In 

his fatwa, Al-Qardhawi says that, 'the prohibited taswir is not that taswir on paper or 

wall (two dimensional figures), the prohibited one is that of three dimensions' (Al- 

Qardhawi website, 2005) 11 . After that, Al-Qardhawi mentions several authentic 

hadiths to support his argument.

8 Abdul Aziz Bin Baz is a contemporary Saudi religious A'alim (scholar). He was born in Riyadh 
(Saudi Arabia) in 1912 and died in 1999. He is a well-known author of Islamic issues who produced 
around 80 books on various Islamic subjects. Many of his books were published several times. He 
worked as a deliverer of (formal) legal opinions in Saudi Arabia and worked as Judge in the Saudi 
Court.
9 The fatwa was issued in 1975 and inserted in the website recently. I translated this paragraph from the 

Arabic. The original text in Arabic is as follows:

10 Yousef Al-Qardhawi is a contemporary Egyptian religious A'alim. Born in Egypt in 1926, he studied 
in Al-Azhar University and has a Ph.D in Islamic studies. He is a well-known author who has produced 
around 60 books on various Islamic subjects. He works as a deliverer of (formal) legal opinions in 
Qatar and the Manager of the Islamic (Al-Sonah and Al-Seerah) Research Centre. 
11 1 translated this paragraph from Arabic. The original text in Arabic is as follows:



The presence of different fatwas in the issue of figurative representation has made 

ordinary Muslims confused about the lawfulness of making figures in Islam. Both are 

considered solemn Ulama and many Muslims follow their fatwas on different 

contemporary Islamic matters, so on this issue, which fatwa should the Muslims 

follow? Can one choose to ignore Bin Baz's fatwa by claiming that there is another 

fatwa issued by Al-Qardhawi on the same issue? The problem, in my opinion, is the 

absence of critical debate in the field about the place of figurative representation in 

Islam. There is little or no guidance for Muslim artists about what is lawful and 

unlawful when making figures in their artworks. Even those jurist Ulama who permit 

making two dimensional figures do not provide guidance as to the exact nature of 

these images. For instance, according to Al-Qardhawi, is it alright to make a complete 

two dimensional figure of living being?

In spite of the prohibition of making figurative representation in Islam, 'varying 

degrees of image-making are still observed in the Islamic world' (Mohammad, 1995, 

p. 1). In Kuwait for example, many artists do not believe that Islam prohibits 

figurative art, or in other words, they try not to believe, because they want to express 

themselves by making figures in their artworks. In her study about the influence of 

Islamic religion on contemporary artistic creation in Kuwait, Egypt and Iran, 

Mohammad (1995), interviewed artists from each country and asked them about this 

issue. One of the questions was 'In your view is figurative art prohibited?' (p. 58), 

Sami Mohammad (Kuwaiti artist) responded as such:

7 do not agree that figurative art is prohibited. The period of' pre-Islam 
focused on worshipping statues but when Islam came, the prohibition 
was to get people's attention away from Idolatry. At present, everyone 
has a belief in God. My intention in presenting figurative art is not for 
worshipping but rather to express my feelings through my own artistic 
representation.' (Cited in Mohammad, 1995, p. 58)



From the above, it appears that there is either a misunderstanding by the artist toward 

Islamic law in the issue of figurative representation, or else the artist is trying to 

ignore the Islamic law on this particular issue. I believe that this misunderstanding or 

ignorance arises because of the artist's ignorance or rejection of his own cultural 

traditions.

Perhaps in the absence of detailed guidance from the jurist Ulama, the artist is 

interpreting the verse of the Qur'an quoted above to be a prohibition of the (mis)use 

of images for the specific purpose of idolatry, rather than the making of images as 

such. He seems to be arguing that since there is no risk of idolatry in contemporary 

Islam (in Kuwait, at least), therefore the issue is one of artistic intent. Sami perhaps 

forgot that in India, China and other countries people are still worshipping idols. So 

the argument that in the present day everyone has a belief in God does not exist in all 

the countries around the world, and so it could be possible for images created in 

Kuwait without any risk of idolatrous use to be used in this way within other cultures.

Idolatry, the direct or indirect support of idolatry, or the creation of circumstances 

which might lead people into idolatry are clearly prohibited (haram). At the time of 

the revelation, with particular reference to the cultural and historical context of the 

Jahiliyyah (pre-Islamic period), there was a great moral risk in the making and use of 

certain classes of images. The risk was both to the artist and to people who might be 

tempted into error.

Sami Mohammed seems to argue in terms of art as an act of private enlightenment, 

with no reference to audience. But a major message of contemporary art theory
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(particularly through the lens of post-modernism) is that the author/creator/artist has 

very limited authority over the ways in which his or her output may be interpreted 

and used.

Because of the absence of detailed guidance from the jurist Ulama, it is not only Sami 

Mohammad who is interpreting the Qur'an or traditions to his own advantage, but 

also many other Muslim researchers (see Mohammad, 2002; Al-Bahnaci, 1986). In 

his book "Islamic Art", Al-Bahnaci (1986) interpreted one of the hadiths of the 

Prophet from a personal point of view by claiming that the Prophet (pbuh) intends 

Roman and Byzantine painters, and not Muslims. Al-Bahnaci seems here to be 

interpreting the hadith in the way that he likes: if the Prophet intends to refer 

specifically to Roman and Byzantine painters, he would have said that in the hadith, 

but he did not.

From my observation in the last two years, many exhibitions held in Kuwait feature 

Kuwaiti artists who have produced figurative artworks (see figures 1, 2 and 3, p. 15- 

17). Since most of the Kuwaiti artists graduated from the College of Basic Education 

(The Department of Art Education), which is the only one that provides the major of 

art in Kuwait, and most of them are practicing figurative art, this raises some 

questions. Are these artists culturally educated? Does art education deal with morality 

risks? Do the Muslim jurist scholars not pay attention toward this issue? Or do these 

artists just want to ignore their culture and follow the western modern cultures?

In 2007, I conducted interviews with Muslim jurist scholars regarding the issue of 

figurative representation in Islamic law. In the interviews, the jurist scholars were
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asked: 'Did the Ministry of Education seek your help on the issue of figurative art?'. 

All of them agreed that no one in the Ministry of Education had asked them about this 

issue. So it is clear that although the Muslim jurist scholars want to help to solve this 

problem, the Ministry of Education do not pay any attention toward it; and it is clear 

that there is a problem with the way art is taught in Kuwait.

1.3.2 A Personal view:

In my life as an artist and art teacher in Kuwait, the issue of figurative representation 

has always preoccupied my thinking. My understanding of the issue of figurative 

representation was that Muslim artists should not depict any figures in their artworks. 

This understanding reflects on my life as an artist as I will show in the text ahead.

1.3.2.1 As an artist:

As an artist, I experienced the confusion of lack of knowledge on the issue of 

figurative representation and its lawfulness in Islam. After graduating with a major in 

art education, I started practising art as an artist, and produced artworks with the 

subject of still life and landscape. Later on, I became more interactive with social 

issues and problems of humanity, which led me to think about making artworks about 

humanity, but this required me to draw figures in my artwork. As I come from a very 

conservative Muslim family (like many Kuwaiti artists), my family started directing 

me not to draw figures, because they believed that Islam prohibited figurative 

representation, and they reminded me what the Prophet had said about painters. Here 

I face two issues: on the one hand, the need to draw figures, and on the other hand, 

the tradition regarding the prohibition of making figures in Islam. As a result of this 

conflict, and based on my understanding, I produced an artwork (fig. 30, p. 171) in
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the hope of observing the Islamic law toward figurative art, in which I believed that 

by replacing the figure's head with a vase, the figure became like a solid body and did 

not represent a living being. The topic of this artwork is 'How the human changes 

from one condition to another because of technology'. I mean by this that many 

companies nowadays use computers instead of humans, which means humans have 

become useless.

I was compelled to produce the artwork in this form because of my understanding of 

the prohibition of figurative representation in Islamic law. But I always asked myself, 

how to deal with other subjects that required drawing figures? Do I need to produce 

all my artworks in the same way? What are the boundaries of making two 

dimensional figurative artworks in Islamic law? Is there any way to make figures 

within the scope of Islamic law? Is the contemporary Muslim jurist scholars' point of 

view toward figurative representation the same as in the past? Is avoidance the only 

solution?

1.3.2.2 As an art teacher:

As an art teacher at a secondary school in Kuwait I experienced the problems arising 

from the curriculum's muteness toward figurative representation and its lawfulness in 

Islam. On a day where the topic of the lesson was 'the celebration of Independence 

Day', some of the students in my class started drawing figures in their artworks. 

These students were assailed by other conservative students (the students who came 

from conservative Muslim families) because of the prohibition of making figures in 

Islam. After a long discussion between them, they preferred to ask me (the class 

teacher) on this issue with a hope to finding a conclusive answer. But unfortunately I
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could not answer it for them, because I did not know the answer and the curriculum 

itself could not answer it for them.

It would be not surprising if other art teachers were questioned by students on the 

same issue. How should the Kuwaiti art teacher respond to such a question?

To summarize, this study is important because of, first, the lack of critical literature in 

the field about the issue of figurative representation in Islamic law. What is found in 

the literature is just in the form of fatwa from Muslim jurist theologian or Muslim 

jurist scholars to a specific question on this issue. Second, this study will serve 

different groups: the artists, art students, art teachers and curriculum planner. Third, 

in the culture of Islam, one of the Muslim duties is to help other Muslims and protect 

them from any risk of punishment in the hereafter. Since many Muslim artists neglect 

Islamic law and make figures in their artworks and thereby put themselves at risk, the 

researcher's role (as a Muslim) is to protect them and keep them away from such risk 

by finding a solution. God says 'O, you who have believed, protect your selves and 

your families from fire' (Qur'an, At-Tahrim: 6) 12 . Fire here means Hell, and God here 

calls us (the Muslims) to protect ourselves and our families (society) from being at 

risk, and then being punished on the Day of Judgment.

1.4 The limitation of the study:

a- This study is limited to the Islamic Sunni doctrine in relation to the Kuwaiti context 

of research.

12 The verse in Arabic is as follows:
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b- This study is limited to the making of two dimensional figurative artworks.

Fig.l: The artist: Ya'aqob Yousef Ibrahim, he got bachelor in art education in Kuwait 

2002 (National Council of Culture, Arts and Literature (NCCAL), 2007, p. 117).
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Fig. 2: The artist: Said Ali Hashemi, student at the College of Basic Education in 

Kuwait, major: Art Education (NCCAL, 2007, p. 53).
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Fig. 3: The artist: Zahra Mohammad Al-Ali, student at the College of Basic 

Education in Kuwait, major: Art Education (NCCAL, 2007, p. 41).
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Chapter Two 

Kuwait's culture, education, and art changes

2.1 Introduction:

This chapter starts with a review of the history of Kuwait with regard to its 

establishment as an independent country and its dramatic changes in culture. I will 

then review the history of education and art in Kuwait. The details will cover how the 

education and art have changed from their beginnings to the present day. The aim of 

this review is to inform the reader of how Kuwait's culture, education, and art have 

been changed from a totally Islamic to modern Western style. Also this thesis will 

explore the boundaries of making two dimensional figurative artworks for Kuwaiti 

art, crafts, and design education. This background information is important to 

understanding the context of the specific problem which is addressed by the thesis.

2.2 Historical and geographical information about Kuwait:

The name Kuwait comes from the root word "Kut", meaning a small castle or fort, 

and it was also known by the name "Qurane", a diminutive form of "Qarn", meaning 

a high hill. As for its establishment as a country, according to the opinion of Abu- 

Hakima (1984), based on records from the English East India Company, the town was 

built in about 1716 A.D.

Kuwait is a constitutional autarchy, headed by the Amir (the Prince). The ruling 

family is Al-Sabah. In the mid-eighteenth century, the families who lived in Kuwait 

chose the Al-Sabah family by consensus to be the leading family among all other 

families to control the country (Herb, 2005).
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Kuwait is a small state, of about 6960 square miles, bordered by the Republic of Iraq 

on the north and west and on the south by Saudi Arabia (Al-Muhanna, 1989).

Kuwait was a poor state; the only sources for food and water that the Kuwaitis had to 

rely on were the sea and the desert. Later on, long-distance trade and pearl diving 

came to control Kuwait's economy (Crystal, 1992). In 1938, oil was discovered, but 

because of World War II, the first oil shipment was exported in 1946 during the rule 

of Ahmad Al-Jabir Al-Sabah, and oil became an economic boon for Kuwait (Abu- 

Hakima, 1984).

In the past, Kuwait was part of the Ottoman Empire, before being colonized by the 

British in 1899. In 19th June 1961, Britain and Kuwait terminated the 1899 agreement 

and Kuwait became a fully independent state (Winston, 1972). Although the 

Independence Day was on 19th of June 1961, Kuwait celebrates each year on 25th of 

February to honor the rule of Al-Shaikh Abdullah Al-Sabah (Al-Fadhli, 2005). After 

that, Kuwait was threatened by Iraq several times, which claimed that Kuwait had 

always been part of its land. Late in 1990, and after almost 29 years of independence, 

Kuwait was attacked and occupied by Iraq for seven months, from 2nd of August 1990 

until 26th of February 1991. The coalition force attacked the Iraqi army to liberate 

Kuwait and it became free (Al-Fadhli, 2005).

2.3 Kuwait Society:

Kuwait is an Arab Muslim country, and was built by members of the Bani Khalid 

tribe. In the early eighteenth century, because of the lack of food and water in Arabia, 

many families migrated to Kuwait. These families are called Bani Utub, which means
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people who used to travel from place to place looking for a living, and they are 

considered the founders of the State of Kuwait. When the Bani Utub settled in Kuwait 

they started working in different jobs, such as pearl diving and boat building. 

Moreover, Kuwait at that time had a harbor and was an important stop which linked 

the trading routes from India, Persia and Arabia to Europe. Therefore, Bani Utub also 

worked in trade as a source of revenue (Crystal, 1992).

In the eighteenth century, Kuwaitis lived in a peaceful atmosphere during the rule of 

Bani Khalid. Later on, however, the Bani Khalid no longer ruled the country because 

the new settlers, Bani Utub, started to rule themselves by building a new identity and 

establishing new political institutions to control the community (Crystal, 1992).

The majority of Kuwaiti people are Sunni Muslims, and also there is a smaller group 

of Shiite, with many of these Shiite originally being of Iraqi or Persian descent 

(Mohammad, 1995). The two groups formed one God-fearing community, and the 

Islamic religion is their guide for living. The basic tenets are the five pillars of Islam, 

a) belief in God (Allah) and Mohammad as His Prophet, b) prayer, c) fasting during 

the month of Ramadan, d) charity, and e) pilgrimage to Makkah (the holy city) (Al- 

Sabah, 1985).

In the past, before the discovery of oil, every aspect of Kuwaitis' life was Islamic. 

The official language is Arabic, which is the language of the Qur'an. The fundamental 

core of Kuwaiti society was the family, the extended family, and the relationship 

between generations based on the absolute control of the father, because he was the 

only source of living (Al-Tarah, 1988). The women's responsibility in the society was
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to take care of her house and children, as well as making some crafts, such as textile 

"Al-Sadow" 13 .

The traditional dress in Kuwait was dishdasha for men, which is a long-sleeved 

garment that comes down to the ankles. As for women, they wore hijab (head scarf), 

boshiya (black cloth that covers the face), and abaya (the typically black, floor length 

overcoats). These were and still are worn in public and in the presence of men who 

are not family members (Ministry of Information, 2006).

The social activities for men took place in the diwaniya. The word finds its origins in 

the word diwan. The diwan was the office of the Amir (the prince) where he met his 

subjects, listened to their problems and met members of the community to hold 

consultations with them. The diwaniyas are the barometer of public opinion, a unique 

institution that has existed throughout the history of Kuwait (Ministry of Information, 

2006).

After the discovery of oil in 1938, and dramatically after the first exportation in 1946, 

things changed in the Kuwaitis' culture, because Kuwait became rich country, which 

attracted many immigrants whom looking for work. According to the 1985 census, 

120 different kinds of citizens were living in Kuwait (Royal Scottish Museum, 1985). 

The total population of Kuwait is c. 2,274,980 million, of which c. 859,958 i.e. about 

36% of the total population, are Kuwaiti citizens, and c. 1,415,022 around 64%, are 

residents from different countries (Ministry of Information, 2001). This immigration

13 See section 2.6 in this chapter (the art movements in Kuwait) for more information about the crafts 

in Kuwait.
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has influenced the cultural and local traditions so that many customs have changed 

(Royal Scottish Museum, 1985).

The most obvious changes in the Kuwaitis' culture are, first, employing the Kuwaiti 

women to work in different jobs, second, adopting the European lifestyle, such as 

mode of dress, form of housing, and the structure of the family. The family has 

become nuclear instead of extended, and the members of the family have become free 

of the father's control, because, after the discovery of oil, he no longer remained the 

only source of living, as the government guaranteed to enhance every Kuwaiti 

person's life. Moreover, the society started to adopt new values that were not accepted 

in the past (Sabaih, 1980). Not only did immigration influence the culture, but also, 

especially nowadays, the power of the Western media, where these media convey 

Western cultures and traditions that are different from those of Islam. Morsi (1995) 

argues that the media is the most dangerous instrument that influences the lives of 

Muslims, because when Muslims see how the Westerners live and think, 

consequently, he/she will unconsciously imitate what he/she has seen, especially the 

youngest Muslims.

Furthermore, one of the factors that influences the Muslims' culture is Muslim 

students who study abroad in Western countries, because when they come back to 

their countries, they bring with them new cultures and values that are different from 

their own (Morsi, 1995).
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2.4 The development of the educational system in Kuwait:

In the past, before the discovery of oil, in the early eighteenth century, schools were 

non-existent; education in Kuwait was primitive and mainly religious in its content. 

The only available means of education at that time was known as 'Kuttab' 14 . The 

Kuttab was a small room dedicated as a place for learning, and it was usually close to 

the mosque or sometimes the teacher's house (Ali, 2000). A religious person with 

modest educational skills known as 'Al-Mutawa'a' or 'Al-Mula' used to teach 

children (boys) to read the Qur'an, the Arabic alphabet, basic writing and basic 

mathematics (Al-Sabah, 1985). The Al-Mutawa'a at that time was the teacher, the 

headmaster and the examiner (Ali, 2000). The students had no books. The Mutawa'a 

read the Qur'an aloud, and each child's task was to memorize it in its entirety (Al- 

Sabah, 1985).

Girls' education was the father's or brother's responsibility in the family until the 

beginning of the twentieth century. Later, however, when more women were able to 

read and write, female religious teachers called 'Mutawa'ah' took over the 

responsibility of teaching girls (Al-Abdul Ghafur, 1983).

After the development of Kuwait's economy, there was a need for educated people, a 

demand for which the old kuttab could not provide. Therefore, many wealthy people 

looked for an alternative educational system to replace the old one and donated funds 

to build the first formal public primary school for boys, "Al-Mubarakiyah", which 

was opened in December 1911. With the opening of the first formal school, Kuwait

14 The word Kuttab is derived from the Arabic word ketabah, which means 'to write'. The word kuttab 
used to refer to both the education system followed that time, as well as the place used for education 
(like the school is now) (Ali, 2000).
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witnessed the beginning of a new era in the development of formal education (Ali, 

2000). Al-Muhanna (1989) stated that, in Al-Mubarakiyah, 'the children received 

instruction mostly in religion, Arabic language, basic mathematics, and history' (p. 

85).

In 1921, another primary school was established, which was "Al-Ahmadiyah School", 

and the students were taught the same subjects as in Al-Mubarakiyah. After a few 

years, in 1926, the Kuwaiti people realized that Kuwaiti girls should be educated as 

well, so for that purpose they established the first Kuttab for girls, with the help of a 

Turkish lady called Aishah Al-Azmiri. The Kuttab was called "Al-Sayidah Aishah's 

Kuttab" and was part of Al-Mubarakiyah's area (Ali, 2000).

In 1936, the government of Kuwait took control of education and had 17 schools 

located in different areas. The growth of education resulted in the establishment of the 

Council of Education to improve standards of education in Kuwait. The council 

looked to Egypt as a model, as a country that had a well-developed educational 

system. At that time, because of the shortage of Kuwaiti teachers, the council first 

hired teachers from Palestine and Egypt, who brought with them books and ideas to 

improve education (Al-Muhanna, 1989).

In 1946, the school curriculum was developed by adopting the Egyptian educational 

system to include writing, reading, mathematics, physical education, and art education 

(Al-Sabah, 1985). With the end of the Second World War and the increase in oil 

income, the Kuwaiti government was able to increase the education budget, which 

resulted in the expansion of schools in Kuwait. This expansion of schools led the
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government to rely on non-Kuwaiti teachers. In the late 1950's almost 90 percent of 

Kuwait's teachers were non-Kuwaiti (Crystal, 1992). Those non-Kuwaiti teachers 

brought with them ideas and thoughts that influenced Kuwait's culture, and this as 

Crystal (1992) described it, is "the cost of oil".

During the 1960's, the Ministry of Education in Kuwait started offering free 

education for children from age 6 to age 14 and required all parents to register them in 

public schools (Alnajdi, 2001). Education is maintained and protected by the Kuwaiti 

Constitution, which states that:

Article 13: Education is a fundamental quest for progress of society, 
assured and promoted by the State.

Article 14: Education is a right for all Kuwaitis guaranteed by the 
State in accordance with, and within limits of public policy and 
methods. Education in its preliminary stages shall be compulsory and 
free in accordance with the Law (Government of Kuwait, 1962, p.7)

Until 2003, the Kuwaiti educational system consisted of two years of kindergarten 

and four years each of primary, middle, and high school. Children begin kindergarten 

at the age of four and attend school through high school (Al-Muhanna, 1989).

Recently, in the academic year (2004-2005), as a kind of education improvements, 

the educational system has changed to two years of kindergarten, five years of 

primary school, four years of middle school, and three years of high school. By 

changing the educational system in Kuwait, the Ministry of Education started taking 

into accounts the characteristics of the students' growth and their needs in different 

age stages: childhood, adolescence and young adulthood by providing an appropriate 

educational environment for each stage that suits their mental, physical and skills' 

growth (Ministry of Education, 2005).
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Boys and girls attend kindergarten together. As for the remainder of their education, 

however, they attend separate schools, because of religious and cultural beliefs 

(Ministry of Information, 1986).

In 1967, a number of private foreign schools were established because of the 

increasing number of immigrants to Kuwait. These 'private schools provide foreign 

students with opportunities to learn in their native languages in an appropriate 

educational environment. However, the Ministry of Education required these private 

schools to be under its supervision, and to include classes in the Arabic language and 

Islamic studies' (Alnajdi, 2001, p. 163).

As for higher education, the Kuwaiti government sent many students abroad to Egypt, 

Lebanon and Iraq to study in the universities there (Al-Abdul Ghafur, 1983). Later 

on, the development of Kuwait's economy and the increase of the number of schools 

forced the Kuwaiti government to establish universities and institutions for higher 

education.

In the academic year 1962-1963, the Teacher's Institute for both males and females 

was opened to provide primary schools with Kuwaiti teachers. The applicants for this 

institute were required to have a middle school certificate. The study period was four 

years, and then the graduated students gained a Diploma in Teaching that qualified 

them to work as teachers. In the academic year 1972-1973, the Teacher Institute was 

closed, and in the same year the Education Institute for males and females was 

opened. The applicants for this institute were required to have a high school
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certificate. The study period was two years, and then the graduated students gained a 

Diploma in Education (PAAET, 2003).

The subjects in which students majored in this institute were the Arabic language, 

Islamic studies, mathematics, science, and history. In the academic year 1978-1979, 

the Ministry of Education added two majors, art education and physical education, to 

be taught at this institute (PAAET, 2003).

In 1982, the Public Authority for Applied Education and Training (PAAET) was 

established. It consists of the College of Technology, the College of 

Commercial/Trading Studies, the College of Health, and the Education Institute, in 

addition to two years programs at training institutions. These institutions are 

responsible for preparing employees to be ready to work in various fields to cover 

market demands (Ministry of Information, 1992).

In the academic year 1986-1987, the Education Institute became the College of Basic 

Education. The study period became four years, and the graduated students now gain 

a Bachelor in Education Degree (PAAET, 2003).

Kuwait University was established in 1966 as a means to improve higher education 

and to provide the market with professionals in different fields within 11 Colleges, 

such as the College of Law, Science, Engineering, Medical Science and Nursing, 

Literature, Religion and Islamic Studies, Medicine, Trading and Political Science, 

and Education (Ministry of Information, 1992).
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From around 1999 until now, many private universities have opened, such as the 

Arabic Open University, American University, Australian University, and Gulf 

University, because of the increasing number of students.

2.5 Art Education in Kuwait:

The major of art education is a Western subject brought to Kuwait by non-Kuwaiti 

teachers. Drawing and Arabic calligraphy began to be taught with the opening of the 

first public school, Al-Mubarakiyah Primary School in December 1911 (Al-Qanna'ai, 

1968). The students were taught how to differentiate between the different kinds of 

Arabic calligraphies, such as Thuluth, Kufi, and Riqa'a, and how to draw different 

kinds of Islamic geometrical and floral patterns (Al-Enezi, 1998). Art was not a 

separate discipline, but was part of the Arabic language curriculum (ibid, 1998), 

which means that the students were taught Arabic calligraphy in order to enhance 

their handwriting and to be able to read different forms of Arabic calligraphy.

Teaching art was not important at that time, because as Al-Ahmad (1995) points out, 

the academic curriculum was intended to prepare people for needed jobs, such as 

commerce and trading, and the curriculum's objectives were based on the needs of 

Kuwaiti society.

In 1921, the Al-Ahmadiyah Primary School opened, and its art did not differ from 

that of Al-Mubarakiyah. The Faculty of these two schools comprised Kuwaiti and 

non-Kuwaiti teachers. The art teaching method depended on the English system as a 

model under the British mandate. This English system was known as "the Joseph
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Lancaster Curriculum" (Al-Enezi, 1998, p. 28-29). This method required a 

blackboard for teaching with students sitting in a semi-circle to learn.

In teaching drawing and Arabic calligraphy in this period, the teacher drew Islamic 

patterns, such as geometrical and floral ornaments, and the Arabic calligraphy on the 

blackboard hung in front of the students, and the students were required to copy the 

patterns on a piece of paper using a pencil, without any aids (Al-Enezi, 1998). Al- 

Enezi (1998) named this period 'copying from patterns period' (p. 28).

In the interview that Al-Enezi conducted in Kuwait with J. Abdul Qader (Kuwaiti art 

educator) in 1998, in which he asked him about teaching art in that period, and why 

the students were taught Islamic patterns and Arabic calligraphy, Abdul Qader argued 

that Kuwait is a Muslim country and follows Islamic culture. In Islam, making 

images of living beings is prohibited, so for that reason, Muslim Kuwaiti students are 

required to draw inanimate things, such as geometric and floral patterns, as well as 

Arabic calligraphy.

It is clear that the beginning of formal education in Kuwait was based on Islamic 

culture, although Kuwait adopted the English "Joseph Lancaster" system as the 

teaching method, the content of the curriculum was typically Islamic, even in 

teaching art.

Later on in 1925, Mr. Mohammad Kharas came from Egypt and was appointed 

principal of both Al-Mubarakiyah and Al-Ahmadiyah schools. He introduced some 

modifications to the existing system, including art (Al-Enezi, 1998).
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After Mr. Mohammad's appointment, it was obvious that the Kuwaiti Government 

was seeking a man who could change the education system to develop an Arabic 

Islamic system in Kuwait. But it could be that the Kuwaiti Government forgot that 

Egypt was under British and French colonization as well. So, if the education in 

Egypt was influenced by colonization, then how could this Egyptian man change the 

education system in Kuwait to Arabic? Ali (2006) (an Egyptian art educator) makes 

this point clear when she states that, 'In around 1924, when the Egyptian government 

included art education in the education system, there was a lack of Egyptian art 

teachers, so, the government appointed a French Orientalist for the boys schools, and 

British Orientalist for girls schools' (p. 14). In the nineteenth century, Egypt was 

considered the first Arab country in the Middle East to be exposed to Western Art on 

a large scale. This was as a result of British and French colonization. In 1798, when 

Napoleon's armies invaded Egypt, they not only invaded it with military forces, but 

also with intellectuals, writers, historians, and artists (Ali, 2003). So, Mohammad's 

curriculum modifications were not at purely Arabic and Islamic, because Egypt itself 

was influenced by foreign educational theories and practices.

In 1935, because of the lack of Kuwaiti teachers, the government hired teachers from 

Palestine and Egypt (Al-Sayegh, 1998). This resulted in the further importation of 

foreign influences, rather than the development of a Kuwaiti educational culture. 

These non-Kuwaiti teachers succeeded in convincing the Council of Education to add 

the subject of drawing and handicrafts to the curriculum as an independent 

requirement, beginning with grade four (Al-Enezi, 1998). In 1936, the art curriculum 

in Kuwait followed that of Egypt, Palestine and Iraq, which was at that time based on 

the English education curriculum. Consequently, art education in Kuwait went
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towards drawing from nature as well as making still life artworks (Al-Enezi, 1998). 

This curriculum continued until 1942.

From 1943 until 1951, art education in general moved from teaching patterns and 

drawing from nature to the free expression of children about subjects compatible with 

their developmental stages. During this period, teachers were engaged in storytelling, 

where the teacher reads historical stories to stimulate and motivate students, with the 

students free to express what they understand from the story and produce a relevant 

artwork (Al-Enezi, 1998).

When the Kuwaiti government realized the importance of modernizing art education, 

they started offering scholarships for talented art students to study art abroad. Mojab 

Al-Dossari was the first student to benefit from such a scholarship, who was sent first 

to Cairo in 1945 to study art at the Institute of Decorative Arts, and later on for one 

year to learn about Western art and museums in London (Ali, 2000).

From 1952 up to 1961, art education moved from free expression to directed free 

expression. 'The new curriculum marked the beginning of understanding the 

meanings of children's drawings' (Al-Enezi, 1998, p. 45). The teacher's role was to 

give students the freedom to express themselves within the framework of 

characteristic and artistic requirements for their drawings, whether in their mental, 

skills', or artistic growth stages (Al-Enezi, 1998). Kuwait in this period adopted 

Western theories in art education, such as the child's mental and skills' growth in 

each stage. This was imported from Egypt as a result of the continuation of 

appointing Egyptian art teachers to teach in Kuwait's schools.
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From 1962, and after Kuwait became independent in 1961, by the termination of the 

1899 Kuwait-Britain agreement, the Egyptian curricula was still adopted, but with 

modifications along with a renewed concentration on national trends. These efforts 

'continued until the first national curriculum emerged as natural continuation of the 

trend toward national identification and was applied to programs of teacher 

education' (Al-Enezi, 1998, p. 51-52). This curriculum was considered the first 

official written curriculum and was issued in 1969 by the Ministry of Education in 

Kuwait (Al-Enezi, 1998). Because of the continuous shortage of Kuwaiti art teachers, 

Egyptian art teachers still played a fundamental role in developing Kuwait's art 

education curriculum, but under the control of the Kuwaiti Ministry of Education. In 

this period, the Ministry of Education suggested the development of a curriculum in 

order to protect the traditional culture, heritage and values in Kuwaiti society. This 

led the Egyptian art educators to adopt John Dewey's theory of "education through 

art", whereby Dewey's philosophy ties present and past experiences together (Al- 

Enezi, 1998).

Another curriculum was issued in the academic year 1974-1975 and was an amended 

version of the 1969 document (Al-Enezi, 1998). In 1977-1978, the consulting 

Kuwaiti team returned from Egypt, United States and France, having majored in art 

education. These consultants came with new and modern ideas to improve the major 

of art education in Kuwait. The return of Kuwaiti art educators encouraged the 

Ministry of Education to establish the Art Education Department in the Education 

Institute. After the establishment of the Art Education Department, many visiting 

professors came to teach art education side by side with Kuwaiti art educators (Al- 

Enezi, 1998). 'All these individuals helped to improve and advance art education in
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Kuwait through lectures and through the development and evaluation of the 

curriculum in Kuwait' (Al-Enezi, 1998, p. 58). In this period, art education was 

directed toward establishing the understanding and objectives of the previous stage 

which encouraged "education through art", the Dewey's theory, with an increase in 

the influence of the Pragmatic School (Abu Al-Khair, 1976). 'Among the theories 

that supported the Pragmatic Theory in education was Gestalt. The assumption of 

this theory is that education depends on perception, and that the education process 

means discovery of the environment and subjectivity' (Al-Enezi, 1998, p. 59). In this 

stage, art education in Kuwait encourages the student's experimentation by trial and 

error as a method or technique of learning (ibid., 1998).

After the continuation of the adoption of Western education theories and practices as 

a model in the Arabic countries, Muslim educators felt that they had started to lose 

their culture and identity. For this reason they started demanding that there be an 

Islamization of the education (knowledge), because 'Modern Western knowledge is 

thus infused with western secular values and is inappropriate for Muslims because of 

its secular associations' (Halstead, 2004, p. 521).

The concept of education in the West is different from that in Islam; the Muslim 

concept of education is 'the aim of producing good Muslims with an understanding of 

Islamic rules of behavior and a strong knowledge of and commitment to the faith' 

(Halstead, 2004, p. 519). From the Muslim perspective, the appropriate use of 

knowledge 'is to help people to acknowledge God, to live in accordance with Islamic 

law and to fulfill the purposes of God's creation' (ibid., 2004, p. 520).
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So, to that end, every single piece of secular knowledge or idea brought by the West 

to the Muslim countries must be Islamized and put in its proper place within the 

vision of Islam. For this purpose, Muslim educators held the First World Congress on 

Muslim Education in Makkah in 1977 (Halstead, 2004).

In response to this conference, El-Bassiouny (1984) (an Egyptian art educator) wrote 

in his book Art Education, West to Middle East that, 'when we think of education, we 

have to think first about the society where the education will be applied, we can not 

apply Western education on Muslim society because of the differences in the culture' 

(p. 11).

In the case of Kuwait as Muslim country, from 1980, the Ministry of Education and 

the educators somewhat succeed in the Islamization of education in general, and in 

particular the major of art education.

In 1980, the Ministry of Education issued another art education curriculum. 'This 

curriculum is one of the most recent and realistic curriculums and is still being 

applied' (Al-Enezi, 1998, p. 62). In this period, Guilford's theory of creativity and 

Jean Piaget's theory 15 had a great influence on the curriculum of art education (ibid., 

1998). Although Kuwaiti art educators still adopted Western theories, they were 

Islamized and put in their right and proper place within the Islamic vision to suit the 

Kuwaiti Islamic culture. This is clear from the objectives of art education, which are 

as follows:

1- To establish a balance between spiritual and material values through 
directing the instructor to realize the strong ties inherent in artistic

15 The author did not mention which theory of Jean Piaget here.
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expression and what Islam requires in the relations between individuals and 
society.
2- To promote character and capabilities of students, shaping them into 
citizens inside and outside the schools.
3- To enrich the instructor's artistic consciousness.
4- To help individuals attain skills that would relate to their material, 
academic, and moral concerns.
5- To familiarize students with the surrounding environment.
6- To teach students the role of natural and synthetic materials in artworks.
7- To discipline the moral character of individuals and simultaneously 
develop their taste and analytic skills in art.
8- To promote the collective spirit of individuals through their contributions 
to class projects.
9- To participate in fulfilling the needs of Kuwaiti community.
10-To enhance the teacher's character in all facets of life.
11-To train the student's senses in order that he or she may participate in all 
aspects of art work.
12-To teach appreciation of nature and enjoyment of its wonder and beauty.
13-To help students acquire information and recognize facts.
14-To develop continuous awareness of new developments in the art field 
worldwide.
15-To develop innovative talents in the student through discovery.
16-To cultivate the student's abilities to recognize and appreciate aesthetics 
in its natural and synthetic forms.
17-To emphasize Arabic and traditional art and the creation of new 
directions based on these art forms.
18-To allow instructors the freedom to incorporate their own skills in the 
teaching program.
19-To emphasize the individuality of students, recognizing their unique 
abilities to discover and learn.
20-To adapt continuous self-experimentation as a method or technique of 
learning.
21-To provide ample opportunity for those capable of continuing the practice 
of art in all its forms.
22-To inform the teacher of the value of manual work, and to train him or her 
to coordinate minds and hands at work.
23-To single out students with special talents and skills, making sure they are 
offered the opportunity to practice their skills.
24-To devote free time to the practice of art making which will eventually 
lead to the development of new talent.
25-Tb help spread visual learning in schools (Ministry of Education, 1983, 
translated by Al-Muhanna, 1989, p. 104-106).

It is clear and without any doubt that Kuwaiti art educators succeeded in Islamization 

of the underlying curricular concepts of the major of art education; however, they
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failed in addressing specific issues. For example, when the reader goes back to the 

first objective:

To establish a balance between spiritual and material values through 
directing the instructor to realize the strong ties inherent in artistic 
expression and what Islam requires in the relations between individuals and 
society.

The reader will find that this objective emphasizes that the teacher should follow 

Islamic law in teaching the students about artistic expression in general, so in the 

issue of figurative representation, what is the Islamic lawfulness toward figurative 

art?

Since this issue has been controversial for more than a millennium in Islamic culture, 

it has remained untouched by Kuwaiti art educators and curriculum developers. In 

other words, they failed to issue clear guidance for art teachers concerning this issue.

I have analysed the Kuwaiti art education curriculum for all levels, from primary 

school to university level, and found that there is nothing mentioned in relation to this 

issue. This muteness is problematic, since, as mentioned above, this issue is 

controversial in Islamic culture.

In Islam, knowledge may be derived from two sources: divine revelation (the Qur'an 

and the Prophet's traditions) or from the intellectual activity of humans (Ulama), 

however, it can not be divided into two kinds, one religious and the other secular 

(Halstead, 2004), even in the case of art. '[TJhe Shari'a provides them (the 

individuals) with the requisite knowledge of truth and falsehood, right and wrong, 

and the task of individuals is to come to understand this knowledge and exercise their
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free will to choose which path to follow' (Halstead, 2004, p. 524). All secular 

knowledge 'has religious significance and should ultimately serve to make people 

aware of God and their relationship with Him' (ibid., 2004, p. 524).

Art education as a discipline of knowledge must be entirely Islamized, in order to 

produce good Muslim artists and art students who understand the Islamic rules and 

Shari'a toward producing any piece of art, to avoid being at moral risk. Artistic 

expression in the West is different from that in Islam, especially when Muslim artists 

and art students will be practicing figurative art.

Muslim art teachers have a special responsibility to educate Muslim art students and 

develop their spiritual and moral awareness, their own lives, beliefs, and character 

(Halstead, 2004). 'This does not mean that religion should be used to hinder human 

invention or scientific enquiry, but simply that it provides boundaries within which 

Muslims can pursue their studies with confidence' (ibid., 2004, p. 525).

2.6 The art movement in Kuwait:

In almost all cultures, people share the need to express themselves through some type 

of artistic medium. This self-expression is manifested in the culture's music, dance 

and visual art, all of which anthropologists refer to as expressive behaviour (Ember & 

Ember, 1973). These arts provide the way for teaching, communicating, and 

transmitting the values and ideas of the culture to following generations, thus 

preserving the values, ideas and behaviour of the group (McFee & Degge, 1977).
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In some cultures, such as Western culture, art forms are used primarily to 

communicate, such as in painting and sculpture. For other cultures, such as in most 

parts of Africa and Asia, art is used mainly in making handicrafts, such as clothes, 

tools, and eating utensils (Ali, 1989). These handicrafts communicate information 

about the qualities, ideas, and emotions of the culture which produced them. 'Every 

human-made object that we can see, touch, or smell communicates; it tells us 

something about its use, its function, and its social meaning' (McFee & Degge, 1977, 

p. 276).

In Kuwait, before the discovery of oil, the fine arts did not exist. The arts took the 

form of applied arts. These art forms are manifest in the local popular handicrafts 

(Kamal, 1983). In these handicrafts, 'the craftsman uses materials found in his 

surroundings to make items of use in daily life. Often these crafts go beyond being 

merely useful and become also objects of artistry and beauty' (Al-Muhanna, 1989, p. 

92). These crafts are textiles, embroidery, and woodwork. The textile is known as 

"Al-Sadow" (fig. 4& 5, p. 40), and considered the most important of Kuwaiti crafts, 

as it is the craft of Bedouin women who live in the desert. The Bedouin women use 

raw materials such as sheep's wool and camel's hair to weave materials for clothing, 

tents, and cushions. After that, they use dyes taken from native plants to dye their 

weaving (Alnajdi, 2001). The designs used in Al-Sadow consist of geometrical and 

abstract forms. These designs were taken from the desert environment and other 

elements of nature, such as stars and palm trees. This traditional craft is handed down 

from mother to daughter, with the young girls learning to spin at early age of five or 

six (Royal Scottish Museum, 1985). By the age of sixteen, they can weave all but the 

most complex designs (Crichton, 1989).
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Embroidery was another craft practised by Kuwaitis, and was used most often in 

women's clothes. The embroiderer uses gold and silver thread to make geometric and 

floral motifs. The embroidery is sometimes enhanced with appliqued flowers, beads, 

and sequins (Royal Scottish Museum, 1985). The designs used in traditional 

embroidery were drawn from nature: stars, wild-flowers, seashells, and palm trees 

(Al-Muhanna, 1989).

Woodwork also represents a major craft practiced by Kuwaitis. Shipbuilding was the 

most important woodworking craft of Kuwaitis, since the sea was their main source 

of economic life before the discovery of oil. The shipbuilders or woodworkers also 

turned their knowledge of woodwork to making smaller useful items, such as boxes 

and chests, which they often decorated with geometrical and floral patterns (Al- 

Muhanna, 1989).

All the crafts produced in Kuwait in the past reflect 'the Islamic cultural heritage that 

is strongly evident in local environment and rooted in Islamic beliefs and traditions' 

(Alnajdi, 2001, p. 173). Kuwaiti craftsmen/women produced useful objects with 

aesthetic features based on Islamic principles which restrict the representation of the 

human figure (Al-Muhanna, 1989), and they 'taught their children their culture 

before the birth of formal art education in Kuwait' (Alnajdi, 2001, p. 173).
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Fig. 4: Al-Sadow patterns (Al-Sabah, 2006)

Fig. 5: Al-Sadow patterns (Al-Sabah, 2006)
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2.6.1 The beginning of Fine Arts in Kuwait: the establishment of the Free Atelier 

for Fine Arts (FAFA):

After the discovery of oil and after the establishment of formal education in Kuwait, 

teaching art as a discipline began in the period between 1943- 1951, when the stage 

of free expression was introduced in government schools. In this period the Kuwaiti 

government realized the importance of modernizing art. They began to offer 

scholarships for talented art students to study art abroad. As mentioned previously, 

the first student to benefit from such a scholarship was Mojab Al-Dossery in 1945, 

who was sent to Egypt and then to London.

From this period, fine arts began in Kuwait. In 1959, to encourage the production of 

art in the country, the Department of Education (later to become the Ministry of 

Education) established permanent premises (Free Atelier) for amateur artists, Kuwaiti 

and non-Kuwaiti alike (Al-Muhanna, 1989).

The creation of the Free Atelier for fine arts in Kuwait was a new phenomenon in the 

Arab world. This was Hamid Hamda's idea, an Egyptian art education inspector, who 

suggested establishing a centre for amateur artists (Ali, 1989).

The Free Atelier offered art classes in painting, sculpturing and printmaking for 

interested students to work in a free atmosphere outside the restrictions of the regular 

classroom. There were morning and evening classes to give amateurs and students the 

opportunity to attend. The Atelier at the beginning only accepted male students (Ali, 

1989). Later on, however, the Atelier accepted female students as well.
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All the art teachers who worked in the Atelier were those non-Kuwaiti art educators 

(Egyptians and Palestinians) who worked in the government schools, and they 

worked overtime in the Atelier. These non-Kuwaiti art teachers played a significant 

role in the transformation of art production in Kuwait from traditional applied art, 

which is Islamic in its character and style, to secular fine art, where the artists started 

making artworks in the Western way, such as painting and sculpture.

In 1961, the second new phenomenon which appeared in Kuwait was the employment 

of full-time artists. Kuwaiti government at that time offered an opportunity for 

Kuwaiti artists to dedicate all their time to their artistic pursuits. Issa Saqr was the 

first of such artists, followed by Khalifa Al-Qattan, Bader Al-Qattami, Sami 

Mohammad and Abdullah Al-Qassar (Ali, 1989).

The huge success of the Free Atelier surpassed the expectations of its establishers. 

The centre provided Kuwaiti artists with the opportunity to have strong training in art, 

both theoretically and practically. Moreover, it provided them with a hall to exhibit 

their artworks (Ali, 1989).

After a few years of the opening of the Atelier, the Kuwaiti government sent many 

artists who studied in the Atelier to study art abroad, and most of them, such as Sami 

Mohammad, Issa Saqr, Abdullah Al-Qassar and others studied in Egypt in the School 

of Fine Arts. This School was established in 1908 by the Prince Yusuf Kamal in 

Cairo, a member of the Egyptian Royal family and an enthusiastic patron of the arts. 

This school is considered the first institution in the Arab world to teach Western Art, 

whereby the teachers were Western artists employed by the Prince (Ali, 2003).
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After the graduation of these artists, they took over the responsibility for teaching art 

at the Free Atelier. In 1972, the Atelier was removed from the patronage of the 

Ministry of Education, put under the control of the Ministry of Information and 

moved to a new location in a traditional Kuwaiti house owned by Jabr Jassim Al- 

Ghanim. It became restricted to Kuwaiti nationals only, and residents of other 

nationalities were no longer allowed to use its services (Ali, 2000).

When the Free Atelier was removed from the patronage of the Ministry of Education 

in 1972, the Islamization of the education movement of the 1980's did not affect the 

Atelier's art teaching strategy. The artists were free to express their ideas and feelings 

in their artworks without following Islamic principles and culture. For example, many 

of the artists produced figurative art in three and two dimensions (see fig. 6- 13, p. 

49-56), where in Islam it is prohibited to make figures of living beings, especially 

three dimensional ones. This was consequently believed to constitute a risk of 

returning to paganism 1 .

2.6.2 The establishment of the Kuwaiti Society for Formative Arts (KSFA):

After a few years of the establishment of the Free Atelier, 'a number of artists began 

to feel that their needs had outgrown what the Atelier could offer them. This 

institution was limited in its services and facilities and was geared more to serving 

the needs of the amateur or beginner than those of the mature artists' (Al-Muhanna, 

1989, p. 96). After that, a group of professional artists began to found a Society which 

would be responsive to their broader needs (ibid., 1989). Kuwaiti artists succeeded in 

convincing the Kuwaiti government to support them, and the result was the

16 See chapter four.
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establishment of the Kuwaiti Society for Formative Arts (KSFA) in 1967 under the 

patronage of the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs.

The artists who established KSFA formulated the objectives of its establishment, as 

follows:

1- To support the artistic movement in Kuwait and to direct art toward 
serving society and helping Kuwaiti citizens develop an understanding 
of art.

2- To encourage formative art in Kuwait, encourage beginners, and 
protect the rights of all artists in Kuwait.

3- To establish galleries inside and outside the country and encourage 
participation informative art conferences.

4- To create close artistic ties between members of the society and those of 
other art associations inside and outside Kuwait (Radhawan, 1983, 
cited in Al-Muhanna, 1989, p. 97)

To achieve the above objectives, the KSFA undertook the following activities:

  Holding lectures and seminars on art;

  Publishing a magazine specialized in art as well as catalogues containing the 

artists' artworks;

  Inviting foreign artists, whether from Arab countries or from the West to hold 

exhibitions in KSFA's galleries;

  Holding art exhibitions for KSFA's members to show their artworks inside 

Kuwait and abroad;

  Taking care of the works of the youth who are interested in art in Kuwait;

  Rewarding the creative and talented Kuwaiti artists in the exhibitions that the 

KSFA holds (Ali, 2000, p. 103).

It is clear from the objectives above that the aim of establishing KSFA is to 

modernize art in Kuwait, rather than reviving the traditional Islamic art. As an
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example of this, in his study about reviving the art of Arabic calligraphy in Kuwait, 

Ali (2000) found that one of the reasons for the lack of Kuwaiti calligraphers is that 

the majority of Kuwaiti artists do not classify Arabic calligraphy as a fine art; as a 

result, the KSFA does not accept the membership of Kuwaiti calligraphers.

2.6.3 The establishment of National Council of Culture, Arts and Literature 

(NCCAL):

The influence of the Free Atelier and the Kuwaiti Society for Formative Arts on the 

field of art in Kuwait encouraged the Kuwaiti government to support it by 

establishing the NCCAL in 1974, under the patronage of the Ministry of Information.

The role of this council is to develop literature, publications and art productions. This 

council engages in different activities throughout the year, such as:

  Holding art exhibitions;

  Holding seminars, workshops and lectures for literature and art;

  Supporting Kuwaiti artists to participate in art exhibitions worldwide, such as 

international biennales;

  Holding an annual book affair;

  Publishing books and magazines in literature and arts;

  Holding the "Al-Qurane" festival every year, and many other activities.

To motivate the visual artists, actors/actress, writers, scientists and social scientists, 

Kuwaiti government established the "State Incentive Award" in 1989, to be held 

every year to encourage them to work hard to get this Award. The award is 5000 KD 

(10000 pounds) to be given to anyone who contributes something new to his/her field
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(Mihareb, 2000). NCCAL is responsible for receiving the candidate's applications, 

and then for delivering them to the committee, who are responsible for choosing the 

winner.

2.6.4 The establishment of Kuwait National Museum (KNM):

The continuous support of the Kuwaiti government to art has not stopped. In 1983, 

the Kuwait National Museum was opened. The KNM has two wings: the first is Dar 

Al-Athar Al-Islamiyah (DAA), which contains the "Al-Sabah Collection". This is a 

personal collection of Islamic arts, which covers almost all Islamic periods, belong to 

Sheikh Nasser Al-Sabah and his wife Hossah Al-Sabah; the second wing contains 

archaeological artifacts found in Kuwait which date back to the third and second 

millennium BC. The museum also has other sections, the first of which is an 

ethnographic section, and the second of which is dedicated to Kuwaiti modern art, 

including painting and sculpture (Ali, 1989).

The importance of the KNM to Kuwaiti artists lies not only in the exhibition of their 

artworks, but also in the contents of DAA. The KNM provides them with an 

opportunity to become acquainted with the development of their rich civilization; 

they gain first hand knowledge of its different and unique objects (Ali, 1989).

It is worth mentioning that after the Iraqi invasion in 1990, the collections are no 

longer shown to the public, but instead kept in storage, which currently makes it 19 

years that the public has not been able to look at or study the collection. DAA now 

only shows its collection outside Kuwait in places like Bahrain, Stockholm, Geneva, 

New York, Washington and Istanbul (Ali, 2000).
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Moreover, the DAA holds seminars and conferences regarding Islamic arts and its 

history, and has published many books and magazines, all of which are concerned 

with the history of its collection and the history of Islamic art in general. I have 

surveyed all its publications, and found nothing about the Islamic point of view 

toward visual art, or what is lawful and unlawful in art according to Islam.

It is clear that the most important factor in the development of the modern art 

movement in Kuwait has been the government's official patronage of the arts after 

the discovery of oil. They offered free art classes (in the Free Atelier), art 

scholarships, provided exhibition halls for artists, and published art books and 

catalogues (Ali, 1989).

In doing so, Kuwait wanted its artists to be more modern and to be equal to the 

Western and Arab artists, without paying attention to what the appropriate form of art 

is to the Muslim society or to a society rooted in Islamic beliefs and traditions.

Kuwait could have modern artists producing modern art, but within Islamic law. 

Islamic religion is not at all against creativity, but by applying some Islamic rules and 

boundaries to art, the Muslim artists will avoid being at risk and can pursue their 

studies with confidence.

2.7 Summary:

In this chapter I have reviewed the history of Kuwait regarding its establishment as an 

independent country, the development of the educational system and the art 

movements, from the beginning till the present day. Apparently, education in general
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and art education in particular was at first Islamic; however, after the discovery of oil 

and because of foreign influences, education and art changed and started to follow the 

Western model.

It was clear that the Kuwaiti government had played a significant roll in modernizing 

education and art by supporting and establishing institutes that contribute in changing 

the system from the traditional way to a modern one. However, the Kuwaiti 

government failed in paying attention to what is appropriate and inappropriate for 

Muslim society when they modernized these. For example, on the issue of figurative 

representation, no-one in the Ministry of Education or the Department of Art 

Education paid attention to what Islam's stance is toward this issue, or what the art 

teachers/students should do about it to avoid being at risk.

In the next chapter I will discuss the research methodology adopted in this study. This 

will cover the theoretical perspective, the method of data collection and the reason for 

using the chosen method, and the procedures adopted in data analysis.
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Fig. 6: "The Sailor", sculpture by Sami Mohammad, [plaster cast], 1970 (Al-Saleh, 

1994).
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Fig. 7: "Sabra and Chatila", sculpture by Sami Mohammad, [Bronze], 1983 (Al- 

Saleh, 1994).
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Fig. 8: Painting by Khlifa Al-Qatan, untitled, oil on canvas, 1975, 100*70cm 

(Khaza'al, 2002, p. 138).
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Fig. 9: Painting by Tareq Al-Saied Rajab, untitled, acrylic on canvas, 1965, 

120*80cm (Khaza'al, 2002, p. 192).
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Fig. 10: Painting by Mohammad Al-Damkhi, untitled, oil on canvas, 1967, 54*78cm 

(Khaza'al, 2002, p. 286).
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Fig. 11: Painting by Mohammad Al-Damkhi, untitled, oil on canvas, 1967, 90*60cm 

(Khaza'al, 2002, p. 292).
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Fig. 12: "Al-Bokhneq", Sculpture by Issa Saqer, [Bronze], 1973, 20*30*50cm 

(Khaza'al, 2002, p. 273).
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Fig. 13: "Farhat Al-Tahrer", Sculpture by Issa Saqer, [Bronze], 1992, 50*26*72cm 

(Khaza'al, 2002, p. 272).
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Chapter Three 

Research methodology

3.1 Introduction:

In this chapter, I provide a detailed description of the research methodology adopted 

in this study. First, I explain the theoretical perspective of this study. After that I will 

give a detailed report of the method of data collection and the reason for using the 

chosen method. I will also provide an overview of the procedures adopted for data 

analysis.

3.2 Theoretical perspective:

In social science, constructivists 'hold assumptions that individuals seek 

understanding of the world in which they live and work' (Creswell, 2009, p. 8). The 

researcher's task is 'to understand the multiple social constructions of meaning and 

knowledge' (Robson, 2002, p. 27), in the constructivist belief that 'reality is socially 

constructed' (Berger & Luckmann, 1991, p. 13). In constructivism, meaning is not 

discovered but constructed by human beings as they engage with the world they are 

interpreting (Crotty, 1998). Constructivism is also commonly called 'interpretive' 

research (Robson, 2002, p. 27). 'An interpretive researcher wants to learn what is 

meaningful or relevant to the people being studied, [...] by getting to know a 

particular social setting and seeing it from the point of view of those in it. The 

researcher shares the feelings and interpretations of the people he or she studies and 

sees things through their eyes' (Neunian, 2006, p. 88).
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In this qualitative study, I was looking for 'culturally derived and historically situated 

interpretations of the social life-world' (Crotty, 1998, p. 67), which represents, 

according to Crotty (1998) "the interpretive approach".

The main aim was to understand what the boundaries of making two dimensional 

figurative artworks within Islamic law are. Therefore, I find investigating the 

subjective attitude of individuals (the jurist Ulama) central to my interpretive 

research, because 'individuals develop subjective meanings of their experiences - 

meanings directed toward certain objects or things' (Creswell, 2009, p. 8).

The most important experience (or meanings) of others takes place in the "face-to- 

face" situation, whether by observation and/or interview, where the other's 

subjectivity is available to the researcher (Berger & Luckmann, 1991).

For this kind of inquiry, the observation method is apparently not appropriate, 

because I was not in need of observing and interpreting others' behaviour; instead, I 

wanted to understand the phenomenon under investigation from their point of view. 

Therefore, I have chosen four cases studies of (jurist Ulama) to interview in-depth to 

see how they interpret their culture, and then to construct a meaningful reality about 

the boundaries of making two dimensional figurative artworks within Islamic law. 

According to Stake (1995), if the researcher has a research question, a need for 

general understanding, he/she can choose cases to study not to understand the 

specifics of the particular cases, but in order to reach an understanding of something 

else. For him (Stake, 1995) this kind of case study is "instrumental".
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The case study approach used here is inductive (exploratory), starting from no 

theoretical position (Gray, 2009). Induction refers to a "part-to-whole" reasoning 

process which differs in its aim and procedures from the hypothetico-deductive 

process of positivism. Apparently, the positivistic position is not compatible with the 

nature of my study, because I neither have a predetermined hypothesis to prove or 

reject, nor did I apply a treatment to my interviewees. And also I wanted to 

understand the individual perspectives of the jurist Ulama on the proposed problem 

area, not to predict or control them. My study did not seek to make universal claims, 

but instead, tried to unfold local meanings.

3.3 Researcher roles:

My role was manifold in this qualitative study. As an artist, I developed sixteen 

artworks using deductive reasoning 17 . In this study, there were general issues from 

which there was a need to deduce particulars, and then these particulars needed to be 

examined to gain better understanding of the phenomenon under investigation. In this 

process I have used "reflective journals". In these reflective journals I wrote my 

reflections (thoughts, questions, ideas, interpretations, etc.) on what I have read in the 

literature about the issue of figurative representation (the opinion of the previous 

jurist Ulama) and what the contemporary Kuwaiti jurist Ulama said about the issue in 

the first interview. After that and based on my reflections I found some general issues 

that were unclear and in need of further investigation. For example, in the absence of 

a history of critical debate in this field, in order to understand what is meant by "an 

incomplete figure" from the point of view of the jurist Ulama, it was first of all

17 'Deductive reasoning is based on the syllogism [...]. The assumption underlying the syllogism is 
that through a sequence of formal steps of logic, from the general to the particular, a valid conclusion 
can be deduced from a valid premise' (Cohen at el., 2005, p. 6).
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necessary to investigate the general question of "incompleteness" through creating 

artworks and reflecting on the process. I started making sketches of incomplete 

figures and reflecting on it and asked myself questions like: in which form is the 

incomplete figure permitted? Which position should be examined? If the jurist Ulama 

said that an incomplete figure means that the figure must lose one of its organs, so 

that it could not live if it became real, does this mean that the figure cannot live 

materially or immaterially? If they meant the figure must materially lose one of its 

organs, is making the head alone permitted? Should I draw a clear edge around the 

head to clarify that the head is not connected to the body? And so on. This reflexive 

practice helped me to reduce the number of sketches and concentrate on six different 

positions that covered the general issue of "incompleteness". I engaged with the same 

reflexive process in relation to the other general issues, such as that of "non-realistic 

figures". After that, I developed the artworks to prepare myself for the second round 

of interviews with the Kuwaiti jurist Ulama.

As an interviewer, I conducted two kinds of interview with four Kuwaiti Sunni 

Muslim jurist scholars. The first type of interview was an 'oral-interview' to collect 

initial data. The second type of interview used was an 'image-interview' 18 to probe 

more deeply into the reasoning used by the jurist Ulama to come to their decisions.

As an interpreter, '[t]he case researcher recognizes and substantiates new meanings. 

Whoever is a researcher has recognized a problem, a puzzlement, and studies it, 

hoping to connect it better with known things. Finding new connections, the 

researcher finds ways to make them comprehensible to others' (Stake, 1995, p. 97).

18 This is the anthropologist's method of data collection; I will talk about it in next pages in this 
chapter.
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3.4 Method of data collection:

In interpretive research, the methods of data collection that the case study relies on are 

varied, such as interviews and observation (Denzin &Lincoln, 2003). Observation, as 

mentioned earlier, did not appear to be an appropriate method of data collection for 

this study, because I was looking for information and meanings that exist inside the 

individual's head, which can not be observed. Therefore, I used interviews as my sole 

data source, because it reveals things which are not clear and can not be observed. 

Patton (1990) argues that,

'We (researchers) interview people to find out from them those things we 
cannot directly observe [...]. We cannot observe feelings, thoughts and 
intentions [...]. We cannot observe how people have organized the world 
and the meanings they attach to what goes on in the world. We can ask 
people questions about those things. The purpose of interviewing, then, is 
to allow us (researchers) to enter into another's person's perspective.' 
(Patton, 1990, p. 196)

3.4.1 Interviews:

'Interviewing is one of the most common and most powerful ways we (researchers) 

use to try to understand our fellow human being' (Fontana and Frey, 1994, p. 361) 

and provides insights into issues or problems under investigation. Interviews allow 

the researcher greater depth of understanding about issues and problems than is the 

case with other methods of data collection (Cohen et al., 2005). It is a flexible and 

adaptable way of finding things out by asking the participants directly about what is 

going on, which is obviously considered a short cut in seeking answers to research 

question(s) (Robson, 2002). Moreover, the '[qjualitative researchers take pride in 

discovering and portraying the multiple views [,..] The interview is the main road to 

multiple realities' (Stake, 1995. p. 64).
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Because of all the above advantages, I used interviews as my data collection method 

to understand and then to explore what the boundaries of making two dimensional 

figurative artworks are within Islamic law. Interviewing the jurist Ulama was a 

suitable way to collect data since the purpose of an interview is often to clarify 

meanings, to examine concepts or to discover areas of ambiguity (Wellington, 2000).

3.4.1.1 Oral-interview:

In this study, the jurist scholars were interviewed twice. In the first round, I used face- 

to-face semi-structured 'oral-interviews', because of their flexibility and their high 

value in terms of interaction. Robson (2002) suggests that, during a semi-structured 

interview, the researcher is allowed to change the wording or the order of the 

questions when needed, and 'particular questions which seem inappropriate with a 

particular interviewee can be omitted, or additional ones included' (Robson, 2002, p. 

270).

The questions used were open-ended to allow the interviewees to express their views, 

ideas and feelings freely. Cohen and Manion (1989) claim that open-ended questions 

have a number of advantages, as

'[t]hey are flexible; they allow the interviewer to probe so that he may go 
into more depth if he chooses, or clear up any misunderstandings; they 
enable the interviewer to test the limits of respondent's knowledge; they 
encourage co-operation and help establish rapport; and they allow the 
interviewer to make a truer assessment of what the respondent really 
believes' (Cohen and Manion, 1989, p. 313)

The purpose of the first round of interviews was to understand what the attitude of 

Muslim jurist scholars is in the contemporary world toward the issue of figurative 

representation and also to collect initial data about the phenomenon under
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investigation. I conducted the interviews with this purpose in mind, because of the 

lack of contemporary literature about the issue. Knowing the past and present stance 

of the jurist Ulama toward figurative representation, which represents the attitude of 

Islam in general, was important to understand the whole situation and gain a fuller 

picture about what is going on. Gaining the fuller picture helped me to organize my 

work and therefore to make a good plan for the development of my artworks. The 

artworks provided a route for the investigation of issues that were not clear and 

needed further investigation to explore what exactly the boundaries of making two 

dimensional figurative artworks are within Islamic law. This required me to interview 

the same jurist Ulama again.

3.4.1.2 Image-interview:

In the second round of interviews, I adopted the anthropologist's method of data 

collection, which is 'photo-interviews'. Photo-interviewing or the 'photo elicitation' 

interview method is 'based on the simple idea of inserting a photograph into a 

research interview' (Harper, 2002, p. 13). Harper (2002) suggests that, the difference 

between using images (photographs) and using words in the interviews lies in the 

ways we respond to these two forms of "symbolic representation", because of the 

physiological fact that the brain processes visual and verbal information differently. 

He writes that, 'images evoke deeper elements of human consciousness than do 

words' (ibid., 2002, p. 13). He argues that the photo elicitation interview does not 

simply elicit more information, but rather evokes a different kind of information 

(ibid., 2002).
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Collier and Collier (1986) conducted a study to examine how families adapted to 

residence among ethnically different people, and to new forms of work in urban 

factories. They used photo-interview to collect data and concluded that there are 

several advantages of using photographs in the interview: first, 'The images 

(photographs) invited people to take the lead in inquiry, making full use of their 

expertise', second, 'photographs invited open expression while maintaining concrete 

and explicit reference points', third, 'photographs dominated the interview. This 

domination allow us (the researcher) to ask quite precise questions without inhibiting 

the informants', fourth, 'photographs sharpen the memory and give the interview an 

immediate character of realistic reconstruction', and fifth, because photographs are 

examined by the researcher and informant together 'the informants are relieved of the 

stress of being the subject of the interrogation' (pp. 105-106).

3.4.1.2.1 My case with the use of the "image-interview":

In this study, although I used the same method of data collection as used by the 

anthropologists in their research, in my case, the kind of photographs (images) used 

was different from that of the anthropologists. The anthropologists usually use 

photographs of objects, people and artifacts which represent 'the subjectivities 

embodied in framing, exposure and other technical considerations' (Harper, 2002, p. 

13). The type of photographs here are typical of anthropological field studies. On the 

other hand, some anthropologists used photographs that illustrate events that were 

part of collective or institutional pasts, such as photos of schools, work, or other 

institutional experiences, or photographs illustrating events that happened earlier in 

the subject's lifetime (ibid., 2002). Moreover, the anthropologists sometimes use
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photographs that 'portray the intimate dimensions of the social - family or other 

intimate social group, or one's own body' (ibid., 2002, p. 13).

In this study, I have elaborated on the general method by the reflexive creation of 

artworks which are specifically targeted at problematic aspects of the general 

question. The general question was 'what are the boundaries of making two 

dimensional figurative artworks within Islamic law', so for that I developed artworks 

(images) to examine which of these figures I had created was permitted to be made in 

Islam. I have created three sets of different kinds of figures. In the first set, I have 

developed six artworks, each of which examines different positions of making 

realistic figures of living beings. In the second set, I developed five artworks to 

examine in which form the making of non-realistic figures is permitted. In the third 

set, I developed five artworks using photographs of living beings to examine in which 

way the use of photographs is permitted. The purpose of using images of my artworks 

in the interview was to seek confirmation from the jurist Ulama about which of the 

positions is permitted in Islam.

I have used such a method because of its advantages mentioned earlier, and I believed 

that by using images of my artworks in the interview I would gain a better 

understanding about the boundaries that I was seeking. Moreover, "image-interview" 

as a method of interviewing jurist Ulama was new to them, as they are used to being 

asked verbal questions, so putting them in a new experience, by interviewing them 

with photographs of artworks, allowed me to gain a different kind of information: that 

is, more precise information about the problem under investigation.
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The artworks served as open-ended questions, where the participants were free to talk 

and ascribe meanings about each artwork. Photographs of my artworks allowed me to 

go into more depth and clear up any misunderstanding about the issue and gain rich 

data.

3.5 The study sample:

The samples of this study are Kuwaiti Sunni Muslim jurist scholars (Ulama). The 

sample was not chosen randomly, as the aim was not to generalize as in the case of 

quantitative research (Cohen et al., 2005), but rather to particularize. In qualitative 

case study 'we (the researchers) take a particular case and come to know it well, not 

primarily as to how it is different from others' (Stake, 1995, p. 8). Therefore, the 

participants were deliberately selected for the purpose of this study. The purpose was 

to understand and explore what the boundaries were of making two dimensional 

figurative artworks within Islamic law. The nature of my study called for the selection 

of participants that would do a better job than others and know more about Islamic 

law (Stake, 1995), which are the jurist Ulama. I selected them because of their 

characteristics (Silverman, 2005). They were all well-known jurist Ulama in Kuwait; 

they are experts in their field; and many Kuwaiti people have relied on their opinions 

about contemporary Islamic matters and follow their fatwas (verdicts). All of them 

have published either books, journals, and/or articles about contemporary Islamic 

matters. All of these points encouraged me to select them as a study sample.

Regarding the sample size, Cohen et al. (2005) mentioned that in qualitative research 

'it is more likely that the sample size will be small' (p. 93). In case studies, the
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researcher concentrates efforts on one or a few individuals to explore in depth and 

collect detailed information about the issue under investigation (Stake, 1995).

There is a relatively small number (about twenty) of jurist Ulama in Kuwait, and I 

originally attempted to contact all of them by telephone and email. However, very few 

of them responded. There are, of course, many reasons for this non-response, 

including pressure of work and existing commitments, as well as reluctance to engage 

in the study. Of those who responded to my enquiries, only four jurist Ulama were 

willing to participate in this study. Nevertheless, I considered that this number of 

participants could satisfactorily produce meaningful findings by interviewing them in- 

depth. The terms of the original ethical clearance for my research from the University 

Ethics Committee specified anonymity of respondents, and this assurance was also 

given to all participants. However, in order to establish the validity of the opinions 

given I have set out the qualifications, backgrounds, school of thought, and ages for 

the four Kuwaiti Muslim jurist scholars who agreed to participate in the study (table. 

1), below.

MJSA

Age

45

Qualifications

Bachelor in
education from
Kuwait
University
Kuwait

Background

  He has worked as Arabic
language teacher in Kuwaiti
schools in the past.

  Now he has dedicated all
his time to holding religious
lectures under the patronage
of the Ministry of Awqaf
and Islamic Affairs in
Kuwait.

  He has published several
books about Islamic
matters.

  He is a deliverer of formal
legal opinions (fatwas).

School of 
thought
Salafi
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MJSB

MJSC

MJSD

52

71

48

Master in Science
and analytical
interpretation of
the Qur'an from
the Islamic
University in Al-
Madinah Al-
Monawarah
Saudi Arabia
In addition, he
studied under Al-
Shaikh Hammad
Al-Ansari-
Abdullah Bin
Ghunayman- Abi
Baker Al-Jazaeiri- 
Mohammad Bin 
Al-Mansor

Bachelor in
Islamic studies
from the Islamic
University in Al-
Madinah Al-
Monawarah
Saudi Arabia

PhD in
Jurisprudence
from Al-Emam
Mohammad Bin
Saud University -
Saudi Arabia

• He works as a lecturer of
Islamic culture in the
College of Basic Education
in Kuwait.

• He is Imam (prayer leader)
of the mosque (masjid) and
Khatib (deliverer) of the
sermon during Friday
prayer.

• He has acted as a Secretary
General of the Salafi
assembly.

• He has published several
books and articles about
Islamic matters.

• He holds religious lectures 
throughout the year in 
Kuwait.

• He is a deliverer of formal
legal opinions (fatwas).

• He was religion teacher in
Kuwaiti schools in the past.

• He is researcher working
with Islamic Heritage
Revival Society (Jameyat
Ehya'a Al-Torath Al-
Islami).

• He has published around 23
books in different Islamic
matters.

• He is a deliverer of formal
legal opinions (fatwas).

• He is Imam of mosque
(masjid) in Kuwait.

• He holds religious lectures
throughout the year in
Kuwait.

• He participates in several
TV programs concerning
Islamic issues.

• He is a lecturer in the
College of Shari'a and
Islamic Studies - the
Jurisprudence Department
in Kuwait.

• He published many papers
regarding jurisprudence
issues.

• He has attended many

Salafi

Salafi

Al-
Ekhwan
Al-
Muslimeen
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conferences specialized in
Islamic issues.

• He is member of Al-Ifta'a
(fatwa) committee in the
Ministry of Awqaf and
Islamic Affairs in Kuwait.

• He has worked as a
deliverer of formal legal
opinions (fatwas) in
Kuwaiti national TV.

• He has written many articles
in Kuwaiti newspapers.

• Now he is full professor in
the college that he works in.

Table. 1: Participants' qualifications, backgrounds, school of thought and ages.

3.6 Data collection:

3.6.1 The first round of interviews:

I did not follow any official procedures other than getting the approval of the 

University Ethics Committee when I started collecting my data, as I found it 

unnecessary to go through such formalities as asking for permission in written form, 

because the jurist Ulama did not work under any institution as jurist Ulama, but rather 

they voluntary made themselves available for the public to help them understand their 

religion and to solve any contemporary issues that Muslims face in the contemporary 

world. What I did to gain access was just to contact them by telephone and arrange 

the day and the time of the interview. After obtaining access, I explained to each of 

the interviewees the purpose of my study in detail, in order to build trust, which is an 

essential feeling for both parties to have.

All interviews were conducted in Arabic. In the first interview, questions one and two 

were designed to explore how the contemporary jurist Ulama understand the attitude 

of Islam in general towards the issue of figurative representation and in particular the
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"making" of figures of living beings. Question three was designed to understand if the 

Muslim can follow the opinion of one of the four Muslim Schools in the issue of 

figurative representation. Question four was used to understand if the attitude of Islam 

in the contemporary world is the same as it was in the past, because in the 

contemporary world it is clearly understood that the Muslim should worship the only 

God, and making figures of living beings is now done for other purposes than 

idolatry. Questions five to seven were designed to explore why there were different 

hadiths pronounced by the Prophet on the issue and also to understand how the 

contemporary jurist Ulama interpret some of the Prophet's hadiths, especially where 

the previous jurist Ulama have disagreed in their interpretation of these hadiths. 

Questions eight and nine were designed to explore what was the point of view of 

contemporary jurist Ulama about making "non-realistic" figures of living beings. 

Question ten was designed to understand if there are any differences between using 

the hands directly in making figures and the use of other tools, such as the computer, 

in terms of the judgment. Question eleven was used to clarify why some of the early 

Muslim caliphs used images in their time and lands while Islam clearly prohibits such 

things. Question twelve was developed to understand what the attitude of 

contemporary jurist Ulama is towards photography as new phenomenon that produces 

two dimensional images. Question thirteen was used to clarify if there is any co 

operation between jurist Ulama and the Ministry of Education in solving this 

problem. In addition, for some questions, supplementary questions, such as 'can you 

explain more?', 'anything more?' or 'could you go over that again?', were included to 

probe some areas to gain detailed response from the participants. For the first 

interview protocol see appendix A.
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I conducted the first interviews with the jurist Ulama in August 2007. During the 

month of August, I arranged four different days on which to interview the jurist 

Ulama, with each participant on a separate day. The interviews were conducted in the 

participants' homes as they requested. In the interview, I stressed that all information 

derived from the interview would be treated confidentially and only used for the 

purpose of the present study. For this reason, all the participants of the research have 

remained anonymous (Cohen at el., 2005), and their names will be known only to 

myself and never disclosed to other parties. Their real names were simply replaced 

with codes to refer to them and their responses (e.g. interviewee MJSA, MJSB, etc.).

Using semi-structured interviews impelled me to seek the participants' permission to 

audio-record their interviews (Cohen at el, 2005), as recording the interview allowed 

me to concentrate on the interview itself (Robson, 2002). It is preferable to have an 

accurate and permanent record of an interviewee's response, and also it 'can be useful 

to check the wording of any statement you (the researcher) might wish to quote' (Bell, 

1993, p. 96). We agreed to stop recording whenever they wished, especially if they 

did not want certain information to be recorded.

At the end of the first interview, the participants were thanked and informed that there 

would be a second round interview with them and they would be contacted at the time 

when I was ready to interview them. Actually, all of the interviewees showed a 

willingness to be interviewed and they were also interested in the subject under 

investigation.
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After each interview, the data collected were transcribed and analyzed. Simultaneous 

data collection and analysis helped me to see if the interviewee covered all the issues 

needed or whether other items needed to be added to the interview. I will discuss the 

data analysis procedures later on in this chapter. The data were analyzed manually 

due to the small number of interviewees.

As mentioned earlier, the data collected from the first interviews were not the findings 

of this study, but rather, the purpose was to understand what the point of view was of 

the contemporary jurist Ulama about the issue of figurative representation, and also to 

find issues that needed further investigation to explore the boundaries of making two 

dimensional figurative artworks within Islamic law, which is the main research 

question. After analyzing the first interviews and the unclear issues had been 

determined, the next stage was to develop the artworks in preparation for the final 

stage, which was the 'image-interview' with the jurist Ulama to collect the final data, 

which present the findings of the study.

3.6.2 The development of the artwork stage:

After determining the issues that needed further investigation, the plan was made. 

From the beginning, the advance plan was carefully written down. To design a good 

plan, I asked myself the following questions: how many issues do I need to examine?, 

what is the nature of these issues?; how many artworks do I need to make for each 

issue?; what positions do I need to examine in each artwork?; and why should I 

develop an artwork in such position? After the written plan was accomplished, I 

started making sketches for each artwork. In the sketching process, I decided the 

theme of each artwork, the materials to be used to develop it, and its size. Then after
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that, I started making the artworks. The process from the written plan to finishing the 

artworks took about six months, from February till the end of July 2008 19 .

When I completed the artworks, I photographed them using a Nikon digital camera 

D80 (10 mega pixels resolution), to produce a good quality image. The quality of the 

images was important, because these images would be used in the image-interviews 

and the content of the image (the artwork) had to be clear to the interviewees. Then 

the photos (artworks) were printed in size 6*8 inches. After printing the photos I 

coded them using numbers (e.g. artwork #1, artwork #2, etc.). Coding the artworks 

helped me to organize myself in the interview, as well as in data analysis. Finally, I 

was ready for the second round of interviews with the jurist Ulama.

3.6.3 The second round of interviews:

As mentioned previously, the participants were informed about the second round of 

interviews at the end of the first round. To gain access, I just contacted them to 

arrange the day and the time of the interview.

At the beginning of the interview, I explained to each participant the purpose of the 

second interview and how the outcome of the study is important for Muslim artists 

and art students. Moreover, I introduced them to the method I would use in the 

interview, which is an image-interview, and how it is different from an oral interview 

in its procedures. In the second interview, the interviewees were shown the artworks 

one by one after which the participant had the freedom to critique and express their 

views, thoughts and feelings about each artwork. Questions (artworks) one to six were

19 See chapter seven for a fuller discussion.
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designed to explore what the boundaries of making two dimensional "realistic" 

figures of living beings are within Islamic law. Questions (artworks) seven to eleven 

were used to explore what the boundaries of making two dimensional "non-realistic" 

figures of living beings are within Islamic law. Questions (artworks) twelve to sixteen 

were designed to explore what are the boundaries of using photographs of living 

beings to develop two dimensional figurative artworks within Islamic law. For the 

second interview protocol see appendix A.

Using images in the interviews allowed me to go into more depth and clear up any 

misunderstandings. The interviews were tape-recorded with the interviewees' 

permission. After that the recorded data were transcribed in preparation for data 

analysis. All the interviews were conducted in Arabic. After transcribing the 

interviews, I translated them into English.

3.7 Data analysis:

The process of data analysis in qualitative studies involves making sense out of 

textual data. It involves preparing the data, analyzing it, moving deeper and deeper 

into understanding it, representing it, and making an interpretation of the larger 

meaning of it (Creswell, 2009). Many analyses of qualitative studies have been 

influenced by "grounded theory" (Robson, 2002), where the researcher allows the 

theory to emerge from the data, rather than beginning a study with a preconceived 

theory in mind (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). "Theory derived from data is more likely 

to resemble the "reality"' (ibid., 1998, p. 12).
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In this study, I used the approach adopted by Strauss and Corbin (1998) to analyze the 

data collected from the interviews. They suggest that in analyzing the data, the 

researcher carry out three kinds of coding, 'open coding', 'axial coding' and 

'selective coding'.

In the 'open coding' stage, I analyzed the data collected from the first interview 

manually by a detailed line-by-line analysis to acquire a general overview of the data. 

I split the data into discrete parts (sentence, utterance or paragraph) and noted the 

central idea and focus of each of them and assigned codes (label) to the parts. Initial 

categories were then generated and identified according to collective similarities in 

meaning and tone. After that I wrote memos. Those memos are a record of my 

thoughts, interpretations, questions, and direction for further data collection (Strauss 

and Corbin, 1998).

When the data of the second interviews were collected, I analyzed it in the same way 

that I analyzed the first interviews, which is a detailed line-by-line analysis. Working 

with the data of the first and second interviews helped me to form the categories. The 

stage of organizing the categories in the open-coding process informed the next level 

of analysis which is exploring the categories' properties and dimensions. Properties 

and dimensions emerge from the multiple perspectives of the interviewees into any 

one given category. In open-coding process, I also identified the sub-categories of 

information about the phenomenon under investigation.

As I formed the categories and sub-categories I gave them names (code) (e.g. 

category [incomplete figure of living being] and sub-category [headless figure]), and
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also I related categories to their sub-categories, which represents the 'axial coding' 

stage.

In analyzing my data, axial and open coding proceeded together. When generating the 

categories and sub-categories, at the same time I related the categories to their sub- 

categories. I stopped when I felt that each 'category is considered saturated' (Strauss 

and Corbin, 1998, p. 136), which means, I stopped when no new information seemed 

to emerge during coding.

In the third stage of 'selective coding', after 'axial coding' had provided me with a 

picture of the relationships between various categories, I selected one aspect as the 

core (central) category (the boundaries of making two dimensional figurative 

artworks in Islamic law) and focussed on it. I integrated and refined the categories. In 

integration, the categories were organized around a central explanatory concept. Then 

the data were represented as a narrative to the reader.
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Chapter Four

The attitude of Islam toward figurative representations 

4.1 Introduction:

This chapter is an overview of literature gathered from religious sources, the Qur'an, 

the traditions of the Prophet (pbuh), and the opinion of the Muslim jurist theologians 

(Ulama) regarding the issue of figurative representation. The focus of the text is on 

responding to the question: what is the Islamic attitude toward figurative 

representation? The chapter begins with a critical introduction and continues with a 

discussion on how the religious sources have dealt with the issue under investigation.

In Islamic culture, the issue of taswir (figurative representation) has been a 

controversial issue for centuries. 'As was the case with the iconoclastic period in 

Christianity and Judaism, many Muslim cultures have developed "hostile " attitudes 

toward figural imagery since images, especially those which depict humans, were 

believed to constitute risks of returning to paganism' (Soganci, 2005, p. 3). The 

iconoclastic movements in the early period of Islam led to aniconism. Terry Alien 

(1988) defines aniconism as a doctrine that suggests "non-use of image". 

Ettinghausen and Grabar (1987) argue that 'it is [...] incorrect to talk of a Muslim 

iconoclasm, [...], one should rather call the Muslim attitude aniconic' (p. 22). This 

Islamic attitude towards figurative representation influences the art production by 

Muslim artists, whereby 'Muslim art is non-figurative' (Al-Sayegh, 1998, p. 1). When 

you enter a mosque (masjid) in Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Syria, and in many 

other countries in the world, the interior designs do not display any kind of figurative 

representation. 'The whole atmosphere of the Muslim temple speaks a non-figural 

visual language in which stylized flower gardens, geometric ornamentation, and
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Koranic (Qur'anic) calligraphy constitute an abstract harmony'(Sogwci, 2005, p. 

140).

The avoidance of making figurative artworks by Muslim artists is not because they 

are incapable of doing so, as some art historians seem to think20, but as a result of the 

prohibition of making it in Islamic law (Shari'a). Said (2003) discussed and analysed 

orientalism by saying that, 'the corporate institution for dealing with the orient - 

dealing with it by making statements about it, authorizing views of it, describing it 

[...]: in short, orientalism as a Western style for dominating, restructuring, and 

having authority over the orient'(p. 3). In literature, it is obvious that there is an idea 

of European (Western) identity as a superior one in comparison with all other non- 

European peoples and cultures (Said, 2003). There is a belief that art, as known by the 

West in the Greek era, Renaissance, Baroque, and even today, is the only legitimate 

art, while other non-Western arts just do not comply with Western artistic criteria (Al- 

Bahnaci, 1986). In other words, since the non-Western artists did not produce 

figurative artwork, that means they are incapable of doing so in comparison with the 

West.

From the traditions (hadiths) of the Prophet Mohammad, there is evidence that the 

Muslim artists were able to make figurative art, and the avoidance of doing so is a 

result of the prohibition of making figures of living beings in Islam. The evidence is 

in the hadith below:

20 For example, Blochet (1929, p. 10) argues that: 'The Prophet (Mohammad) realized perfectly that 
the arts and sciences had not been invented for Bedouins of the Great Desert, that they would never 
succeed in practicing them, a thing above their powers, that the representation of human figure lay far 
beyond their reach, and that it was better to paint tents and palm trees than to carve on the rocks of 
Arabia horrible formless drawings, supposed to represent men [...]. It is always a proof of tact and 

intelligence to call a thing forbidden when one is incapable of doing it.'
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Narrated by Said Ibn Al-Hasan: I was near Ibn Abbas when the man 
came to him and asked: 'O Ibn Abbas, 1 am a man whose livelihood 
relies on making these tasawir (pictures) 1 , then Ibn Abbas replied to 
him and said: 7 can only tell you what I have heard from the Prophet 
(PBUH), He said: 'whoever makes a picture (of a living being) will be 
punished by God till he breathes life into what he has created, and he 
can't.' Then the man became angry and his face became yellow, and 
then Ibn Abbas woe unto him and said: 'If you want to make a picture, 
then make a picture of a tree and everything that doesn 't have a life.' 
(Al-Bukhari, 1997, 2:28)21

From the hadith above, it is clear from Ibn Abbas responds that the man who asked 

him was making pictures of living beings, whether human or animal, which means 

that Muslim artists at that time were making figures in their artworks before their 

prohibition. So this hadith is a good answer to those who claim that the Prophet 

Mohammad (pbuh) prohibited making figures because Muslim artists are incapable of 

doing so.

Before talking about the origins of prohibiting figurative representation in Islam, I 

shall talk first about the word "taswir" and its meaning in the Arabic context, to 

understand how the interpretation of this word has complicated this issue.

4.2 The word "taswir":

In the Arabic context the word "taswir" is applied to all art productions, whether in 

three dimensions (sculptures) or two dimensions (drawing, painting, and 

photography). This means, drawing is "taswir", painting is "taswir", and so on. To 

understand this, I will define its meaning from its entry and etymology in the Arabic 

dictionaries.

The hadith in Arabic is as follows:
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The word "taswir" derived from the word "sawwarah", and "sowar" or "tasawir" is 

the plural of "sorah" (Ibn Manzor, 1968). The word "sorah" means the form, the line, 

and drawing (Al-Fairoz Abadi, 1986; Al-Razi, 1985; Qalaji & Qinbi, 1987). In the 

Almosbah Almoner dictionary, "sorah" means statue (timthal) (Al-Fayomi, 1909). In 

the Matn Allugha dictionary the word "sorah" means, the form, the likeness, the face, 

the reality, the character and the kind (Riza, 1960). Al-Booti (1996) summarized all 

the definitions above in one definition for "sorah" as 'the form of thing, its likeness, 

its characteristic, its kind, the face, a picture in the mind, and statue (not only the 

three dimensions one, but also including two dimensions)' (p. 35). Wasel (2006) 

summed up the definition of "taswir" as 'image making, whether three or two 

dimensions' (p. 32). While "image making" implies a "hands on" process, which 

means he/she needs his/her hands to produce an image, as it is in painting and 

sculpturing, for Wasel (2006) photography is considered "image making" as well, 

when he continues to say 'taswir consist of three kinds, three dimensions (sculpture), 

two dimensions (drawing and painting), and photography.' (p. 36).

There are big differences between photography and painting, although both produce 

two dimensional images, but in photography the photographer does not make the 

image, he rather takes an image. One should differentiate between "image making" 

and "image taking".

I will talk about the problematics of adding photography to the classification of 

"taswir" (image making) later on in the photography section, but primarily it is clear 

that the problem is calling all art productions by one word "taswir". After defining the
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word "taswir" (image making), I will talk about the beginning of prohibiting 

figurative representations in Islam.

4.3 The Islamic attitude toward figurative representations: 

4.3.1 The beginning:

The Arabs of pre-Islam (aljahiliah) in the Arabian Peninsula worshipped idols instead 

of worshipping God. The Arabs decorated their clothes, curtains, cushions and walls 

using idols and images; even the Kaaba (the holy house) was decorated by images 

(Al-Booti, 1996).

The number of the idols was so many, with about three hundred and sixty idols 

around the Kaaba (the holy house). The idols and images were widespread in Makkah 

(the Prophet's Birth city) and all the cities in the Arabian Peninsula. In each house 

there was a private idol, worshipped by the people in the house day and night. 

Moreover, when the people of the household wanted to travel, the last thing they did 

before leaving the house was to ask the idol to protect and save them, and when they 

came back they thanked the idol for his mercy (Basha, 2003). Most of the idols were 

in the form of humans and animals (Al-Booti, 1996).

The situation continued as such till the Prophet Mohammad (pbuh) conquered 

Makkah (Al-Booti, 1996). When Makkah was conquered, the Prophet (pbuh) sent his 

Companions Omar Ibn Al-khatab and Othman Ibn Talha to destroy every idol and 

image they could find in the Kaaba and around it. They did what the Prophet asked 

them to do, but they left a picture of the Prophet Abraham (Ibrahim) (the picture was
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the Prophet Abraham carrying an idol in his hand). Then the Prophet (pbuh) ordered 

them to destroy it as well (Basha, 2003).

From this action of the Prophet Mohammad toward idols and images, the Islamic 

attitude toward figurative representations began. In order to understand the whole 

situation, the three sources of religious knowledge must be discussed and examined, 

namely, The Qur'an, the traditions (hadiths) of the Prophet Mohammad, and the 

opinions of the Muslim jurist theologians (Ulama). In Islamic culture, Muslims can 

only follow these three sources regarding any issues in their life, which means, in 

every deed, saying, etc., the Muslim must first return to the Qur'an, and if it is not 

discussed in the Qur'an, then the Muslim must return to what the Prophet (pbuh) said 

about it in his traditions (hadiths), and if it is not clear enough in the hadiths, then the 

Muslims must return to Ulama (theologians) and their interpretations of the Prophet 

traditions, because of their expertise and training in this.

In the following section, I will discuss and examine the three sources on the issue of 

figurative representations, to show how these three sources deal with it. The first 

source to be examined is the Qur'an, and then the second source, the traditions, and 

finally the third source, the Ulama.

4.3.2 The Qur'an:

The Qur'an, 'the Word of God' (Arnold, 1928, p. 3), the Words that the Prophet 

Mohammad received as a series of revelations from God transmitted by the Angel 

Jibril. '[TJhe Qur'an contains a wide variety of religious teachings and a number of 

specific rules' (Mohammad, 1995, p. 15). The Qur'an deals with problems such as
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those of strong drink, marriage, divorce and inheritance (Issa, 1977) 'quite 

concretely' (Grabar, 1973, p. 83).

As for the issue of figurative representations, 'there is certainly no passage 

forbidding representational painting in the Koran (Qur'an) itself (Rice, 1965, p. 17- 

18). In tune with Rice, Al-Alwani (2000) writes, 'when we read the Holy Koran 

(Qur'an) [...] we will not find within it a single text that directly addresses the 

question of whether making or possessing "pictures" and "images" is prohibited' (p. 

6). Grabar (1973) writes with regard to the muteness of the Qur'an on the issue, 'it 

may be proper to conclude simply that at the time of the Prophet the problem of 

artistic creativity and representation simply did not come up as a significant question 

requiring some sort of pronouncement or legislation' (p. 83). In other words, if the 

question of taswir (figurative representation) had been an important problem, the 

Qur'an certainly would have dealt with it explicitly (Issa, 1977), as was the case with 

the Israelites, when Moses, who descended from the mountain with the Ten 

Commandments to find them worshipping a statue (Sartwell, 2002). When the issue 

became significant in the time of Moses, the Torah made multiple and explicit 

prohibitions against figuration (Besancon, 2000).

While 'there is no direct reference to figural art anywhere in the Koran (Qur'an)' 

(Welch, 1977, p. 64), on the other hand, the Qur'an prohibits worshipping idols, 

where the Qur'an stating: 'O believers, wine and games of chance and statues and 

divining arrows are an abomination of Satan's handiwork; then avoid it' (Al-Maeda: 

90)22 . Statues (al-ansab in Arabic) imply representations, idols or paintings, used for

The verse in Arabic is as follows:
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worship by Arabs of pre-Islam instead of worshipping God (Allah) (Abdul Khaleq, 

1994). So the first passage of the Qur'an above indicates that worshipping idols is 

prohibited in Islam, yet does not prohibit making figurative representation.

The word "statues" appears in different passages in the Qur'an. I will examine these 

passages separately to see if they forbid making representations or not. The first 

passage to be examined is (Saba'a: 12- 13) and deals with Solomon:

'And of the jinn, some worked before him by the leave of his Lord; and 

such of them as swerved away from Our commandment, We would let 

them taste the chastisement of the Blaze; fashioning for him 

whatsoever he would, places of worship, statues, porringers like 

water-troughs, and anchored cooking pots. '(The Qur'an, Saba'a: 12- 
13) 23

The word statues in this verse (tamathil, plural of timthal in Arabic) 'are mentioned 

among the things made for Solomon' (Grabar, 1973, p. 82). The term "tamathil" in 

the Arabic context means three dimensional sculptures, whether of animate or 

inanimate subjects.

Some Muslim scholars have claimed that this passage of the Qur'an indicates that 

making figurative representations is permissible, whether it is of three dimensions or 

two dimensions, and whether it is of living beings or not (Al-Qathat, 1987). However, 

this group of Muslim scholars is considered a minority, and the other Ulama reject 

their interpretation of the passage above, arguing instead that this passage indicates 

God's special favour to His Messenger Solomon, and that the statues the jinn made 

for Solomon were permissible in Solomon's Shari'a (law), but that this is abrogated 

in Mohammad's Shari'a, and is therefore prohibited in Islamic law (Al-Asqalani,

1> 
3 The verse in Arabic is as follows:

( r)
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1986; Al-Sayes, 1953; MAIA, 1988; Al-Jasas, 1993; Abi Hayan, 1983; Al-Saboni, 

nd; Al-Sarkhasi, 1978). Al-Saboni (nd) adds that it is possible that 'the statues 

(tamathil) of the time of Solomon were not statues of living being, they may be statues 

of inanimate being' (p. 18). Grabar (1973) describes the term "timthal" in this 

passage as 'a confusing one' (p. 82).

It is clear that this passage does not indicate any permission for making figurative 

representations. It tells the story of the Prophet Solomon and the jinn and how God 

subjugated them to serve Solomon and make whatsoever he liked.

The second passage to be examined is in the words pronounced by God to Mary:

'God creates what He will. When He decrees a thing He does but say 
to it 'Be', and it is. And He will teach Him [Jesus] the Book, the 
Wisdom, the Torah, the Gospel, to be a Messenger to the children of 
Israel saying, 'I have come to you with a sign from your Lord. I will 
create for you out of clay as the likeness of a bird; then I will breathe 
into it, and it will be a bird, by the leave of God. I will also heal the 
blind and the leper, and bring to life the dead, by the leave of God.' 
(The Qur'an, Al-Omran: 47-49)24

The word "likeness" in this verse (hiy'ah in Arabic) means "shape" and is rarely, if 

ever, used to refer to representations (Grabar, 1973). On the other hand, as mentioned 

previously "taswir" in Arabic means "the likeness of thing", so for that some scholars 

claim that this verse is a permission from God to artists to make figurative 

representations, whether of three or two dimensions (Al-Qathat, 1987).

24 The verse in Arabic is as follows:
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It is clear that these claims are incorrect, the verse above is talking about the miracles 

that God gave to Jesus, which is creating a bird from clay and breathing into it, 

healing the blind and the leper, and bringing to life the dead. All these miracles or 

signs are special to Jesus by the leave of God, and there is no indication that God 

permits making any kind of representations to humans in general.

Finally, in the third passage, the Prophet Abraham chides his father Azar: 'Lo! 

Abraham said to his father Azar: "Takest thou idols for gods? For I see thee and thy 

people in manifest error" (The Qur'an, Al-Ana'am: 74) 25 .

The word idols in this passage (al-asnam in Arabic), imply representations, statues or 

paintings, used for worship. Apparently, this passage is talking about how Abraham 

chides his father who worships idols instead of God, where the 'Prophet Abraham is 

a frequently mentioned figure in the Muslim holy book who is dominantly portrayed 

as an idol destroyer' (Soganci, 2005, p. 164).

After reviewing the Qur'an passages, it is clear that the Qur'an, on the one hand, does 

not prohibit making figurative representations, but on the other hand, does not give 

permission to do so. The Qur'an is almost mute on the subject (Besancon, 2000). 

What is found about the issue is in form of "idols" as in the words "alansab" and 

"alasnam", where 'the Koranic (Qur'anic) meaning is clearly that opposing the 

adoration of physical idols' (Grabar, 1973, p. 83). So the Qur'an takes an absolute 

position against idol-worship, and worshipping anything other than God is forbidden.

25 The verse in Arabic is as follows:
.(Vi^LuVIJ'jijx
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The other words mentioned in the Qur'an regarding "statues" are "tamathil" and 

"likeness", both referring to three dimensional sculptures or shapes, as in the verses 

regarding the Prophets "Solomon" and "Jesus". Both verses do not indicate any 

general permission to make figurative representations, and it is obvious from the 

context of the two verses that God is providing miracles or signs specifically to His 

Messengers as discussed previously.

After examining the passages above, I can conclude that the prohibition of idol 

worshipping in the Qur'an is the starting point that forms the Islamic attitude toward 

making figural representations. Although the Qur'an does not assertively prohibit 

making figures, however, the traditions (hadiths) (the second primary source of 

Islam) of the Prophet Mohammad do.

4.3.3 The Hadiths:

The traditions (hadiths) are the second religious source after the Qur'an in Islam. 'The 

hadiths of Prophet have not been of less importance than the Qur'an itself (Arnold, 

1928, p. 5). God describes the Prophet's utterances as, 'Nor does he say (aught) of 

(his own) Desire. It is no less than inspiration sent down to him' (The Qur'an, Al- 

Najim: 3-4) 26 . Burton (1994) defines the hadiths as:

'All that He (the Prophet) had ever been seen to do, or hear to say, or 
reply when questioned had, it was claimed, been reported by one or 
other of His inner circle and immediately taken up, talked about, 
analyzed, checked, stored, memorized and preserved and then handed 
on to any who had been absent by those who had been present to see, 

hear and record.' (p. 19)

26 The verse in Arabic is as follows:
( i ) Ul Cf-
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The hadiths, the Prophet's words and deeds, were collected after his death. 'It is 

reported that the Prophet Himself forbid the literary recording of hadiths in His 

lifetime in order to avoid confusion of the text of the Koran (Qur'an) with His own 

utterances' (Soganci, 2005, p. 175). The collection of the hadiths was based on the 

narration method. To examine the authenticity of the hadith, the hadith's experts give 

importance to the strength of isnad (a method of referencing the oral reports) of the 

hadith, which means, the strength of a chain of transmitters that narrated the hadith. 

Then the hadith was assigned as sound (sahih), good (jayed) or weak (dhaeef) as a 

degree of authenticity. The first comprehensive collections of authentic hadiths were 

written by Sahih Al-Bukhari (who died in 870) and Sahih Muslim (who died in 875).

I will not go any deeper in explaining the nature of the hadith, since my aim here is 

not to argue the methodological issues regarding hadiths. This brief introduction is 

just to understand the nature of the hadith on the readers' part.

In the text ahead, I present a set of hadiths (traditions) regarding figurative 

representation. The selection of these hadiths was from the most dependable source of 

the hadith, Al-Bukhari. All of the hadiths I will use here are considered as authentic 

(sound) hadiths.

I will separate the hadiths into three groups, the first group will be the hadiths in 

which the prohibition is directed to the painter "mussawir" (maker of image). The 

second group will be the hadiths in which the prohibition is indirect. The third group 

will be the hadiths that give permission to some sort of figurative representation.
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4.3.3.1 The first group of hadiths:

1- Narrated Muslim: we were with Masruq at the house of Yaser bin 
Numair, Masruq saw some images (or pictures etc.) on his terrace 
and said, 7 heard Abdullah saying that, he heard the Prophet 
(pbuh) saying, 'The people who will receive the severest 
punishment from Allah (The God) will be the picture-makers 
(almussawiron).' (Al-Bukhari, 1997, p. 439, no. 5950)27

2- Narrated Abu Juhaifa that he had bought a slave whose profession 
was cupping and then said: the Prophet (pbuh) forbade taking the 
price of blood and the price of a dog and the earnings of a 
prostitute, and (The God) cursed the one who took or gave Riba 
(usury), and the lady who tattooes (herself or others) and also the 
one who gets herself tattooed, and the picture-maker 
(almussawir).' (Al-Bukhari, 1997, p. 443, no. 5962)28

3- Narrated Abu Zurd: I entered a house in Al-Madina (the Prophet 
city) with Abu Hurairah, and he saw a man making pictures at the 
top of the house. Abu Hurairah said, 'I heard Allah's Messenger 
(pbuh) saying that Allah said, 'who would be more unjust than the 
one who tries to create the like of My creations? Let them create a 
grain: let them create a grant." (Al-Bukhari, 1997, p. 440, no. 
5953)29

4- Narrated 'Abdullah bin 'Umar (mabpwh): Allah's Messenger 
(pbuh) said, 'those who make these pictures will be punished on 
The Day of Resurrection, and it will be said to them. 'Make alive 
what you have created." (Al-Bukhari, 1997 p. 439, no. 5951)30

Before discussing these hadiths, I shall first unveil some misconceptions among 

different researchers. Soganci (2005) for instance, seems to argue that, since the 

period between the death of the Prophet Mohammad and the first hadith's collection 

is two-centuries-long, one should use "rational thinking" to interpret the hadiths.

27 The hadith in Arabic is as follows:
ull ilu-^ : JU jiil^jc. £xuu* : Jlia JjjUu <3L-a ^ ̂ i j3 jA*ii (jj jUy jb ̂ J jjj^. £* US : J13 ^1^ jc.

. I ijiil .lie. yic. (jJjJ! Aiii j) 

28 The hadith in Arabic is as follows:

UJI aljj)

9 The hadith in Arabic is as follows:
: Jli ^ jj ̂ l j

30 The hadith in Arabic is as follows:
 0

ljja.1 :^ JIL
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Because it is too long a period it unavoidably poses some doubts to the skeptical mind 

of historians in terms of the reliability of many hadith texts.

As Muslims we can not use "rational thinking" in interpreting the religious sources, 

whether Qur'an and hadiths of the Prophet. If we (Muslims) do so, then we fall into a 

mistake or error, in other words, one will interpret the Qur'an or the traditions to 

one's own advantage.

For example, Al-Bahnaci (Muslim researcher) (1986) in his book "Islamic Art" 

interpreted one of the hadiths of the Prophet from a personal point of view. The 

hadith was 'Narrated Anas: Aisha had a thick curtain (having pictures on it) when 

the Prophet (pbuh) saw it, he said to Aisha: tear these pictures, the most severely 

punished by God on the Day of Judgment will be the painters' (Al-Bukhari cited in 

Al-Bahnaci, p. 22). Al-Bahnaci interpreted this hadith from his point of view by 

saying that, 'the Prophet here intends those Roman and Byzantine who made these 

pictures, and not the Muslims' (1986, p. 22). Al-Bahnaci seems here to be 

interpreting the hadith in the way that he likes: if the Prophet intends to refer 

specifically to Roman and Byzantine painters, he would have said so in the hadith, 

but he did not.

Returning to the first group of hadiths, and exactly to the first hadith, one can 

describe the words of the hadith as very strong words toward "almussawir" (painter 

or image maker), where the painters will be the most severely punished by God on 

the Day of Judgement.
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This strongly-worded report of the speech of the Prophet (pbuh) toward painters 

means that the painter does not deserve this severe torture except for a great sin, 

which means the act of painting (making figures of living beings) is greater than 

disbelieving (kofr), the polytheism (shirk; associating other Gods with God), and all 

other offences (Abdul Khaleq, 1994).

On the other hand, a group of jurist Ulama (theologians) protested about the painters 

being the most severely punished, if it were as such, then there it would be 

problematic in the rules of Islamic law (Shari'a). The act of painting is seen as a sin 

like other sins, because painting is not worse than polytheism (shirk), killing, and 

adultery (Ministry of Awqaf and Islamic Affairs [MAIA], 1988). Al-Asqalani (1986) 

clarifies the problem of the painter being the most severely punished, by saying that 

'Al-Tabari answered that, the painter in the hadith intended those who make an 

image to be worshipped instead of God and they knew and intended to do so, then 

they will be disbelievers and deserve to be the most severely punished, otherwise the 

painter will be disobeyed' (p. 491). There is a jurisprudential rule, which is "The 

matters are in their destinations", which means, the judgement of any matter is based 

on what the aim of that matter is (Al-Lebnani, 1887). The jurisprudents made this rule 

from the Prophet's (pbuh) hadith, which is:

'Narrated 'Umar Bin Al-Khattab: I heard Allah's Apostle saying, 'The 
reward of the deeds depends upon intentions, and every person will 
get the reward according to what he has intended' (Al-Bukhari, 1997, 
vol.1, 1:1)31

Apparently, the first hadith indicates that the painter who intended to make figures for 

worshipping will be a disbeliever and will deserve to be most severely punished on

31 The hadith in Arabic is as follows:

91



the Day of Judgement. The painter who makes figures as art, for example, will be 

punished and will receive torture but less than the first one.

In moving to the second hadith, it is clear that the painter not only will be most 

severely punished by God, but will also be cursed. The curse definition in Oxford 

dictionary (2006) is 'an offensive word or phrase used to express anger or 

annoyance' (p. 179). The second hadith clearly indicates that God will be angry with 

those painters who make an image of any living being, whether in three or two 

dimensions, by cursing them. Al-Asqalani (1986) states that, 'if God cursed a person, 

that means excluding him from His mercy' (p. 503).

In the third and fourth hadiths, God challenges the painters (image makers), once He 

says, 'Let them create a grain: let them create a grant,' and once He says, 'Make 

alive what you have created'. It is indeed a big challenge to the painters or sculptors 

(almussawir) who dare to compare themselves with the only creator32 , God. The 

painter who intended by his painting to be equalling God's creation is transgressing 

against the attribute that is specialized for God alone33 . One might say that 'image 

making' is copyrighted to God, and anybody who copies what God creates without 

permission will receive punishment. As is the case in the modern era, if anyone 

produces any piece of work, no one can copy it without permission from the author of 

the original work.

Moreover, in the third hadith, when God says to the painter, 'Make alive what you 

have created', Al-Shawkani (1973) claims, 'this clause indicates the continuation of

32 "Almussawir" is one of the God's (Allah) ninety nine attributes in Islamic literature.
33 God has devoted for Himself attributes that He refuses to share with anyone except Him, such as 
pride, greatness, as well as "taswir" (image making) (Abdul Khaleq, 1994).
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the painters' torture, because they can not make alive what they have created' (p. 

123).

God prohibits making figures of living beings, whether of three or two dimensions, 

because it is a means of glorifying subjects other than God, as the Arabs of pre-Islam 

did when they worshipped idols and images.

These hadiths in this group demonstrate the reasons behind the prohibition of making 

figural representation. The first reason is, the images were and still are a means to 

glorify others instead of God. The second reason is the aggression against the 

attributes and acts specialized for God alone by the painter (Al-Daylami, 2003).

4.3.3.2 The second group of hadiths:

1- Narrated Abu Talha (mawbpwh): the Prophet (pbuh) said, 'Angels 
do not enter a house in which there is a dog or there are pictures 
(of living beings).' (Al-Bukhari, 1997, p. 438, no. 5949) 34

2- Narrated Salim 's father: once Jibril (Gabriel) promised to visit the 
Prophet (pbuh) but he delayed and the Prophet (pbuh) got worried 
about that. At last he came out found Jibril (Gabriel) and 
complained to him of his grief (for his delay). Jibril said, 'we do 
not enter a place in which there is a picture (of living being) or 
dog.' (Al-Bukhari, 1997, p. 442-443, no. 5960)35

3- Narrated Aishah (mawbpwh): the Prophet (pbuh) never used to 
leave in the house anything carrying images or crosses but he 
obliterated it. (Al-Bukhari, 1997, p. 440, no. 5952)36

The hadith in Arabic is as follows:
(ff ]1 ^ i\\ ai g J^ " >l ^ • -~* V 9 ' '^ 4_l3 ^ " A^J

The hadith in Arabic is as follows:
(jill £jaJ lj»Lij 4jk. ^ill ^1-^ ^^jjJI ^Ig- Jljl (jJia. t<Jc- lllljS ^»Loj <Jc. Jll ^si^-a (.^1 Jjjf?- ^C-J : J^ 4jji (jc- '^L^ t>

I c ,1 ^ .11 .1 „ ,•> ", iK V , S ] y^. 4ja llu (Ji.^J V U!" •<! JUa 4^^ « U -ull Ki'^ i-ua 
,\^J^^r a JJ) . J -J-J -   '   -^

The hadith in Arabic is as follows:
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In this group of hadiths, and in particular the first and second hadiths, where the 

Angels do not enter a house in which there is a picture (of living being), there is an 

indication of the prohibition of making figures of living beings, whether of three or 

two dimensions, but in an indirect way (Abdul Khaleq, 1994).

The reason for the abstention of the angels from entering a house in which there is a 

picture of living being is because keeping a picture is an exorbitant sin, whereby the 

picture is worshipped instead of God. Therefore, whoever keeps a picture in his house 

will face retribution, as the angels do not enter his house. As a result, the house will 

lose its blessing (Al-Nawawi, 1930). It is indeed 'the house that is far from angels is 

prepared to become a residence of Jinn and Satan' (The Fatwa Center, 2008).

In the culture of Islam, it is known that every person has two angels, one on the right 

and one on the left. These angels are in charge of writing every single deed and 

saying of the person from his birth till his death, as God says in the Qur'an, 'Not a 

word does he utter but there is a sentinel by him, ready (to note it)' (Qaaf:18). The 

question to be asked here is, if the angels do not enter a house in which there is a 

picture of living being, how can they write the deeds of the person who live in this 

house? Al-Shawkani (1973) in response to this question, says 'the angels in this 

hadith intend those angels of mercy' (p. 121). As for the angels who are in charge of 

writing the person's deeds, they enter any house, whether there are pictures of living 

beings or not (Al-Nawawi, 1930).

On the other hand, Ibn Haban has another point of view: he argues that 'the angels do 

not enter a house that has pictures of living beings is a special case for the Prophet
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(pbuh) [...] and the angels in this hadith intend angel of revelation, which is Jibril' 

(cited in MAIA, 1988, p. 115-116). Al-Asqalani (1986) states that, 'this 

interpretation is incorrect, and I did not see it anywhere except Ibn Haban' (p. 382).

It would appear that Ibn Haban's interpretation is incorrect, because it is clear from 

the hadith when Jibril says "we", which means a group of angels, if Jibril intended 

himself, he would say "I" rather than "we".

As for the dog mentioned in the hadith, we know that Muslims used dogs for the 

protection of their houses and farms for centuries, which means Muslims did not 

commit such an act (Soganci, 2005). With regard to the dog, Al-Nawawi (1930) 

mentions in interpreting the hadith that, 'Al-Khatabi said that, 'the angels do not 

enter a house in which there is a dog of prohibited dogs" (cited in Al-Nawawi, p. 

84). Al-Qardhawi (1985) clarifies the meaning of "prohibited dogs", stating that, 'the 

prohibited dogs are those you keep in the house for entertainment, and not those dogs 

you keep for protection of your house and farm' (p. 117).

The reason for the abstention of the angels from entering a house, in which there is a 

dog, is because the dogs eat impurities, and some of them were named Satan, and the 

angels hated the dog's smell (Al-Nawawi, 1930).

It is clear from the two hadiths that the dog and pictures are mentioned together, 

because both have a relation to Satan. On one hand, the picture was worshipped 

instead of God, which is Satan's work; on the other hand, the dog is named as Satan.
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Therefore the angels do not enter a house in which there is a dog or a picture of living 

being.

As for the third hadith in this group, it is clear that it was a reaction from the Prophet 

(pbuh) after he heard from Jibril that the angels do not enter a house in which there 

are pictures. Then he removed all the pictures in his house.

4.3.3.3 The third group of hadiths:

1- Narrated 'Aishah (mawbpwh): Allah's Messenger (pbuh) returned 

from a journey when I had placed a curtain of mine having some 

images (or pictures etc.) over (the door of) a chamber of mine. 

When Allah's Messenger saw it, he tore it and said, 'the people 

who will receive the severest punishment on the Day of 

Resurrection will be those who try to make the like of Allah's 

creations'. So we turned it (i.e, the curtain) into one or two 

cushions. (Al-Bukhari, 1997, p. 440, no. 5954)37
2- Narrated Anas (mawbpwh): Aishah had a thick curtain (having 

picture on it) and she screened the side of her house with it. The 

Prophet (pbuh) said to her, 'remove it from my sight, for its 

pictures are still coming to my mind in my prayers (salat). ' (Al- 
Bukhari, 1997, p. 442, no.5959)38

3- Narrated Aishah: I had dolls and I was playing at the Prophet 

(pbuh) and my friends were playing with me, when the Prophet 

entered and we were playing, my friends tried to disappear, but the 

Prophet is happy for them to play with me. (Al-Bukhari, 1997, p. 
339, no. 19488)39

4- Narrated Abu Talha: Allah 's Messenger (pbuh) said, 'Angels do 

not enter a house where there are pictures '. The sub narrator Busr 

added: 'then Zaid fell ill and we paid him a visit. Behold! There 

was hanging at his door, a curtain decorated with a picture. I said

37 The hadith in Arabic is as follows:
i,Ua

Ws -cJU "ll Jli

-ulc 
jiJI j»jj Ulic. u-Ull ii!" : JSj •&*

8 The hadith in Arabic is as follows:
Jl J2 V <0a l(Ji JUa c

The hadith in Arabic is as follows:
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to Ubaidullah Al-Khaulani, the stepson of Maimuna, the wife of 
the Prophet (pbuh), 'Didn 't Zaid tell us about a picture the day 
before yesterday?' Ubaidullah said, 'Didn't you hear him saying: 
'Except a design in a garment?' (Al-Bukhari, 1997, p. 441, no. 5958)40

In this group of hadiths there is an indication of some kind of permission to use 

figurative representation.

In the first hadith, when Aishah hung up a curtain with picture, the Prophet became 

angry because the picture was a complete figure of living being, and the Prophet felt 

that this kind of image was worshipped instead of God and hated to put himself in 

this situation, which glorifies the picture. However, when Aishah cut the curtain and 

made from it two cushions for use, the Prophet did not deny what Aishah did, because 

a picture treated in this way will be despised (Al-Sayes, 1953). Ibn Qodama (1981) 

said, 'if the picture was trod and scorned, and was not glorified, then it will not be 

like those pictures used for worship' (p. 200). The majority of the jurist Ulama 

(theologians) understand that if the picture (of a living being) was in a carpet that is 

trodden on and in a cushion that is overused and scorned, it is similarly permissible 

(Al-Nawawi, 1930).

It is clear from this hadith that the picture of a complete figure is prohibited because it 

leads the person to glorify it. On the other hand, the cut and scorned image is 

permissible. Al-Asqalani (1986) said that, 'the angels do enter a house in the case 

that the image is cut in pieces' (p. 392).

40 The hadith in Arabic is as follows:
AJJ ySiil £ -j^ Jl "t

Jj-Il Cf, ±j U>u J ' .! _, <jt Jil^i- ujM <r J j fc»-i- S^
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In the second hadith, there is no clear indication that the Prophet (pbuh) prohibits 

figurative representation. When he asked Aishah to remove the picture from his sight, 

it was because the picture was distracting him when he was praying. In Islam, prayer 

is one of the five Pillars, and those praying should concentrate during prayer to secure 

its sincerity. Any distraction, such as a person walking around during the prayer, is 

discouraged, because Muslims during prayer are in the presence of God. Thus, the 

focus of the hadith was not on prohibiting images as such, but prohibiting the placing 

of images in front of a person praying in order to not distract him/her.

The third hadith is about a three dimensional figure (doll), and it is out of my research 

area, but I mention it to gain an understanding of the Prophet's attitude toward this 

kind of figurative representation.

In this hadith there is a clear indication that the Prophet (pbuh) allowed Aishah to 

have a doll (three dimensional figure), which means, this kind of figure is 

permissible, but must be in a form of doll, not as a souvenir. This is because girls 

often overuse dolls, and by doing so they disrespect it (Al-Qardhawi, 1985).

A further reason beyond the approval of the Prophet of this kind of figure is that ,as 

Al-Qadhi Eyadh says, 'having a doll when the girls are young is a good training for 

them to know how to take care of their children when they become mothers in future' 

(cited in Al-Magrabi, 1992, p. 267).

The fourth hadith, strongly denotes that the two dimensional figural representation is 

permissible. That is clear from the clause 'except a design in a garment', and the
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garment is usually in the form of two dimensions. However, as the clause is not clear 

enough in terms of what is meant by it, this causes disagreement between interpreters 

of this hadith.

Al-Nawawi (1930) argues that, 'the clause 'except a design in a garment' possibly 

means a picture of tree and alike and not of living being' (p. 85-86). In returning to 

the hadith, it is clear that Al-Nawawi's interpretation is not accurate, because in the 

beginning of the hadith the narrator mentioned that the angels do not enter a house 

where there is a picture (of a living being), which means there is a relationship 

between mentioning what the Prophet said about the pictures and what they saw when 

they visited Zaid. If Zaid had hanging on his door a picture of a tree (as Al-Nawawi 

said), then they would not have mentioned what the Prophet had said about pictures 

(of living beings).

On the other hand, Ibn Qodama (1981) argues that, 'the clause 'except a design in a 

garment' possibly means those pictures in the carpet that are trodden and scorned' 

(p. 200-201) and agrees with him (Bin Baz, 1987; Al-Albani, nd). However, this 

interpretation is also not accurate, because it is clear from the hadith that the picture 

was hanging on the door of Zaid, which means it was not scorned. Bin Baz (1987) 

added that, 'it is possible that Zaid did not hear what the Prophet (pbuh) said about 

picture' (p. 45). But Bin Baz did not give us any proof of his claim that Zaid had not 

heard what the Prophet said.

Moreover, Al-Asqalani (1986) claims that, 'it is possible that this hadith was 

pronounced by the Prophet (pbuh) before the absolute prohibition of making
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figurative representation' (p. 500), which means this hadith is abrogated. Abdul 

Khaleq (1994) argues that to say that this hadith is abrogated by other hadiths 

requires evidence or proof of that: no one can claim that this hadith is abrogated by 

probability. On the other hand, the abrogation requires knowing the date (Al-Sayes, 

1953). Since we do not know the date of the hadith, we can not judge whether this 

hadith is abrogated or not.

After reviewing these groups of hadiths, it is clear that the Islamic attitude toward 

figurative representation has passed through three stages, the first stage is threatening 

the painter that he will be most severely punished. The second stage is the hatred of 

displaying pictures in the house, because the angels will not enter it. The final stage is 

permitting some kind of two dimensional pictures.

From the hadiths above, it is possible that at the beginning the Prophet (pbuh) 

prohibits making figures (of three and two dimensions) of living beings, because 

pictures or idols were being actively worshipped instead of God. Then when 

monotheism (believing that there is no God, but God [Allah]) settled in the Muslims' 

souls, the Prophet permits some kind of two dimensional pictures (Al-Qardhawi, 

1985).

4.3.4 The jurist theologians' (Ulamas') attitudes:

The opinion of the theologians (Ulama) is very important in the culture of Islam, and 

considered the third source after the Qur'an and the traditions (hadiths) of the Prophet 

Mohammad (pbuh). '[I]n most cases the Ulama converted the Koranic (Qur'anic) 

message and the hadith into rules of life and announced it through religious verdicts
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(legal opinions or fatwas)' (Soganci, 2005, p. 188), which means, if the Muslims face 

any unprecedented issue, they then seek the help of the Ulama, because they are 

knowledgeable and can find a solution by returning to the Qur'an and hadiths, which 

only they are qualified to do.

On the issue of figurative representation, since there is certainly no passage which 

forbids painting in the Qur'an, the jurist Ulama basically make their decisions or 

opinions on the lawfulness of figurative representation depending on the 

interpretations of the hadiths (traditions) that are related to the issue.

In this section I will separate the jurist theologians' attitude into four groups: the first 

group is those jurist Ulama who consider making figures of living beings to be 

absolutely permitted, whether it is in three or two dimensional form. The second 

group is those jurist Ulama who view the making of any image as absolutely 

prohibited, whether of a living being or not. The third group is those jurist Ulama 

who conclude that making figures of living beings is absolutely prohibited, whether 

in three or two dimensions, and making pictures of inanimate objects is absolutely 

permitted, whether in three or two dimensions. The fourth group is those jurist Ulama 

who consider that making figures of living beings in three dimensions is absolutely 

prohibited, but that making figures of living beings in two dimensions is permissible.

4.3.4.1 The first group:

Some of the jurist Ulama view the making of figures of living beings as absolutely 

permitted, whether it is in three or two dimensional form. This group have built their 

opinion based on two verses from the Qur'an, the first one is about the Prophet
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Solomon and the Jinn, with the Jinn 'fashioning for him whatsoever he would, places 

of worship, statues, porringers like water-troughs, and anchored cooking pots' (The 

Qur'an, Saba'a: 12-13). The second verse is about the Prophet Jesus when God sent 

Him to Israel with signs, which is 7 will create for you out of clay as the likeness of a 

bird; then I will breathe into it, and it will be a bird, by the leave of God' (The 

Qur'an, Al-Omran: 43) (Al-Qathat, 1987). Moreover, this group said that the 

prohibited figure is when you make an idol for worship; otherwise all figures are 

permitted (MAIA, 1988).

This group of jurist Ulama, such as the first group, is considered a minority, and the 

other jurist Ulama have rejected their interpretations of the passages above, on the 

grounds that the first passage indicates that God's favour to His Messenger Solomon 

is unique to him, and statues that the jinn made for Solomon were permissible in 

Solomon's Shari'a (law), but this permission is abrogated by Mohammad's Shari'a 

(Al-Asqalani, 1986). In other words, if Solomon's and Mohammad's Shari'a are 

equal, God would not send Mohammad with a new religion, which is Islam. 

Furthermore, the word 'statues' in the verse is quite confusing, it possibly refers to 

statues of inanimate beings, because 'statue' is used for both animate and inanimate 

beings (Al-Saboni, nd).

As for the second passage, it is clear that this passage is talking about the miracles or 

signs that God gave to Jesus, which is creating a bird from clay, and breathing into it; 

and these miracles or signs are special to Jesus by the leave of God, and there is no 

single indication that God gives general permission to make any kind of 

representations.
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Regarding the argument that the prohibited figure is that in the form of an idol and 

other figures are permitted, this does not appear to be based on a correct 

interpretation, because the Prophet (pbuh) did not specify "idol makers" in his 

hadiths, but said "painters (image makers)", which means all the makers of images of 

living beings.

This group of jurist Ulama do not therefore have strong evidence to support their 

opinions that making figurative representation is absolutely permissible, and because 

of that the majority of the Ulama have rejected their opinion.

4.3.4.2 The second group:

This group of jurist Ulama consider image making to be absolutely prohibited, 

whether of living beings or not, and whether of three or two dimensional form. This is 

the opinion of Mujahed, Al-Qurtobi, and one of the Hanbalite School (Al-Qathat, 

1987). However, Mujahed permits making an image of a tree that does not yield and 

prohibits making images of trees that yield. Al-Qadhi Eyadh says regarding 

Mujahed's opinion, 'no one said that except Mujahed' (cited in Al-Asqalani, 1986, p. 

505).

Mujahed formed his opinion from the Prophet's hadith, which is 'who would be more 

unjust than the one who tries to create the like of My creations? Let them create a 

grain: let them create a grant" (Al-Bukhari, 1997, p. 440, no. 5953). Al-Asqalani 

(1986) attempts to explain why Mujahed thinks that way, 7 think Mujahed when he 

heard that, 'Let them create a grain' he thought that means those trees that yield' (p. 

505).
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On the other hand, Al-Qurtobi (1952) views there to be a verse in the Qur'an that 

prohibits making any kind of images, which is:

'Or, who has created the heavens and the earth, and who sends you 
down rain from the sky? Yea, with it We cause to grow well-planted 
orchards full of beauty of delight: it is not in your power to cause the 
growth of the trees in them. (Can there be another) god beside Allah. 
Nay, they are a people who swerve from justice.' (The Qur'an, Al- 
Naml: 60)41

When interpreting this verse, Al-Qurtobi (1952) says, 'it can be concluded from this 

verse that making images of any kind, whether of living beings or not is prohibited.' 

(p. 222). Al-Qathat (1987) comments on Al-Qurtobi's opinion as such, 'when Al- 

Qurtobi said that, 'it can be concluded', that means, he is not sure that making 

images is absolutely prohibited' (p. 87).

This is the evidence that the second group relied on, but the majority of the jurist 

Ulama see that making images of inanimate beings, such as trees and the like, is 

absolutely permitted, as we will see when I discuss the third and fourth groups.

4.3.4.3 The third group:

This group of jurist Ulama consider making images of living beings, whether in three 

or two dimensional form to be absolutely prohibited, but making images of inanimate 

beings, whether of three or two dimensions, is absolutely permitted. This is the 

opinion of the Hanafite, Shafiite and Hanbalite Schools (MALA, 1988). Their opinion 

is clear from their interpretations of the Prophet's hadiths. It is clear that the leader of 

this group of Ulama is Alemam Al-Nawawi, since his opinion is quoted in different

The verse in Arabic is as follows:
)^ 1 ilrf ,-,!>£] AU &^ ili '&'•**•

^ ... .(60:J-i«)

104



hadith's books regarding the issue of making figurative representations. According to 

Al-Nawawi(1930):

'[O]ur friends and other Ulama hold that the painting of a picture of 
living things is strictly forbidden and is one of the great sins, because 
it is threatened with the grievous punishment as mentioned in the 
hadiths of the Prophet (see the first group of hadiths), whether it is 
intended for domestic use or not. So the making of it is forbidden 
under any circumstances, because it implies a likeness to God's 
creations, whether it is in a carpet, or in a coin, or in a vessel or on a 
wall' (Al-Nawawi, 1930, p. 81)

This is the opinion of Al-Nawawi on the issue, and many jurist Ulama agree with 

him. This group of jurist Ulama have built their opinion on the basis of the traditions 

of the Prophet (pbuh). The evidence they have relied on is presented below.

First, the hadith 'The people who will receive the severest punishment from Allah 

(The God) will be the picture-makers (almussawiron)' (Al-Bukhari, 1997, p. 439, no. 

5950), where God threatened the painters to be the most severely punished, which 

means, making images of living beings is prohibited (Al-Qathat, 1987). Al-Nawawi 

(1930) in interpreting this hadith said that, 'this hadith intends those painters who 

meant making figures of living beings to be worshipped, and those who make figures 

for anything else, in both cases making figures of living beings is prohibited' (p. 90). 

Al-Sayes (1953) agrees with Al-Nawawi that this hadith intends those painters who 

make figures of living beings.

The second piece of evidence is the hadith that Jibrel does not enter the Prophet's 

house (the third hadith in the second group in this text). Here I will present the other 

version of the same hadith, which is:

'Narrated Abu Hurairah, the Allah's Messenger (pbuh) said, 'Jibrel 
came to me and said: I came to you yesterday, and 1 could not enter 
your house, because there was a statue at your door, and a curtain
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(has pictures on it) in your house, and in your house there was a dog, 
so order the head of the statue to be cut, to became as a likeness of a 
tree, and order the curtain to be cut, and make of it two scorned 
cushions.' (Al-Termethi, nd, p. 106-107)42

In this hadith there is an indication that a three dimensional figure (statue) and a two 

dimensional figure (a curtain that has pictures) are both prohibited (Al-Qathat, 1987). 

Al-Alosi (1955) said regarding this hadith that, 'we do not distinguish between those 

images that cast a shadow (statues) and those images that do not cast a shadow such 

as those images painted on a paper or wall' (p. 440).

On the other hand, this group of jurist Ulama permits pictures of living beings in two 

dimensions, but on the condition that the picture must be cut and put to use, because 

in that way the picture will be scorned. Al-Nawawi (1930) says, 'if the picture was in 

a carpet that is trodden or cushion that is scorned, then it is permissible' (p. 81). This 

group has based this opinion on the hadith above, when Jibril told the Prophet to cut 

the curtain and make from it two cushions.

The third piece of evidence is the hadith that the angels do not enter a house in which 

there is a picture. While this hadith does not indicate any prohibition of making 

figures, the jurist Ulama of this group interpret this hadith to imply that making 

figures of living beings is prohibited, and, according to Ibn Al-Qayem (1984), the 

word 'picture' in the hadith means those pictures of living beings, whether of three or 

two dimensions.

42 The hadith in Arabic is as follows:
jjSl ji ̂ i.A-u ,jj ^jLJI ^i Ci£ gJl : JUa Jjj^a. <,JUi i^Uj Ut ^il j^ Jil Jj-j J*:J^ <^ ^1 c^j »j^> ^' i>

<sJS CuJI Jj (jl£j 4 JJU"AJS jlu, ?lja Cmll ^ o^J 'J^J11 J11^ ^ ̂  ̂  ̂  ̂  V! "^ ^^ ̂ iil ^' ̂  ̂^^ 
>' Ji'...]" 'u'^ oi^'u^J ̂  <-^J ̂ ^l'^ >JL. j-j ' j^JI <^ J^=^ jM^ MUlb ^ill Jlld! ^ij. >

.((^A.JSll oljj) [CluJtiJI
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The fourth piece of evidence is the hadith that ends with 'makes alive what you have 

created' (Al-Bukhari, 1997, p. 439, no. 5951), in this hadith the Prophet mentioned 

that the painter will be asked to breathe life into what he/she creates, and the 

breathing can not be for something that does not have a life, which means making 

figures of living beings is prohibited (Al-Qathat, 1987). Al-Shafe'ai (nd) says, 'the 

prohibited picture is that of things that have a life which is God's creation' (p. 182). 

Ibn Qudama (1981) says with regard to this hadith that 'making figures of living 

beings is prohibited because of this hadith' (p. 6).

This is the evidence that this group relied on to form their opinion about making 

figures of living beings.

As for making images of inanimate beings, this group of jurist Ulama consider this 

kind of image to be permissible, such as making images of trees, the sky, mountains, 

etc. Al-Nawawi (1930) aligns himself with the opinion of the Shafiite school in this 

regard by saying that, 'as for making an image of trees and anything that does not 

have a life is permissible, whether yield or not, and this is the opinion of the majority 

of the Ulama [...] and this is the opinion ofAl-Thawri, Malek, Abi Hanifa and others' 

(p. 81-82). Al-Kasani (nd) justifies why making an image of an inanimate being is 

permitted: the 'image of tree and alike is permitted because those who worship 

images do not worship images of inanimate beings' (p. 337). This group of jurist 

Ulama have formed their opinion in this regard based on the Ibn Abbas's hadith. The 

hadith was about the man who came to Ibn Abbas and asked him about making 

pictures (of living beings), then Ibn Abbas suggested him to make a picture of trees
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and everything that does not have a life (for the complete hadith see section 4.1, the 

introduction of this chapter).

After reviewing the opinion of this group, I can summarize their opinion about image 

making as follows:

a- Making images of living beings in the form of three dimensions is absolutely

prohibited, 

b- Making images of living beings in the form of two dimensions is prohibited,

except for those images used in a carpet and cushions, which is permitted, 

c- Making images of inanimate beings is absolutely permitted, whether in three 

or two dimensional form.

4.3.4.4 The fourth group:

This group of jurist Ulama see that making figures of living beings in the form of 

three dimensions to be absolutely prohibited, and the making of figures of living 

beings in two dimensional form to be permitted. This is the opinion of the Malekite 

School and Ibn Hamdan from the Hanbalite School (MAIA, 1988). In the Al-Sharh 

Al-Sager book from the Malekite School, Al-Darder (1972) states that, 'making 

figures of living beings in the form of three dimensions is prohibited by consensus[...] 

as for two dimensional ones it is not.' (p. 501). However, the Malekite School places 

conditions on making figures of living beings, which are:

a- The image must be in two dimensions, such as those on paper, wall or cloth; 

this school views that this kind of image is permitted with hate (MAIA, 1988).

b- The image must be of an incomplete figure, which means, the figure must 

lose one of its organs so that it can not live if it becomes real, such as cutting
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the head off the figure, making a hole in the chest of the figure, and so on 

(MAIA,1988; Al-Mardawi, 1956; Bin Mufleh, nd; Al-Jazeri, nd). 

c- The image must not be made from iron, copper, rock, wood and the like 

(MAIA, 1988).

On the other hand, Al-Qadhawi (1985) laces the following conditions on the making 

of two dimensional images:

a- The image must not be made for the purpose of worshipping, such as the cow

in the Hindu religion.

b- The image maker must not assimilate himself with the only creator, God. 

c- The image must not be for a famous person, such as kings, leaders, rulers and

so on.

d- The image must not violate Islamic morality. For example, the image must not 

be nude and so on (Al-Qardhawi, 1985).

This group of jurist Ulama have formed their opinion based on the Prophet's hadiths, 

which are:

First, the hadith 'except a design in a garment' (Al-Bukhari, 1997, p. 441, no. 5958). 

This hadith indicates that making two dimensional figures is permitted, whether on 

paper, clothes and walls, because 'garment' in the hadith means a two dimensional 

object (Al-Qardhawi, 1985). Ibn Al-Arabi says with regard to this hadith, 'there are 

four opinions, first, absolutely permitted from the hadith, second, absolutely 

prohibited even in a garment, third, if it is a complete figure prohibited and if it is an
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incomplete figure permitted, and this is the correct one, fourth, if it is scorned 

permitted and if it is hanged prohibited' (cited in Al-Qastalani, nd, p. 627).

On the other hand, a group of jurist Ulama (the third group) rejected the interpretation 

of this group with regard to this hadith: once when they claimed that it may be a 

picture of an inanimate being, and once when they claimed that this hadith is 

abrogated, as discussed previously in the hadith section. But this group of jurist 

Ulama (the third group) do not have strong arguments to support what they claim (see 

the third group of hadiths in hadith section).

Second, the hadith 'who would be more unjust than the one who tries to create the 

like of My creations? Let them create a grain: let them create a grant' (Al-Bukhari, 

1997, p. 440, no. 5953) (see the first group of hadiths in hadith section number 

4.3.3.1). This group of jurist Ulama argue that God did not create His creations in two 

dimensional shapes, He instead created them in three dimensional shapes, so this 

hadith intends those painters or sculptors who make figures in three dimensional 

form, not those who make two dimensional images or pictures (MAIA, 1988).

Third, the hadith 'remove it from my sight, for its pictures are still coming to my mind 

in my prayers (salat)' (Al-Bukhari, 1997, p. 442, no.5959) (see the third group of 

hadiths in hadith section number 4.3.3.3). This group of jurist Ulama do not consider 

this hadith to indicate any prohibition of making figurative representation in two 

dimensional forms, because the images in the curtain were two dimensional images. 

Al-Qardhawi (1985) says regarding this hadith that, 'the Prophet (pbuh) did not ask 

Aishah to cut the curtain; he instead asked here to remove it from his sight when he is
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praying' (p. 107), which means that this hadith implies that the Prophet (pbuh) hated 

to put images in prayer places so as not to distract those praying from their prayers.

After reviewing the opinion of this group of Ulama about making figurative 

representations, I can summarize their opinion as follows:

a- Making figures in three dimensional forms is absolutely prohibited.

b- Making complete figures in two dimensional forms is absolutely prohibited.

c- Making incomplete two dimensional figures, such as cutting off the head, 

making a hole in the chest of the figure, or making a body without a head, or a 

head without a body, is permitted under certain conditions, which are that the 

image must not be something that will be worshipped, must not be of a person 

that the people glorify, must not violate Islamic morality, and the image 

maker must not assimilate himself with God.

d- Making images of inanimate beings is absolutely permitted, whether in three 

or two dimensional form.

On the other hand, if this group of jurist Ulama consider making incomplete figures 

to be permitted, one can question whether making a portrait is in this case permitted 

(halal)? Al-Qardhawi (1985) in his book Al-Halal wa Al-Haram regarding how to 

judge if the picture (artwork) is permitted or not, argues that, 'Its (the picture) 

judgement does not become clear except if we looked into the image itself (p. 104).

After reviewing the opinion of four groups of jurist Ulama, it is clear that the first two 

groups do not have strong arguments to support their opinions. As for the second two 

groups, both agreed that making three dimensional figures of living beings is
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absolutely prohibited, and they disagree about the making of two dimensional figures, 

with the third group seeing it as prohibited and the fourth group as permitted under 

certain conditions. Both groups have based their opinions on authentic hadiths of the 

Prophet Mohammad (pbuh).

4.4 Photography:

Since this study is about exploring the boundaries of making two dimensional 

figurative artworks within Islamic law (shari'a), and photography produces two 

dimensional images, then it is necessary to understand what the attitude of Muslim 

scholars is toward photography.

Photography is a new phenomenon discovered in the nineteenth century (Wasel, 

2006). Photography did not exist in the time of the Prophet Mohammad (pbuh), in the 

time of his companions, and in the time when the jurisprudence (fiqh) schools 

developed. Therefore, it is impossible to find any opinions of the ancestor jurist 

Ulama regarding these kind of images, which has resulted in disagreement between 

the contemporary jurist Ulama on the issue of photography (Al-Tayar, 2003). Before 

reviewing the opinion of the contemporary jurist Ulama, I will first discuss the reason 

for the disagreement between them.

One of the main reasons for the disagreement between the jurist Ulama is that 

photography in Arabic is named "taswir", so for that reason some of the jurist Ulama 

think that photography is one of the taswir that the Prophet (pbuh) prohibits in his 

hadiths. Al-Saboni (nd) for instance says that, 'photography is one of taswir (image 

making) that the Prophet prohibits, because what the camera produces is called
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'sorah' (image), and the person who uses the camera is 'mussawir'(image maker)' 

(p. 29). It is clear from Al-Saboni's speech that some of the jurist Ulama prohibit 

photography because of its designation as 'taswir', that is, since photography is 

"taswir" and the Prophet prohibits "taswir", then photography is prohibited. Al-Booti 

(1996) in this regard said that, 'the relationship between photography and 'taswir' 

that is mentioned in the hadiths is the similarity of the names, but in reality there is a 

big difference between them' (p. 119).

Image making (taswir) that the Prophet (pbuh) prohibits intends those painters and 

sculptors who make images of living beings using their hands and abilities to draw 

images. As for photography, the photographer43 does not draw (make) the image, 

he/she rather takes an image. In fact, the Oxford dictionary (2006) defines 

photography as 'the taking and processing of photographs (pictures)' (p. 561).

In the Gulf countries (Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, etc.) in the past (around the 

1960's) they called photographs 'Akos' (reflections), which means, the photographer 

reflects their photo onto papers, and they called the photographer 'Akas' (reflector). 

In the opinion of Al-Booti (1996), 'this naming is better and more accurate than 

'sorah' (photograph) and 'mussawir' (photographer) to avoid the similarity of names 

with 'taswir' that the Prophet prohibits' (p. 178).

It is clear from the above that the similarity of the names is one of the reasons for the 

disagreement between the jurist Ulama. In the text ahead, I will reveal the opinions of 

the jurist Ulama. I have separated them into two groups, the first group is those jurist

43 Here I intend the ordinary photographer, the person who is able to take an image by using a camera, 
not the professional or contemporary photographers who see their work as "art-making".
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Ulama who view photography as prohibited. The second group is those jurist Ulama 

who consider photography to be permitted.

4.5 The attitude of contemporary jurist Ulama toward photography: 

4.5.1 The first group:

This group of jurist Ulama view photography as prohibited, and they are Mohammad 

Al-Ashaikh, Abdul Aziz Bin Baz, Mohammad Al-Albani, Mohammad Al-Saboni and 

others (Wasel, 2006).

The arguments that these jurist Ulama rely on are as follows:

a- Photography is one kind of taswir (image making), and the Prophet (pbuh) 

prohibits that in his hadiths, and these hadiths mean the generalization of the 

prohibition for all kinds of taswir. Bin Baz (1987) says that, 'the diversity of 

the way of making image and its tool does not require the change of the 

judgement' (p. 41). This means that if you make an image using your hands or 

using a camera the judgement is the same, which is the prohibition.

b- Paganism has entered the former nations by images, and the image was and is 

still worshipped instead of God, and some verses in the Qur'an indicate that 

(Al-Qathat, 1987).

c- The generalization of the prohibition of taswir (image making), whether 

painting or photography, is to take precautions against being at risk, because 

photography is a new phenomenon, and we do not know if it is halal or haram, 

so it is better to avoid it (Wasel, 2006).
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These are the arguments of this group of jurist Ulama. However, this group view 

photography to be permitted in the case of necessities. Alwan (2001) states that, 'if 

there is necessity of using anything prohibited, then this will be under the 

jurisprudential rule 'The necessities permit the prohibitions' (p. 66), which means 

photography is permitted in the case of medicine, geography, safety and so on (Al- 

Albani, nd). Bin Baz (1987) adds that, 'it is permitted to use photographs in passport 

and identity cards, because there is a need to know the persons' (p. 42).

4.5.2 The second group:

This group of jurist Ulama consider photography to be permitted, and they are 

Mohammad Al-Sayes, Mohammad Al-Sha'arawi, Yousef Al-Qardhawi, Mohammad 

Al-Othaimen, and others (Al-Qathat, 1987).

The arguments that these jurist Ulama have relied on are as follows:

a- Photography is permissible, because it is considered in the same way as 'a

design in a garment', as the exception which came in the Prophet (pbuh)

hadith (Al-Sayes, 1953). 

b- Photography is similar to the image that appears on mirrors, or in water, or on

any shiny surface. Abdul Khaleq (1994) says in relation to this, 'no one can

say that the image in the mirror is prohibited, and photography is the same'

(p. 14). 

c- In photography the photographer does not assimilate himself with the only

creator, God, he instead reflects God's creations on paper by using a camera.

Ibn Othaimen (2007) provides a good example that the photographer does not

assimilate God's creations, when he says that, 'If any person writes any thing
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on paper using his handwriting and another person takes this paper and 

photocopies it, then the people will refer to what is written on the paper to the 

first person, not the second one who photocopies it, this is the case with 

photography' (Ibn Othaimen website, 2007).

d- In photography, the photographer does not make any changes or modifications 

to the original figure (the God's creation), he instead reflects it on paper as it 

is (Al-Qathat, 1987) 44 .

These are the arguments of this group of jurist Ulama, and they place the following 

conditions on the photos:

a- The image must not be for worshipping or anything that relates to paganism, 

b- The image must not be of a person that the people glorify, such as kings,

leaders, rulers, film stars, and so on.

c- The image must not violate Islamic morality, for example, the image must not 

be nude and so on (Al-Qardhawi, 1985).

After reviewing the opinion of both groups, it is clear that the arguments of the 

second group are stronger than the first group, where photography is completely 

different in comparison with painting. I believe that no one can imagine the world 

without images, as images are the easiest way to understand everything around us.

4.6 Summary:

Islam has developed a hostile attitude toward figurative representation, especially 

those of three dimensional forms, whereby the Qur'an places absolute prohibition on

44 Here the author means the nature of photography, which is taking and printing the image as the 
photographer takes it, and not the process of producing the image and modifying it by using Photoshop 
software for example.
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worshipping idols instead of worshipping God. While the Qur'an does not prohibit 

the act of making figures, in the tradition of the Prophet Mohammad (pbuh), the 

prohibition is clear in different hadiths. The attitude of Islam began from the 

Prophet's war against idolatry and images when he conquered Makkah and destroyed 

all the idols and images that he found. The Prophet pronounced different hadiths on 

the issue of figurative representation. From the hadiths it is clear that the Islamic 

attitude toward figurative representation passed through three stages. The first stage is 

threatening the painter that he will be most severely punished. It is obvious that at the 

beginning of Islam the Prophet prohibits making figures of living beings (in three and 

two dimensional forms), because idols and pictures were actively worshipped instead 

of God. The second stage is the hatred of using pictures in the house, because the 

angels will not enter it. In the final stage, when monotheism (believing that there is no 

God, but God [Allah]) was settled in the Muslims' souls, the Prophet permits some 

kinds of two dimensional pictures.

All the jurist Ulama agreed that making three dimensional figures of living beings is 

absolutely prohibited. However, they disagreed on the making of two dimensional 

figures, because of some hadiths of the Prophet (pbuh). Some of them view it to be 

prohibited and the others consider it to be permitted under certain conditions. Both 

have based their opinions on authentic hadiths.

As photography is a new phenomenon that did not exist in the time of the Prophet 

(pbuh) and in the time of the previous jurist Ulama, the contemporary jurist Ulama 

disagreed on its lawfulness in Islam. Some of them consider it one of the kinds of 

taswir that the Prophet prohibited, and the others view it as permitted, whereby it is

17



seen as different from the taswir (painting and sculpturing) that the Prophet 

mentioned in his hadiths.

While it is clear that the issue of figurative representation is controversial in Islam, 

many Muslim caliphs either used images of living beings or allowed the production 

of figurative art in their time and lands. In the next chapter I will discuss why these 

caliphs committed such acts.
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Chapter Five 

The use of images in the Muslim world

5.1 Introduction:

In chapter four I reviewed the attitude of Islam toward figurative representation, 

whereby the three sources of Islamic knowledge were discussed and examined: the 

Qur'an, the Prophet's hadiths, and the opinion of Muslim jurist theologians (Ulama). 

It became clear that Islam has developed a hostile attitude toward idols and images 

and the making of them, especially, the figures of living beings in three dimensional 

forms, which the majority of jurist Ulama view as prohibited in Islam. However, the 

jurist Ulama disagreed on the lawfulness of making figures in two dimensional forms. 

Some of them consider it to be prohibited, and the others view it as permitted under 

certain "conditions". While Islam has prohibited figurative representation, or to be 

precise, Islam prohibits the making of some kinds of figurative representation, much 

figurative art is found in Muslim lands. So it is important to understand why this 

occurs. In this chapter, the focus of the text is on responding to the question: why are 

there figurative artworks in Muslim lands while Islam prohibits it?

5.2 The use of images and sculptures in Muslim lands:

Islam arose in the west of the Arabian Peninsula (particularly in Makkah) in the 

seventh century AD. By the early eighth century, the Muslim empire had expanded, 

when the Arab armies carried Islam eastwards as far as India, and westwards as far as 

Spain, and from Asia-Minor in the north to Yemen in the south (Mohammad, 1995) 

(fig. 14, p. 121). The Muslim nation created over the centuries (from the seventh to 

eighteenth centuries at least) and particularly during the golden age, a towering and 

brilliant civilization. The unity of such civilization lies in the Muslims' magnificent
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accomplishments in every field of education, science, technology, as well as art (Al- 

Sayegh, 1998).

In the Muslim lands, Muslims and non-Muslims produced artworks known as Islamic 

art. Wijdan Ali (1999) defines Islamic art as,

'any artistic manifestation created by a Muslim or non-Muslim artist 
that adheres to Islamic aesthetics, principles, and concepts, and that is 
created for spiritual, intellectual, and physical usage of enjoyment of 
Muslims or non-Muslims living within the sphere of Islamic thought 
and civilization'(Ali, 1999, p. 13)

Islamic art took the form of calligraphy, geometrical designs, and floral designs (as it 

is in mosques and religious buildings). There is also a certain amount of figural art 

found in Muslim lands (Michell, 1995), particularly in the decoration of early Muslim 

palaces, which were plentifully ornamented with paintings and sculptures containing 

figures of living beings (Pancaroglu, 2000), such as Qasr Al-Hair, Qusayr Amra, and 

Khirbat Al-Mafjar (see fig. 15-19, p. 122-126). All are private monuments for the 

restricted usage and enjoyment by Muslim caliphs (Grabar, 1973).
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Fig. 14: Map of Muslim empire (Brill, 1981, p. 5)
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Fig. 15: Wall-painting of huntsman from the palace of Qasr Al-Hair, Syria, c. 728 

(Al-Bahnaci, 1986, p. 485).
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Fig. 16: Wall-painting of some animal figures from the palace of Qusayr Amra, 

Jordan, 124- 43 (Al-Bahnaci, 1986, p. 486).
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Fig. 17: Wall-painting of a man from the palace of Qusayr Amra, Jordan, 724- 43 

(Al-Booti, 1996, p. 119).
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Fig. 18: Mosaic floor from the bath of the palace of Khirbat Al-Mafjar, Jericho 

(Ariha), Palestine, c. 743 (Al-Bahnaci, 1986, p. 487).
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Fig. 19: Statue of Al-Waled Ibn Yazed c. 743 from the palace of Khirbat Al-Mafjar, 

Jericho (Ariha), Palestine (Tayyib, 2005, Hukam website).

126



Not only were the palaces decorated with images, but the images can also be found in 

manuscripts (fig.20, p. 132), coins (fig. 21, p. 133), and in the form of sculpture (fig. 

22, p. 134) in the Muslim world. In later centuries (around the eighteenth century) 

Muslim artists produced other kinds of figures, which are considered non-realistic 

figures, by using Arabic calligraphy (fig. 23-25, p. 135-136).

These figurative arts produced in the Muslim world made the scholars or the 

historians of Islamic art confused, as they asked themselves: 'When did the ban on 

representation of living figures [...] arise?' (Rice, 1965, p. 17), and if the prohibition 

was in the time of the Prophet Mohammad (pbuh), why do some Muslim caliphs used 

images in their palaces, or why do they allowed the production of figurative artworks 

in their time and lands?

In response to the first question, it was clear from the previous chapter (chapter 4), 

when I discussed the origins of the prohibition of figurative representation in Islam, 

that the prohibition dates from the time of the Prophet Mohammad (pbuh), and this 

was clear from his hadiths, such as 'The people who will receive the severest 

punishment from Allah (The God) will be the picture-makers (almussawiron)', which 

means that Islam developed a "hostile" attitude toward figurative representation from 

the time when the Prophet (pbuh) conquered Makkah and his war against idols and 

images that were worshipped in Makkah and the cities around it.

As for the second question, which is why Muslim caliphs used images in their 

palaces, or why they allowed the production of figurative artworks in their time and 

lands while Islam prohibits such a thing?
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Since there is a lack of Arabic literature in this regard, I interviewed the Muslim jurist 

scholars to ask them about this issue in order to understand why this happened. I 

interviewed four Sunni Muslim jurist scholars (MJSA, MJSB, MJSC, & MJSD) from 

Kuwait and asked them the question above.

It was clear from their responses that they were not sure why Muslim caliphs used 

images in their palaces, because of the lack of literature, but they gave four 

possibilities about these deeds based on the life history of the caliphs.

As the first possibility, the interviewee MJSA said that some of the caliphs had not 

received the whole religious knowledge or the Prophet's traditions (hadiths), because 

they were in lands that were far from Islam's centre (Makkah), where the Prophet's 

Companions and their followers who were considered to be his inner circle knew 

every deed and saying pronounced by the Prophet (pbuh) 45 . Creswell (2002) in this 

regard notes that it is obvious that the prohibition mentioned in the hadiths of the 

Prophet (pbuh) had not yet been "formulated" at the time when the figurative 

artworks of caliph palaces were executed around the middle of the eighth century (p. 

106). Interviewee MJSA gave an example showing that some Muslim caliphs had not 

received the whole Prophet's utterances, saying that,

'When Abdullah Ibn Al-Zubair became ruler of Al-Hejaz (west 

Arabian Peninsula), he tore down the Kaaba (the holy house) and 
rebuilt it in the Prophet Abraham's bases, because he heard a hadith 

from Aisha that the Prophet (pbuh) said, 'if my people (Muslims) were 
not new to Islam, I would tear down the Kaaba and rebuild it in the 

Prophet Abraham's bases, then Abdul Malek Ibn Marwan (the Muslim 

caliph at that time) came to Al-Hejaz and he did not know about this 

hadith and thought that Abdullah Ibn Al-Zubair did it from his mind, 

then he tore down the Kaaba and rebuilt it as it was, then after he

45 As some Islamic art historians assumed (Rice, 1965; Creswell, 2002; & Grabar, 1973).
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heard the hadith said, 'if I had known that there was a hadith of the 

Prophet in this regard I would not have torn down the Kaaba'.

As the second possibility, three of the interviewees (MJSA, MJSB, & MJSC) agreed 

that it could be due to the negative aspects of some caliphs, where some caliphs did 

not commit fully to the religion and they were guilty of immorality and violation of 

Islamic law (Shari'a). Interviewee MJSA as an example said that Abdul Malek Ibn 

Marwan was Muslim scholar (Alim singular of Ulama), but when he became caliph 

he discontinued being Muslim scholar, so maybe the use of images in his period is a 

result of his not being a very religious person. On the other hand, interviewee MJSC 

said that, 'not all Muslims are committed to Islamic teaching or rules, Muslims could 

commit heresies because of their immoralities'. In tune with interviewee MJSC, 

interviewee MJSB said that the caliph Omar Ibn Abdul Aziz was committed to 

Islamic teaching, but other caliphs who came after him from Umayyad were not, and 

some of them drank wine which Islam prohibits. As Arnold (1965) states in his book 

"Painting in Islam", the majority of the Umayyad caliphs and their court's members 

were famous for ignoring the prohibitions of religion, and the figurative work of 

Qusaiyr Amra may be taken as an example of their encouragement of pictorial art. 

Not only did the Umayyad caliphs disregard the prohibition of figures, but there is 

also evidence that in the Abbasid period the same thing happened.

The third possibility on which the interviewees MJSA & MJSD agreed is that some of 

the caliphs viewed these kinds of images as permitted. But this possibility is 

somewhat incorrect for two reasons. First, statues of living beings are displayed in 

the caliphs' palaces while the majority of jurist Ulama prohibit these kinds of figures, 

which are three dimensional figures, as discussed in the previous chapter (see chapter
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4). Second, complete two-dimensional figures of living beings are on display in the 

caliphs' palaces, such as wall-paintings. However, there are two opinions of the jurist 

Ulama about this: first the jurist Ulama who see these kinds of figures as absolutely 

prohibited, second, the jurist Ulama who permit the making of these kinds of figures, 

but under conditions, such as that the figure must be incomplete, which means the 

majority of the jurist Ulama prohibit these kinds of figures that are found in the 

caliphs' palaces.

As the fourth and final possibility, the interviewee MJSA said that these images were 

not there at the time of the caliphs, but someone made them after their death, or the 

images were there before they lived in the palaces and it was hard for them to remove 

them. Al-Booti (1996) commented with regard to the character of the images found in 

the palaces that the images which were painted on the wall of the palaces are 

Sassanian and Hellenistic in their characteristics, and not Arabian, which means that 

the artists who made these images were not Arab artists.

Since the architecture of the palaces is Islamic in its style, that means they were built 

at the time of the Muslim empire, i.e. at the time of the Muslim caliphs, so for that 

reason it seems more likely that the caliphs of that time used non-Muslim artists to 

paint these images, rather than saying that the images were there before they lived in 

the palaces.

After reviewing the four possibilities of why Muslim caliphs used images in their 

palaces, whether three or two dimensional figures of living beings, or why they 

allowed the making of them in their time and under their supervision, it is clear that
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the first two possibilities are quite reasonable, which are, it may be that the utterances 

of the Prophet Mohammad (pbuh) about making figurative representations were not 

formulated at the time when these palaces were built, or it may be that the Muslim 

caliphs disregarded the prohibition of making figurative representation for their 

enjoyment.

Interviewee MJSD concluded that the use of figures of living beings by Muslim 

caliphs or their permission to make images of living beings is not an argument for 

Muslims to do the same. The attitude of Islam towards making figurative 

representation is clear, and Muslims should follow what the Prophet (pbuh) said and 

his Companions after him, and not follow the actions of individual Muslims, even if 

they were kings or caliphs.

5.3 Summary:

In this chapter I have discussed why some Muslim caliphs used images of living 

beings in their palaces from the point of view of Kuwaiti Muslim jurist scholars and 

based on the life history of the caliphs. The jurist Ulama suggested four possibilities 

for why this happened. It was obvious that two of the possibilities are more 

convincing than the other two, which are that the Prophet's utterances may not have 

been formulated to reach all Muslim lands, or that this may have been the negative 

aspect of some Muslim caliphs.

In the next chapter I am going to talk about the attitude of present-day Muslim jurist 

scholars (Ulama) toward figurative representation to gain a fuller picture about the 

attitude of Islam in general, in the past and present.
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Fig. 20: Maqamat Al-Hareri manuscript - Ramla, Muslim's caravan in their way to 

Makkah, the artist is Al-Waseti, Baghdad c. 1237 (Al-Bahnaci, 1986, p. 494).
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Fig. 21: Samples of Umayyad coins has a picture of the caliph Abdul Malek Ibn 

Marwan on it, around c. 693 - 697 (Tayyib, 2005, Hukam website).
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Fig. 22: Statue of Ibex made of bronze from Madinate Al-Zahraa, tenth century, 

Madrid Museum (Al-Bahnaci, 1986, p. 559).
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Fig. 23: A human face made of Arabic letters, unknown artist, Turkey, nineteenth 

century (Schimmel, 1984, p. 142).

Fig. 24: Quranic verse containing prayers is written in the form of person praying, 

unknown artist, Turkey (Al-Shami, 1990, p. 208).
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Fig. 25: 'In the name of God, Most Gracious, Most Merciful' is written in the form of 

a bird, unknown artist, Turkey (Schimmel, 1984, p. 111).
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Chapter Six 

The attitude of contemporary Kuwaiti Sunni Muslim jurist scholars toward

figurative representation 

6.1 Introduction:

In chapter four, three sources of religious knowledge were discussed and examined 

regarding the issue of figurative representation, namely, The Qur'an, the traditions 

(hadiths) of the Prophet Mohammad, and the opinions of the Muslim jurist 

theologians (Ulama). It was clear that the Qur'an does not prohibit making figures of 

living beings; what was found is the prohibition of worshipping idols. However, in 

the traditions (hadiths) of the Prophet Mohammad, there were several hadiths 

pronounced by him regarding figurative representation. In some of the hadiths (see 

the first group of hadiths in chapter 4), the prohibition was clear and directed to the 

painter, some of them reflected the fact that the Prophet hated to use images in his 

own house (see the second group of hadiths in chapter 4), while other hadiths gave 

permission for some kinds of figures (see the third group of hadiths in chapter 4). As a 

result of different utterances from the Prophet (pbuh) regarding the issue, the previous 

jurist Ulama disagreed on the lawfulness and unlawfulness of figurative 

representation (see chapter 4). Some of them developed hostile attitudes toward 

making figures of living beings; and some of them permitted making some kinds of 

figures.

Since there was disagreement between the previous jurist Ulama, it was important to 

interview the contemporary Muslim jurist scholars (Ulama) to understand if this 

attitude of hostility still existed in the modern era or not. In other words, if the 

contemporary Muslim jurist Ulama had changed their attitude because in the
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contemporary world it was clearly understood that worshipping idols and images is 

prohibited in Islam, especially in the Sunni doctrine, and therefore, making figurative 

artworks could just be for other purposes and not for worship.

In this regard, I interviewed four well-known Sunni Muslim jurist scholars in Kuwait 

(MJSA, MJSB, MJSC, & MJSD) in order to understand the attitude of Islam in the 

contemporary world toward figurative representation.

6.2 The attitude of contemporary Kuwaiti Muslim jurist scholars toward 

figurative representation:

In 2007, I conducted interviews with well-known Kuwaiti Sunni Muslim jurist 

scholars and asked them about the issue of figurative representation in Islam. In the 

following text, I analysed the responses of these Kuwaiti Muslim jurist scholars to 

each question.

The first question that was asked to the Muslim jurist scholars was: 'What is Islam's 

attitude toward figurative representation?' All the interviewees agreed that Islam had 

developed a hostile attitude toward figurative representation and that was clear from 

the war of the Prophet Mohammad (pbuh) against idols and images when he 

conquered Makkah. At that time, the Prophet ordered his companions to destroy all 

the idols and images in the Kaaba and around it, because those idols and images were 

worshipped by the Arabs of the Arabian Peninsula in the pre-Islamic period, instead 

of worshipping God. Interviewee MJSD said that, 'In the Qur'an the prohibition of 

worshipping idols is clear, where the Qur'an pointed out , 'O believers, wine and 

games of chance and statues and divining arrows are an abomination of Satan's
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handiwork; then avoid it.' Interviewee MJSB said with regard to worshipping idols, 

'Islam developed a hostile attitude toward worshipping idols, in Islam the direction 

and intention of the act of worshipping must be to the only God (Allah)'.

The Muslim jurist scholars were then asked: 'What is the point of view of Islam 

toward "making" figurative representation?' All of the interviewees agreed that Islam 

prohibits making three dimensional figures of living beings in order to protect 

Muslims from returning to paganism. Interviewee MJSC argued that the prohibition 

of worshipping idols in the Qur'an indicates that making idols (statues) in three 

dimensional form is forbidden. He continued to say, 'the idols that were worshipped 

in pre-Islamic period were sculptures of living beings, whether human or animal, 

which means making three dimensional figures is absolutely forbidden in Islam'. All 

of the interviewees mentioned that all the previous jurist Ulama from different 

Muslim Schools view the making of three dimensional figures of living beings to be 

absolutely forbidden.

As for making two dimensional figures, all the interviewees mentioned that there was 

disagreement between the previous jurist Ulama about making two dimensional 

figures, with some of the jurist Ulama seeing it as prohibited to make such figures, 

and this is the opinion of Al-Shafiite, Al-Hanafite and some of Al-Hanbalite Schools. 

Interviewee MJSA argued that, 'the Shafiite School developed a hostile attitude 

toward making figures of living beings, where this school prohibits making either 

three or two dimensional figures, and is considered the most rigorous school of all'. 

This group of jurist Ulama have formed their opinion on the basis of the Prophet's 

traditions (hadiths), such as 'The people who will receive the severest punishment
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from Allah (The God) will be the picture-makers', and 'who would be more unjust 

than the one who tries to create the like of My creations? Let them create a grain: let 

them create a grant'.

On the other hand, there is another group of jurist Ulama who see making complete 

two dimensional figures as prohibited; however, making incomplete two dimensional 

figures is permitted under one condition, which is, the figure must lose one of its 

organs so that it can not live if it becomes real, such as cutting the head off the figure, 

making a hole in the chest of the figure, making the head of the figure without the 

remaining body, and so on. This is the opinion of Al-Malekite and some of Al- 

Hanbalite Schools. These schools permit making incomplete figures of living beings 

because of the Prophet's hadith 'those who make these pictures will be punished on 

The Day of Resurrection, and it will be said to them, 'Make alive what you have 

created'. This group of jurist Ulama believed that the breathing soul can not be 

applied to an incomplete body, so the clause 'Make alive what you have created' 

intends those painters who make complete two dimensional figures of living beings. 

From this perspective, this group of jurist Ulama permit making incomplete figures. 

Moreover, this group consider the Prophet's hadith "Except a design in a garment?' 

(see chapter 4 for complete hadith) to indicate that making incomplete two 

dimensional figures is permitted, whether on paper, clothes or walls, because 

'garment' in the hadith means a two dimensional object. Interviewee MJSD argued 

that, 'the Malekite School is considered the easiest school in their attitude toward 

making two dimensional figures of living beings'. In commenting on the opinion of 

the Malekite School, interviewee MJSB said, 'in my opinion, if the artist makes two 

dimensional figures of living beings viewed from behind, then in this case it will be
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permitted, because the figure here looks like a solid body without the appearance of 

the figure's face, and the judgement will be the same when the artist makes an image 

of a tree, where all the jurist Ulama agreed on its lawfulness'.

Interviewees MJS A & MJSC agreed that the reasons behind the prohibition of making 

figures of living beings are, first, the aggression against attributes and acts specialized 

for God by the painter. Second, the images were and still are a means of glorifying 

others instead of God.

In the interview, the Muslim jurist scholars were asked: 'Can a Muslim follow one 

school of the four schools? In other words, can a Muslim follow the opinion of the 

Malekite School in this issue?' All of the interviewees agreed that the Muslim can not 

follow a specific school, but rather the Muslim should follow the truth and what 

comes from the Qur'an, the traditions of the Prophet, and the consensus of the 

Prophet's companions. However, the Muslim needs to understand the Qur'an and the 

Prophet's traditions through the Ulama, because they are the key of knowledge, and 

they can raise our understanding by interpreting the Qur'an and the traditions, as it is 

hard for ordinary Muslims to understand them without interpretations. Interviewee 

MJSA said with regard to following the opinion of one of the four schools, 'the Emam 

Ahmad Ibn Hanbale (the leader of Hanbalite School) said that, 'who follows the 

permits will become infidel' which means, if the Muslim follows the permits of each 

Alim (singular of Ulama) on specific issues, then after that this Muslim will gather all 

the permits, and then consequently he will be out of the Islamic religion'. On the other 

hand, interviewees MJSA & MJSD agreed that, if it is hard for a Muslim to track all 

the Ulama's utterances on all religious matters, then the Muslim can imitate the whole
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doctrine (School), which means, if the Muslim wants to follow the opinion of the Al- 

Malekite School on the issue of figurative representation, then he should follow the 

opinion of the same school in all religious matters.

The next question that was asked to the jurist Ulama was: 'In the contemporary world 

it is understood that the Muslims should worship only God (Allah), especially on the 

part of the Sunni, and make figures of living beings just for other purposes such as art, 

so is the Islamic attitude toward figurative representation still the same as in the 

past?'. All the interviewees agreed that in the time of the Prophet Mohammad and 

before his death on his last pilgrimage (hajj), the religion of Islam was perfected, and 

this is clear from the verse of the Qur'an 'This day have 1 perfected your religion for 

you, completed My favour upon you, and have chosen for you Islam as your religion' 

(The Qur'an, Al-Maedah: 3)46 , which means, this religion is appropriate for every 

time and place and must not change, and Muslims should follow it whether in the past 

or present. Interviewee MJSC added that, 'you can find in the present day some 

people who are still worshipping idols and images as in India and China, for 

example, which means the issue of idolatry still exists'.

Then the jurist Ulama were asked: 'Why were there different hadiths pronounced by 

the Prophet (pbuh) on the issue of figurative representation, whereby in some of the 

hadiths the prohibition is clear and direct to the painter, some of them reflect that the 

Prophet hated to use images in his house, and others give permission for some kind of 

figures. In your opinion what does this indicate?' All the interviewees agreed that

46 The verse in Arabic is as follows:
f*vjjjk All? Ola $3 jjji^ j£ A^'-iL. J* jliii <>3%> f^P
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they do not know why there were different hadiths on the issue. What they do know is 

that all the hadiths are authentic, so for that reason we (Muslims) must accept them 

all. Interviewee MJSB said that, if we knew, for example, that the hadith 'The people 

who will receive the severest punishment from Allah (The God) will be the picture- 

makers ' was the last hadith pronounced by the Prophet (pbuh) on the issue, then we 

can assert that making any kind of figures of living beings are absolutely prohibited. 

Actually the problem is that we do not know the date of each hadith, or which hadith 

was the last hadith, which is why we find disagreement between the jurist Ulama 

about the lawfulness and unlawfulness of figurative representation: some of them see 

the making of figures of living beings, whether of three or two dimensions, to be 

absolutely forbidden because of threatening hadiths, and some of them consider 

making incomplete two dimensional figures of living beings to be permitted because 

of the other hadiths. Interviewee MJSD argued that it is possible that at the beginning 

of Islam, when many people were worshipping idols and images, the Prophet 

developed a hostile attitude toward images and the making of them; however, when 

Islamic religion settled in the Muslims' soul, the Prophet permitted some kind of 

images.

The interviewees then were asked: 'What is your interpretation of the Prophet's 

hadith, when Aishah cut the curtain that had pictures on it, and made from it two 

cushions for the Prophet to use? Or what does this hadith indicate?'. All of the jurist 

Ulama agreed that this hadith indicates that the Prophet permits the use of images if 

they are in objects for use, such as cushions, carpets, coins and so on, because in this 

hadith when Aishah cut the curtain and made two cushions out of it for the Prophet to 

use, the Prophet did not say anything to Aishah. Interviewee MJSA added that, 'the
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angels do not enter a house in which there is a picture that is hanged on the wall, and 

they do enter a house if the picture is disrespected'.

As for the question: 'What is your interpretation of the Prophet's hadith 'except a 

design in a garment'? Or what does this hadith indicate?', all of the interviewees 

agreed that there is disagreement between the previous jurist Ulama regarding this 

hadith. Interviewee MJSA said that, some of the jurist Ulama consider the clause 

'except a design in a garment' to mean those pictures of inanimate beings such as 

trees, mountains, and so on, and this is the opinion of the Shafiite School, or the 

Prophet intends those pictures of living beings that are used as carpets or cushions. 

Interviewee MJSD said that some of the jurist Ulama interpret this clause to mean 

those pictures of incomplete figures of living beings, and because of this hadith, the 

Malekite School permits the making of incomplete figures of living beings. 

Interviewee MJSC, on the other hand, said that some of the jurist Ulama consider this 

hadith to be abrogated by the other hadiths of the Prophet, but actually they do not 

have strong evidence for what they claim.

The interviewees were then asked: 'If Islam prohibits making realistic figures because 

the artist assimilates himself with the only creator (God), what about making non- 

realistic figures of living beings, such as caricatures, strange creatures, and such like?' 

Two of the interviewees (MJSC & MJSD) agreed that making non-realistic figures of 

living beings is permitted. Interviewee MJSB viewed making either realistic or non- 

realistic figures as forbidden, and the judgement is the same. Interviewee MJSA said, 

'we can not judge if making these kinds of figures is permitted or not, so for that 

reason I think it is better if the artist avoids making them'. All the interviewees agreed
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that if the artist makes non-realistic figures of humans and he/she intends specific 

persons by it, then this would be a great sin, because Islam prohibits ridiculing others 

by changing their form, as happens in caricatures.

In the interview, the jurist Ulama were asked: 'What is your opinion about making 

non-realistic figures of living beings by using Arabic calligraphy, such as those 

artworks produced by Muslim artists in the nineteenth century?' All of the 

interviewees agreed that contemporary artists should be discouraged from producing 

artworks in the way that the previous Muslim artists did, and this is because they used 

Qur'anic verses and the Prophet's tradition to make figures of living beings. They (the 

jurist Ulama) emphasized that Muslim artists must not use Qur'anic verses for art 

purposes: the Qur'an is the Words of God and must be respected. Interviewees MJSA 

& MJSB argued that when Islam prohibits making figures of living beings, Muslim 

artists direct their creativity in developing wonderful calligraphies and geometrical 

and floral ornamentations, and one can consider that to be the positive aspect of the 

prohibition of making figures.

The next question that was asked to the jurist Ulama was: 'What about using a 

computer, for example, in making two dimensional figures instead of using hands 

directly?' All of the interviewees agreed that using a computer in making figures of 

living beings is the same, whether the artist uses brushes or pixels. The diversity of 

the tools that the artist uses to make figures does not mean that the judgement will be 

different, in all cases the judgement is the same.
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The jurist Ulama were also asked: 'What is your point of view towards photography 

as a kind of two dimensional image?' All of the jurist Ulama agreed that photography 

is a new phenomenon that did not exist in the time of the Prophet (pbuh) and in the 

time of the previous jurist Ulama, so for that reason one will find disagreement 

between the contemporary jurist Ulama. For them (the interviewees) photography is 

permissible, as in photography the photographer does not make an image, but rather 

he/she takes an image. Interviewee MJSA added, 'if you can avoid it is better'. 

Interviewees MJSA, MJSB & MJSC gave an example of why photography is 

permissible, saying that photography is like a reflection that happens in a mirror, 

water, or on any shiny surfaces, and no one can prohibit the use of mirrors. The 

difference is that in the case of the mirror the image will disappear when the person 

moves it from his sight, and in the case of photography the image will still be on the 

paper. Interviewee MJSC added that in photography the photographer does not 

assimilate himself with God, he/she rather reflects God's creation on paper by using a 

camera. He/she only chooses the right position and the right angle to take the picture. 

Moreover, the photographer47 does not need the abilities that the painter needs to 

create an image of a living being, which means, in photography any one can take a 

picture.

Interviewee MJSB argued that, 'In Kuwait in the past when I was young, people 

called photographs "Akos" (reflections) and the photographer "Akas" (reflector), in 

my opinion these names are better to avoid the similarity in the names with the 

prohibited image mentioned in the Prophet's hadiths'.

47 Here the interviewee intends ordinary photographers.
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Interviewees MJSB & MJSC agreed that images (photographs) are very important and 

it is the culture of the modern era, and every field can benefit from it, such as 

education, medicine, the media and even the Islamic mission, and also argued that to 

see is better than to hear, whereby one image can expresses what a hundred words can 

not.

On the other hand, all the interviewees agreed that there are conditions for the use of 

photographs, which are, first, the image must not be for worshipping or anything that 

relates to paganism. Second, the image must not be of a person whom people glorify, 

such as kings, leaders, rulers, and so on. Third, the image must not violate Islamic 

morality, for example, the image must not be nude, and so on.

6.3 Summary:

This chapter has addressed the attitude of today's Kuwaiti Muslim jurist scholars. 

Obviously, there are no differences between the previous and contemporary jurist 

Ulama in their attitude and point of view toward figurative representation. From the 

responses of the contemporary jurist Ulama, it is clear that their recent verdicts on the 

issue are based on the old opinions pronounced by the previous jurist Ulama, 

especially, on the issue of making figures (painting, drawing, etc). As for 

photography, the contemporary jurist Ulama can produce verdicts by discussing its 

nature as a new technology that produces images, because it is a contemporary 

phenomenon, which was not discovered at the time when the Muslim Schools were 

established.
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After reviewing the points of view of the previous jurist Ulama in chapter four and 

contemporary Kuwaiti jurist Ulama about the lawfulness and unlawfulness of 

figurative representation in Islam, in the next chapter I will describe how I developed 

two dimensional figurative artworks based on my understanding of the boundaries 

that the jurist Ulama set.
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Chapter Seven

The development of the artworks 

7.1 Introduction:

In the previous chapter I have analysed data collected from the first interviews with 

the contemporary jurist Ulama in Kuwait about their points of view regarding the 

lawfulness and unlawfulness of figurative representation in Islam. It was clear from 

their responses that their recent verdicts on the issue are based on the old opinions 

pronounced by the previous jurist Ulama, such as Al-Shafiite, Al-Hanbalite and Al- 

Malekite. Almost all contemporary Kuwaiti Muslim jurist scholars are quoting the old 

verdicts and following their merits, especially on the issue of making figures of living 

beings, and I think that is because of the difficulty of producing a new verdict that 

conflicts with previous jurist Ulama's opinions. This is because it is believed (at least 

by the Kuwaiti jurist Ulama) that no one can be more knowledgeable than those 

previous jurist Ulama. Also, the contemporary Muslim jurist scholars fear that 

producing wrong verdicts will consequently lead people into committing sins. For 

example, if the contemporary jurist Ulama were to permit the making of figures of 

living beings, and many Muslim artists followed their opinion and made such figures, 

then the jurist Ulama would be responsible for the sins that the artists committed on 

the Day of Judgement if their opinions were, in fact, wrong.

On the other hand, the contemporary jurist Ulama can produce verdicts regarding 

contemporary phenomenon such as photography, which was not discovered at the 

time when the Muslim Schools were established, and the issue was not discussed, so 

the contemporary scholars can develop their opinion about it by discussing the nature
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of this new technology that produces images, and how these images are different from 

those mentioned in the Prophet's hadiths.

Having reviewed the point of view of the previous and contemporary jurist Ulama 

about the lawfulness and unlawfulness of figurative representation in Islam, in this 

chapter I shall describe how I developed two dimensional figurative artworks based 

on my understanding of the boundaries that the jurist Ulama set. This process was 

considered preparation for a second round of interviews with the Kuwaiti 

contemporary Muslim jurist scholars to explore what exactly are the boundaries of 

making two dimensional figurative artworks within Islamic law.

I developed sixteen artworks and I separated them into three sets, the first set (6 

artworks) was developed in order to examine in which form the incomplete realistic48 

figure of living beings is permissible. I developed these artworks because it was clear 

form the point of view of the jurist Ulama that there is disagreement about making 

two dimensional figures of living beings. Some of the jurist Ulama from the Al- 

Shafiite, Al-Hanafite and some of the Al-Hanbalite Schools see making such figures 

as forbidden. However, the jurist Ulama from the Al-Malekite and some of the 

Hanbalite Schools consider the making of incomplete two dimensional figures of 

living beings to be permissible. So there are two opinions on the issue and both rely 

on authentic hadiths, and the problem is which path to follow. The Kuwaiti jurist 

Ulama argue that a Muslim should follow the truth and not selectively follow the 

opinion of a specific school, so what is the truth in the opinion of Kuwaiti Muslim 

jurist scholars about making two dimensional figures of living beings?

48 Realistic figure here means those figures which look like realistic figures in their characteristics (the 
eyes, nose, mouth and the shape of the figure), and does not refer to 'realism' as a developed artistic 
style.
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Since the opinion of the Al-Shafite, Al-Hanafi and some of the Al-Hanbalite Schools 

is that making any kinds of figurative representation, whether three or two 

dimensional figures, is forbidden49 , therefore, the focus will be on the opinion of the 

Al-Malekite and some of the Al-Hanbalite Schools to understand in which form 

incomplete figures are permitted, since this group of jurist Ulama view it as permitted 

to make incomplete figures of living beings, where the figures must lose one of their 

organs that they could not live without if they became real. So through the six 

artworks I developed I will examine in which form the incomplete figure is permitted. 

In other words, the Kuwaiti jurist Ulama will guide me to their understanding of the 

truth about making such figures.

The second set (5 artworks) was developed in order to examine in which form non- 

realistic figures are permitted to be made. I did so because two of the jurist Ulama 

(MJSC & MJSD) in the first interview said that making non-realistic figures of living 

beings is permissible. So it is worth examining what they meant by "non-realistic 

figures".

The third set (5 artworks) was developed in order to examine in which form the use of 

photography in the artwork is permissible. I did so because the majority of the jurist 

Ulama said that photography is permissible and is not like the image that the Prophet 

prohibits being made in his hadiths. In developing these artworks I wanted to 

understand if the use of photographs of living beings in developing figurative 

artworks is permitted or not, and if so, in which way the use of photographs is 

permitted.

49 See chapter four (the opinion of the Ulama who see making any kind of figures of living beings as 
prohibited [the third group]).
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In the following, I will talk about each artwork separately, what materials were used, 

what the theme of the artwork is, and why I developed it in such a way.

7.2 The first set (6 artworks):

The artworks in this set were developed in order to examine in which form the 

making of incomplete two dimensional realistic figures of living beings is permissible 

in the point of view of the Kuwaiti jurist Ulama. If so, then it is permitted to be make 

as in the opinion of Al-Malekite and Al-Hanbalite Schools, where these schools see 

making incomplete two dimensional figures of living beings as permitted. I developed 

six different artworks to examine six different positions. In every case, when I 

developed the artwork I kept in mind that the figure is not a symbol for worshipping, 

not for a famous person, and does not violate Islamic morality, as the jurist Ulama 

place these conditions on the artist when he/she wants to make figures of living 

beings.

7.2.1 Artwork # 1 (fig. 26, p. 167):

In this artwork I have used acrylic and oil colours on canvas; the dimensions are 

60x60cm; the title of the artwork is "The rest area". Every person when he/she feels 

tired of the pressures of life, prefers to sit alone, and sometimes prefers to sit in a dark 

place (the black colour in the background of the artwork) and takes off his/her head to 

give it some rest from thinking of life's matters. In my opinion this is the only way to 

take a rest. To add more comfort to the head I put it in the lap area, where I believe 

this is the safest place and usually mothers use it to take care of their children, and 

also I used the hands to balance the head. I have used grey colour for the clothes to 

express that the person at rest time does not like anything that confuses him/her, such
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as glaring colours or complex patterns, but rather he/she prefers to see a calm colour, 

such as grey. As for the red line that the person sat on, it is to express the boundary 

that the person draws for others (in Kuwait's culture we always call it a red line) and 

do not overstep it to have some privacy. This is in brief the theme of the artwork.

In this artwork I repositioned the head of the figure out of its proper place, because I 

think the figure in the artwork if it became real could not live. I have also drawn 

closed eyes on the figure to represent that this figure is in a dead faint. I made this 

artwork to examine if this figure, by repositioning his head, would be considered 

incomplete from the point of view of the jurist Ulama.

7.2.2 Artwork # 2 (fig. 27, p. 168):

In this artwork I have used mixed media (acrylic colours, oil colours, cardboard, 

acrylic gel, bandage, and wrap paper) on canvas; the dimensions are 100x76cm; the 

title of this artwork is "My head is my secret". The head is considered the place of 

the person's secrets, plans, thoughts, memories, and considered an important part of 

the human body. In this artwork the light colours (green and blue) are the beautiful 

memories that happened in the person's life. The dark blue at the bottom of the 

artwork is the sad memories. The white semi-square around the head is the person's 

brain, while the small red triangles on it are the future's plans. The rocky rectangle 

under the head represents the person's thoughts and beliefs, and I made it as a rock 

because these things are unchangeable. As for the shapes (lines and squares) at the 

bottom of the artwork, they are the projects that the person did in his/her life, some of 

them were accomplished perfectly, and the others, the person could not complete but 

is still planning to develop. This is the theme of the artwork.
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In this artwork, I made only the head of a human figure (portrait), because I think the 

head alone if it became real could not live. I have drawn a clear edge around the head 

to clarify that the head is not connected to the body. I made this artwork to examine 

whether making only the head would be considered an incomplete figure from the 

point of view of the jurist Ulama.

7.2.3 Artwork # 3 (fig. 28, p. 169):

In this artwork I have used mixed media (acrylic colours, oil colours, dried palm 

leaves, acrylic gel and carton) on canvas; the dimensions are 100x76cm; and the title 

of the artwork is "The kid's dream". All children have dreams; they make them in 

their minds for their future. I expressed the making of dreams by using small squares 

around the child's head in the green background. I covered the eyes of the child by a 

thick red line because usually children like to dream and live in their world without 

intervention from anybody. I used the red colour to make a contrast with the green 

colour in the background. I meant by this that reality is always in conflict with the 

dreams. The big squares at the bottom of the artwork represent the dreams and how 

they become big. The child sometimes tries to achieve his/her dreams by reading 

some books in the field and watching some TV programmes. I expressed this process 

by making shapes on the left side of the artwork. This is the theme of the artwork.

In this artwork I covered the eyes of the figure, because I believe that the eye is one of 

the important parts of the body, and I think this figure may therefore materially and 

immaterially be considered an incomplete figure of a living being. I made this artwork 

to examine if covering the eyes of the figure will cause it to be considered as an 

incomplete figure of a living being from the point of view of the jurist Ulama.
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7.2.4 Artwork # 4 (fig. 29, p. 170):

In this artwork I have used mixed media (acrylic colours, oil colours, cardboard, 

acrylic gel, and bandage) on canvas; the dimensions are 100x76cm; the title of the 

artwork is "Stop!" In my opinion there are three channels of expression, through the 

eyes, the mouth, and the hands. Through the eyes one can realize if the person in front 

of one is sad or happy. Through the mouth the person can express his/her feelings 

through his/her utterances. Through the hands one can express him/herself through 

the actions that he/she produced. In this artwork it is clear that the person expresses 

his pain by saying "Stop" using his hand. Here the person looks like he is saying 

"stop!, before hurting me, look around me (referring to the things around the figure in 

the artwork), look at my eyes". Here the person is trying to prevent anyone from 

hurting him, because he is already struggling in his life from pain. The pains are the 

shapes around the figure, such as the rocks above his head and the injuries in his 

body. I used the red colour in the background of the artwork to express that the person 

is saying "stop", because we usually use red for stop signs. I have drawn the square 

around the head, which is the yellow lines, to concentrate on the three elements of 

expression, the hand, the eyes, and the mouth. And also I drew them in detail and the 

whole body abstracted to express how important these three elements of the body are 

in understanding the condition of any person.

In this artwork I have drawn three parts of the body in detail, the hand, the eyes, and 

the mouth, and the whole body abstracted to examine whether making parts of the 

human body is considered as making incomplete figures of living beings from the 

point of view of the jurist Ulama.
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7.2.5 Artwork # 5 (fig. 30, p. 171):

In this artwork I have used oil colours on canvas; the dimensions are 100x76cm; the 

title of the artwork is "The changing point". In this artwork I represented how the 

human's life has changed from one condition to another. In the contemporary world 

many companies or factories have dispensed with the human's efforts because of 

technology. I mean by this that many companies nowadays use computers (robots) 

instead of humans, which means humans become useless. In this artwork I expressed 

this situation by making human changes from active person (from shoulders down to 

the bottom of the artwork) to inactive person (from shoulders up to the top of the 

artwork), where I think if we dispense of human efforts, then the human will became 

useless.

In this artwork I have drawn a human figure, but I have replaced its head with a vase, 

changed the shape of his right hand from real to rag and ropes, and his right leg from 

real to ropes. As for the remaining parts of the body, I made it look like it was real, 

such as the lifted hand of the figure, the chest, and the tummy. I made this artwork in 

this way to examine whether replacing the head of the figure will make it considered 

an incomplete figure from the point of view of the jurist Ulama.

7.2.6 Artwork # 6 (fig. 31, p. 172):

In this artwork I have used mixed media (acrylic and oil colours) on canvas; the 

dimensions are 75x60cm; the title of the artwork is "No war". It is known that the 

victims of war are always the children, where the children do not have any hand in the 

outbreak of the wars between the countries. In this artwork I drew the child viewed 

from behind to hide his nationality, because the point of view of the children is the
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same around the world toward wars, whether they are from the East, West or Middle 

East. The children always reject the wars and I have represented this rejection by 

drawing a child making a cross on the word "war". I have used dirty colours on the 

background of the artwork to express the destruction of war. I have used light blue on 

the child's T-shirt to express that the children are always looking for peace.

This artwork will examine two things: on the one hand, I made the top-half of a 

human figure (from the lower back up to the head) to examine if making half of a 

human figure will make it considered as an incomplete figure from the point of view 

of the jurist Ulama; on the other hand, I have hidden the figure's face to examine if 

the problem of the prohibition of making figures of living beings is related to the face 

or not. This is also to examine if making human figures viewed from behind is 

permissible from the point of view of the jurist Ulama, as interviewee MJSB argued 

in the first interview that making figures of living beings from behind is permissible 

because a figure without the presence of its face will look like a solid body.

7.3 The second set (5 artworks):

The artworks in this set were developed in order to examine in which form the 

making of non-realistic figures of living beings is permissible from the point of view 

of the Kuwaiti jurist Ulama. I did so because two of them (MJSC & MJSD) said in 

the first interview that making non-realistic figures of living beings is permissible. I 

developed five artworks in five different styles of non-realistic figures to examine 

which of these figures it is permitted to make. In other words, did the jurist Ulama 

intend these kinds of figures when they said it is permitted to make non-realistic 

figures, or did they meant other kinds? In every case, when I developed these
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artworks I have borne in mind that I did not intend any specific person by making it, 

but I made it from my mind, because all of the jurist Ulama argued that if the artist 

makes non-realistic figures of humans and he/she intends specific persons by it, then 

this will be a great sin, because Islam prohibits ridiculing others by changing their 

form. And also the figure is not a symbol for worshipping and does not violate 

Islamic morality, where the jurist Ulama place these conditions on the artist when 

he/she wants to make figures of living beings.

7.3.1 Artwork # 7 (fig. 32, p. 173):

In this artwork I have used acrylic colours on canvas; the dimensions are 75x60cm; 

the title of the artwork is "The conflict of personality". In my opinion, some people 

have two personalities, one is conservative and the other is liberal or open-minded. 

The conservative personality is formed by what the person has acquired from his/her 

parents and from the culture of the community in which he/she lives. The liberal 

personality is formed by rejecting the customs and traditions imposed on the person 

by his/her parents and community, and then the person does whatever he/she really 

wants. The right half of the figure represents the liberal personality and the left half 

represents the conservative personality. To differentiate between the two I have used 

different styles of hair cut and dresses. In the background of the artwork I used light 

colours (light blue and yellow) on the side of the liberal personality to express that 

this person is open-minded, and the dark colours (dark blue and orange) on the other 

side. As for the chair, I made it a bit higher on the liberal personality side to express 

that sometimes this personality prevails upon the other.
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In this artwork I made the figure of a living being in a non-realistic form. Here I made 

the figure abstracted and flat and changed the form of his body, as this figure does not 

exist in reality. Moreover, I have cut his face into two halves, and moved the right 

half a little bit higher. Although the figure here is non-realistic, the figure has the 

features of the realistic figure of living beings, such as the eyes, mouth, ears and so 

on. Here I wanted to examine if making non-realistic figures in this way is permitted 

or not.

7.3.2 Artwork # 8 (fig. 33, p. 174):

In this artwork I have used mixed media (acrylic colours, wrap paper, acrylic gel) on 

canvas; the dimensions are 100x76cm; the title of this artwork is "Woman from 

another planet". This artwork represents a woman who lives on another planet as I 

have imagined it in my mind. Actually I do not believe that there are other creatures 

living outside the earth, but the effects of the movies and novels that talk about 

strange creatures that live on other planets raises questions like: if there are creatures 

living on other planets, what would they look like? From my point of view as an 

artist, if there are other creatures, their shape could look like the shape of the woman 

in this artwork.

In this artwork I made the figure of a living being in a non-realistic form. The figure 

here is quite different from the first artwork in the second set. Here I have inflated the 

woman's figure and changed the character of her face, such as the eyes and the nose, 

where in reality this figure does not exist. As for the bird in the artwork I made it by 

using lines and dots, and so it does not look like a real bird. I made the figures, the
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woman and the bird, look like strange creatures to examine if making non-realistic 

figures of living beings in this way is permitted.

7.3.3 Artwork # 9 (fig. 34, p. 175):

In this artwork I have used acrylic colours on canvas; the dimensions are 40x30cm; 

the title of the artwork is "The childhood". In this artwork I drew a boy and a girl in 

the way that children draw themselves to express the innocence of childhood. I 

borrowed this idea from my daughter Sarah when she showed me her artwork. In her 

artwork she drew herself playing with her brother Abdullah in the backyard of our 

house. I liked the style she used in her drawing and I used it to develop this artwork.

In this artwork I used another way of making non-realistic figures of living beings. 

Here I used the children's style in drawing figures, where these figures do not exist in 

reality. The figures here are about lines and dots and do not have the features of 

realistic figures of living beings. The body shape, the eyes, and the mouth are 

completely different from reality. Here I wanted to examine if making non-realistic 

figures by using lines and dots is permitted or not.

7.3.4 Artwork # 10 (fig. 35, p. 176):

In this artwork I have used acrylic colours on canvas; the dimensions are 40x30cm; 

the title of the artwork is "The motherhood". This artwork expresses the relationship 

between the mother and her child, how she loves him because he is part of her, and 

how she tries to keep him safe from dangers and protect him from anything. The lines 

that come from the mother and which surround the baby represent the protection that 

the mother provides for her child, and at the same time form the shape of a love heart.
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In this artwork I have used another style of making non-realistic figures of living 

beings. Here I made the figures flat and look like shadows, where there are no details 

on the face or the body. I did so to examine if making non-realistic figures that look 

like shadows is permitted or not.

7.3.5 Artwork # 11 (fig. 36, p. 177):

In this artwork I have used acrylic colours on canvas; the dimensions are 75x60cm; 

the title of the artwork is "Seagull". The Arabic letters have the ability for 

modification and reformation, and every single letter can be extended and reformed 

and can still be readable. In this artwork I utilized this feature and used the Arabic 

letters (Naskh script) to form the shape of a flying seagull. In the background of the 

artwork I used different sizes and colours of Arabic letters to add some aesthetic 

values to the artwork.

In the past, when Islam prohibited making realistic figures of living beings, Muslim 

artists directed their creativity to developing figurative artworks by using Arabic 

calligraphy. They did so to avoid being at risk, so for that reason they developed non- 

realistic figures (see fig. 23-25 in chapter 5, p. 135-136). Although Muslim artists 

succeeded in finding another way of making figures of living beings, however, they 

erred in another respect, which was the use of the Qur'anic verses and the Prophet's 

traditions to develop these artworks, where the majority of the jurist Ulama consider it 

to be discouraged to use the Qur'anic verses for art purposes: the Qur'an presents the 

words of God and must be respected. In this artwork I used the same idea, which is 

the development of figurative artwork by using Arabic calligraphy, but here I did not 

use the Qur'anic verses or the Prophet's traditions, but rather I used separate Arabic
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letters to develop the figure of the seagull. I did so to examine if the use of Arabic 

letters to make non-realistic figures of living beings is permitted from the point of 

view of the jurist Ulama, or not.

7.4 The third set (5 artworks):

The artworks in this set were developed in order to examine in which form the use of 

photographs of living beings to make two dimensional figurative artwork is 

permissible from the point of view of the Kuwaiti jurist Ulama. I have used 

photographs of living beings because all of the Kuwaiti jurist Ulama agreed that 

photography is not seen as one of the taswir that the Prophet prohibits in his hadiths, 

and therefore, it is permitted to take and use them. So, in the case of using 

photography in developing two dimensional figurative artwork, will it then be 

permitted to make the artwork? When developing each respective artwork I have 

borne in mind that the figure in the photograph is not a symbol for worshipping, does 

not represent a famous person, and does not violate Islamic morality, where the jurist 

Ulama place these conditions on the artist when he/she wants to make figures of 

living beings.

7.4.1 Artwork # 12 (fig. 37, p. 178):

In this artwork I have used mixed media (acrylic colours and photograph) on canvas; 

the dimensions are 75x60cm; the title of this artwork is "The beautiful memories". 

Almost every person has beautiful memories with his/her family, friends, and so on. 

These beautiful memories are often kept in the form of photographs to look at them 

from time to time to remember the beautiful time we spent at the time when these 

photographs were taken. In this artwork I used one such photograph, which is of my
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three children (Abdullah, Sarah and Lolwah, from right to left respectively). I took 

this picture when we were on a trip to Barry Island in South Wales. I have used it in 

this artwork because it is a beautiful memory for me and my family. The artwork here 

took the form of a diary, in which I used the photograph as an object, and wrote 

around it the phrase "the beautiful memories always stay in the heart", using Arabic 

free style script. I have used different sizes and colours to write this phrase. The 

colours represent the colours of the place, whereby the yellow ochre is the sand, the 

dark brown, burnt sienna, red, and orange are the colours of the rocks, blue is the 

colour of the sea and sky, green is the colour of grace, and white is the colour of 

clouds.

This artwork is considered figurative, as I have used a photograph of living beings. 

The photograph used here is one of the "memory photographs", which means, when I 

took this picture it was not for the purpose of artwork, but rather I took it for 

remembrance, then I used it to develop this artwork. I did so to examine if the use of 

what I call "memory photographs" to develop figurative artwork is permitted from the 

point of view of the jurist Ulama, or not.

7.4.2 Artwork # 13 (fig. 38, p. 179):

In this artwork I have used mixed media (acrylic colours, photograph, and acrylic gel) 

on canvas; the dimensions are 60x60cm; the title of the artwork is "The fear of Dark". 

Most people have a fear of the dark, and every person acts differently when he/she is 

in a dark place. The human who is usually in the dark imagines that there is someone 

watching or following him/her, whether jinn or mankind, and the degree of every 

person's action is based on the degree of his/ her fearing. In this artwork I have used a
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photograph that expresses one of the actions that a human takes when he or she is in a 

dark place. Here I have asked the model to take a specific action for the purpose of 

the artwork. I have asked him to imagine that there is someone following him from 

his right hand side. I have taken the image in a dark room and used torch light to 

focus on his face. I used black colour in the background of the artwork to represent 

the dark place.

In this artwork, I have used a photograph of a living being, and I took it for the 

purpose of the artwork. Here, the use of the photograph is different from that in 

artwork #12, as in artwork #13 the photograph is the subject matter of the artwork, 

and I planned to take such a photo in a specific position to serve as the artwork's 

subject. I did so to examine if it is permitted to make figurative artwork by using 

photographs specifically taken for that purpose. In other words, will the jurist Ulama 

differentiate between the use of "memory" photos and the use of photos that have 

been taken for a specific purpose?

7.4.3 Artwork # 14 (fig. 39, p. 180):

In this artwork I have used mixed media (acrylic colours, photographs, and acrylic 

gel) on canvas; the dimensions are 60x60cm; and the title of the artwork is "Three in 

one". By the title of this artwork "Three in one" I meant my "three" children (Lolwah, 

Abdullah, and Sarah) in my "one" heart. I have used photographs of their faces and 

cut each face into three parts and then I took the right part of Lolwah's face, the 

middle part of Abdullah's face, and the lift part of Sarah's face, and collected it to 

create a new face for them all. By this I meant that I see them all as one person, for 

me they are all equal in love, respect, dealings, and so on. The coloured oval shapes
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around their face represent the relationship between me and them, and the relationship 

between each other, and the crossing between these ovals creates the shape of the love 

heart.

In this artwork I have used photographs of living beings. Here, I have applied the 

photos in a different technique than that of artworks #12 & 13. Here, I created a new 

face that does not exist in reality by using parts of three different faces. I did so to 

examine if the use of different photos of living beings to create new figures of living 

beings is permitted from the point of view of the jurist Ulama, or not.

7.4.4 Artwork # 15 (fig. 40, p. 181):

In this artwork I have used mixed media (photograph and oil colours) on canvas; the 

dimensions are 40x30cm; and the title of this artwork is "This is better!". When the 

model saw the artwork, he exclaimed 'this is better!' He meant by this phrase that 

when I repainted his face using oil colours, his face became better than that it is in 

reality. He felt that this was better because I made some modifications to his face such 

as the size of his nose, the colour of his skin, and his hair style and colour.

In this artwork I have used the photographs in a different way than I used in the 

previous three artworks above. Here I repainted the human figure using oil colours 

and kept the background of the photo as it is. I did so to examine if repainting the 

figures of living beings in the photographs is permitted in the point of view of the 

jurist Ulama.
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7.4.5 Artwork # 16 (fig. 41, p. 182):

In this artwork I have used mixed media (photograph, acrylic colours, oil colours, 

wrap paper) on canvas; the dimensions are 75x60cm; and the title of this artwork is 

"My favourite flowers". Almost every person, when the artist wants to draw him/her, 

chooses to sit in a place that he/she likes. In this artwork when I wanted to draw the 

model he asked me to draw him beside his favourite flowers that he brought in a blue 

vase, and said to me, 'if you want to draw me then draw me standing beside my 

favourite flowers because I love them'.

In this artwork I used only the head of the human figure: I cut it from the photograph 

and used it as a head of the figure that I drew, which means, instead of drawing the 

figure's head I used a photograph, and the remainder of the body and the background 

I painted using oil and acrylic colours. I did so to examine whether the use of 

photographs in this way is permitted or not.

7.5 Summary:

hi this chapter I described how I developed sixteen artworks on the basis of my 

understanding of the boundaries that the Kuwaiti jurist Ulama set in the first 

interview. I have separated the artworks into three categories (sets) to be examined. 

The first set (6 artworks) is about the making of two dimensional realistic figures of 

living beings. The second set (5 artworks) is about the making of two dimensional 

non-realistic figures of living beings. Finally, the third set (5 artworks) is about the 

use of photographs of living beings to develop two dimensional figurative artworks. 

This process is considered a preparation for the second round of interviews with the
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Kuwaiti jurist Ulama. In the next chapter, I will present the opinion of the jurist 

Ulama about the artworks and what they said about each artwork in turn.

Fig. 26: Painting, "The rest area" by AH Almesri © 2008, 60*60cm.
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Fig. 27: Mixed media, "My head is my secret" by Ali Almesri © 2008, 100*76cm.
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Fig. 28: Mixed media, "The kids' dreams" by AH Almesri © 2008, 100*76cm.
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Fig. 29: Mixed media, "Stop!" by Ali Almesri © 2008, 100*76cm.
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Fig. 30: Painting, "The changing point", by Ali Almesri © 1996, 100*76cm.
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Fig. 31: Painting, "No war" by Ali Almesri © 2008, 75*60cm.
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Fig. 32: Painting, "The conflict of personality" by Ali Almesri © 2008, 75*60cm.
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Fig. 33: Mixed media, "Woman from another planet" by Ali Almesri © 2008, 

100*76cm.
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Fig. 34: Painting, "The childhood" by Ali Almesri © 2008, 40*30cm.
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Fig. 35: Painting, "The motherhood" by Ali Almesri © 2008, 40*30cm.
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Fig. 36: Painting, "Seagull" by Ali Almesri © 2008, 75*60cm.
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Fig. 37: Mixed media, "The beautiful memories" by Ali Almesri © 2008, 75*60cm.
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Fig. 38: Mixed media, "The fear of the dark" by Ali Almesri © 2008, 60*60cm.
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Fig. 39: Mixed media, "Three in one" by Ali Almesri © 2008, 60*60cm.
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Fig. 40: Mixed media, "This is better!" by Ali Almesri © 2008, 40*30cm.
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Fig. 41: Mixed media, "My favourite flowers" by Ali Almesri © 2008, 75*60cm.
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Chapter Eight

The analysis of the second interview with the Kuwaiti jurist Ulama 

8.1 Introduction:

In the previous chapter I described the development of sixteen figurative artworks. 

The purpose of making the artworks was to prepare the interview items for the second 

round of interviews with the Kuwaiti jurist Ulama (Muslim jurist scholars) to explore 

what the boundaries of making two dimensional figurative artworks are within 

Islamic law. I then re-interviewed the same four Sunni Muslim jurist scholars from 

Kuwait (MJSA, MJSB, MJSC & MJSD) to see the artworks, to critique them, and to 

give their opinions about them.

In the interview, the jurist Ulama were shown the artworks, and were asked: 'What is 

your opinion about the artwork (for example, artwork #1), is it permitted (halal) in 

Islamic law to make figures such as in the artwork?; If yes, why?; If no, why not?'. 

As for the artwork that contains photographs of living beings, the question was: 

'What is your point of view about using photographs of living beings in this way 

(referring to the artwork); Is it permitted to use this kind of photograph to develop 

figurative artwork?; If yes, why?; If no.. .why not?'.

In this chapter I will analyse the responses of the jurist Ulama and their opinions 

about each artwork in turn.
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8.2 The jurist Ulamas' opinion about each artwork in the first set (making 

realistic figures of living beings): 

8.2.1 Artwork #1:

When the jurist Ulama saw artwork #1, three of them (MJSA, MJSB & MJSC) agreed 

that, if the previous jurist Ulama had seen this artwork they would have disagreed on 

its lawfulness. For the Al-Shafiite School, the making of figures of living beings in 

this way is prohibited because of the head. They formed their opinion on the basis of 

the Prophet's hadith, which is 'Narrated Ibn Abbas that the Prophet Mohammad 

(pbuh) said that, 'The picture is the head, if the head cut off (removed completely), 

then there is no picture' (Al-Daylami, nd, p. 422)50 . For them (the Al-Shafiite School) 

making the head alone, with the body (connected or not), in its place or not, is 

prohibited whether in three or two dimensional form. As for the Al-Malekite and Al- 

Hanbalite Schools, this artwork is permitted for two reasons, first, because it is a two 

dimensional figure of a living being, second, because the figure in the artwork if it 

became real could not live, where the head is not connected to the body. Interviewee 

MJSA added that in the Al-Hanbalite School, making the head with half of the body 

is permitted, and making the head with the whole body is prohibited. Making figures 

of living beings that have lost their hands or legs is prohibited, because it is possible 

to find a human still alive even though he/she has lost one or all of his/her extremities. 

However, we can not find a human still alive when he/she has lost half of his body. 

The interviewees' (MJSA, MJSB & MJSC) personal point of view about artwork #1 

is that it is prohibited to make a figure in this way, because of the head.

50 The hadith in Arabic is as follows:
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On the other hand, interviewee MJSD sees such figures as permitted, because the 

head of the figure in the artwork is cut off and the artist has repositioned it somewhere 

other than its proper place, so if this figure were to become real, it could not live, and 

no one could imagine breathing life into this kind of figure. The prohibited figure is 

the completed one, so it is possible to breathe life into it.

8.2.2 Artwork #2:

After seeing artwork #2, three of the interviewees (MJSA, MJSB & MJSC) agreed 

that the case of this artwork is the same as artwork #1: thus, it is prohibited in the Al- 

Shafiite School, because of the head, and it is permitted in Al-Malekite and Al- 

Hanbalite Schools, because the head alone could not live if it became real. All of the 

interviewees agreed in their personal points of view that making figurative artwork in 

this way is prohibited, because of the complete human head (portrait).

8.2.3 Artwork #3:

In the interview, all of the jurist Ulama agreed that making figures of living beings 

such as the figure in artwork #3 is prohibited in Islamic law, and all jurisprudence 

schools prohibit making it, because it is a complete figure of a living being, and if this 

figure became real he could live. All of the interviewees agreed that covering the eyes 

of the figure is not enough to permit making it, because the eyes are not such an 

important part of the body that the person can not live without them. Interviewee 

(MJSA) added that, 'you can find many people still alive while they lost their eyes or 

they are already born blind1 .
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8.2.4 Artwork #4:

When the jurist Ulama saw artwork #4, two of them (MJSB & MJSD) agreed that 

making figurative artwork in this way is permitted, because the artist only drew parts 

of the human body. Interviewee MJSD said that, 'in this work you made the whole 

figure abstract and drew the eyes, mouth, and hand in details, and drawing parts of 

the human body such as those you made is permitted in Islamic law'. On the other 

hand, interviewees MJSA & MJSC agreed that the problem with this artwork is the 

outline of the figures, where making figures in this way is prohibited, because by 

making the outline, the figure came to look like a complete figure of a living being 

wearing a mask or whatever. Interviewee MJSA continued to say, 'if you kept only the 

eyes, mouth, and hand without making an outline of the figure around them, then it 

would be permitted to make this artwork, because no one can prohibit making parts 

of the human body'.

8.2.5 Artwork #5:

In the case of artwork #5, all of the interviewees agreed that making such a figure is 

permitted, and all jurisprudence schools would permit it, because there is no head on 

the figure, where the problem is with making heads of living beings. Interviewee 

MJSD added that, 'the figure without a head in this artwork looks like a tree, and it is 

permissible to draw trees and any solid body in Islamic law'.

8.2.6 Artwork #6:

As for artwork #6, three of the interviewees (MJSB, MJSC & MJSD) agreed that 

making figures viewed from behind is permissible, because the face is not shown, no 

one can see it, and a figure in this position becomes like a solid body, which is
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permitted to be drawn. Interviewee MJSA on the other hand said that, 'Personally, I 

can not assert if there will be agreement between the previous jurist Ulama that 

making such a figure is permitted, because you drew the figure viewed from behind, 

and we can not say the back is the face; the face means eyes, nose and mouth, and 

these things do not exist in this figure, so for that it is possible that even the Shafiite 

School will permit it to be made. My personal point of view is that, if you avoid 

making it, it is better, because we can not judge it, and also it is a means to make a 

figure from its front, which means, if I permit making figures viewed from behind, 

then this will lead us to permit making a figure from its side and then to permit 

making a figure from its front, so for that reason avoidance is better'.

8.3 The jurist Ulamas' opinion about each artwork in the second set (making 

non-realistic figures of living beings): 

8.3.1 Artwork #7:

When the jurist Ulama saw artwork #7, three of them (MJSB, MJSC &MJSD) agreed 

that making non-realistic figures of a living being in this way is prohibited, because it 

is a complete figure and because of the head. Even if it is a non-realistic figure, it is 

prohibited. Interviewee MJSA said with regard to non-realistic figures that there was 

disagreement between the previous jurist Ulama, some of them saw it as permitted to 

make non-realistic figures of living beings such as those figures that the artist 

imagines in his/her mind, but which do not exist in reality, and some of them see it as 

prohibited, because it is still considered a figure of a living being and has a head and a 

soul. He continued to say, as for this artwork, that the Shafiite School would prohibits 

it because it is a figure of a living being and has a head, while in the Malekite and 

Hanbalite Schools, making such figures is permitted, because the head is cut into two
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halves, so if it became real it could not live. Interviewee MJSA concluded that, 'since 

there is disagreement between the jurist Ulama, my personal point of view is that it is 

better to avoid making this kind of figure'.

8.3.2 Artwork #8:

In the case of artwork #8, and particularly for the woman figure in the artwork, three 

of the interviewees (MJSA, MJSC & MJSD) agreed that making figures of living 

beings in this way is prohibited in all Muslim Schools, because it is a complete figure 

and has a complete head. Interviewee (MJSB) said with regard to the woman figure, 

'the woman in this artwork makes me confused, so for that reason I can not make any 

judgement about it'.

Regarding the bird in the artwork, three of the jurist Ulama (MJSB, MJSC & MJSD) 

agreed that making birds in this way is permitted, because it is just about lines and 

dots, and it is not like a real bird. Interviewee MJSB continued to say, 'making small 

creatures such as butterflies, birds and insects in this way is permitted'. However, 

interviewee MJSA sees making birds in this way to be prohibited, because it is still 

considered a figure of a living being. He concluded that, 'when you can recognize that 

the figure is completed and has a complete head, realistic or non-realistic, then it is 

prohibited to make this figure in Islamic law'.

8.3.3 Artwork #9:

When the interviewees saw artwork #9, three of them (MJSB, MJSC & MJSD) agreed 

that making figures of living beings in this way is permitted, because the figures in 

the artwork are about lines and dots, and it looks like a children's drawing, and the
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faces of the figures do not have the features of real human faces. Interviewee MJSD 

continued to say, 'the faces in the artwork look like dice and not like the human's 

face'. In contrast, interviewee MJSA sees making figures in this way to be prohibited, 

because it is still considered a figure of a living being, where the figure is completed 

and has a complete head.

8.3.4 Artwork #10:

As for the figures in artwork #10, three of the interviewees (MJSB, MJSC & MJSD) 

agreed that making figures of living beings in this way is permitted, because the 

figures are not real and look like shadows, where there are no details in the faces, and 

no one can prohibit making shadows of humans or animals. Interviewee MJSA on the 

other hand said, 7 can not prohibit making such a figure in this way, but I would 

prefer it not be made'.

8.3.5 Artwork #11:

As for artwork #11, all the interviewees agreed that making figures by using Arabic 

letters in this way is permitted, because the bird in this artwork is not look like a real 

bird, and if this bird became real it could not live. However, all of them emphasized 

that the artist must not use Qur'anic verses or the Prophet's traditions to develop such 

figures, because the Qur'an presents the Words of God and we must not use it for art 

purposes, and the same limitation applies to the Prophet's traditions.
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8.4 The jurist Ulamas' opinion about each artwork in the third set (using 

photographs of living beings):

8.4.1 Artwork #12:

When the jurist Ulama saw artwork #12, three of them (MJSB, MJSC & MJSD) 

agreed that using "memory" photographs of living beings in the artwork is permitted, 

because the artist did not make the figures him/herself, but instead he/she uses 

photographs, which are a reflection of God's creations, and it is permitted. Moreover, 

they agreed that, since the figures in the photograph are not symbols for worshipping, 

nor of famous persons, and do not violate the Islamic morality, there is no problem to 

use photograph of living being in the artwork.

Interviewee MJSA said regarding this artwork that there is disagreement between the 

contemporary jurist Ulama about photography: some of them prohibit using it, 

because it is still an image of living beings, except its use for necessities such as 

identity cards and passports, and some of them permit using it because it is just a 

reflection of God's creations. He concluded that, 'since there is disagreement between 

the jurist Ulama, it is better to avoid using it if you do not really need it'.

8.4.2 Artwork #13:

In the case of artwork #13, three of the jurist Ulama (MJSB, MJSC, and MJSD) 

agreed that the case of this artwork is the same as artwork #12, which is that it is 

permitted to use photography of living beings in the artwork even if the artist took it 

for a purpose of the artwork's subject. Interviewee MJSD pointed out that, 'this 

artwork is permitted because you used a photograph of an adult boy, so bear in your 

mind that if you want to use photograph of woman, the woman must be wearing a
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headscarf, if not, then it is prohibited to use it in the artwork, because you will be 

violating the Islamic morality'.

The point of view of interviewee MJSA about this artwork is the same as with 

artwork #12, namely that it is better to avoid using photographs of living beings in the 

artwork. However, this time he pointed out that, 'if you really need to use 

photographs of living beings, then buy or borrow photographs from other 

photographers, because the judgement will of lesser gravity than if you take the 

photographs yourself.

8.4.3 Artwork #14:

When the interviewees saw artwork#14, three of them (MJSB, MJSC & MJSD) 

agreed that, since the artist is using photographs of living beings in making figurative 

artwork there is no problem, whether he/she cuts the images into parts, recreates a 

new image by using different images, or uses it for a purpose or not. In all cases, the 

judgement is the same, which is that it is permitted to use photographs to make an 

artwork, because he/she did not make the figures him/herself, but rather he/she uses 

them as a reflection of God's creations. Interviewee MJSA, however, retains the same 

consistent point of view towards photography, which is that it is better to avoid using 

it.

8.4.4 Artwork #15:

In the case of the way that I used the photograph in artwork #15, three of the jurist 

Ulama (MJSA, MJSC & MJSD) agreed that repainting human figures in photographs 

is prohibited, because by doing so, the artist is highly likely making an image of
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living beings, which is prohibited in Islamic law, even if the basis of the image was a 

photograph. Interviewee MJSD pointed out that, 'it is better to keep the photograph 

as it is, no modifications are allowed'. By contrast, interviewee MJSB said that it is 

permitted to repaint the figures in photographs, because the figure already exists in 

the photographs: the artist did not make it, he/she just repainted it.

8.4.5 Artwork #16:

When the jurist Ulama saw artwork #16, three of them (MJSB, MJSC & MJSD) 

agreed that making figurative artworks in such a way is permitted, because the artist 

only drew the body of the figure, which is permitted in Islamic law, and used a 

photograph as a head of the figure, where the use of photography is also permitted. 

Interviewee MJSA on the other hand said that, since there is disagreement between 

the jurist Ulama about photography, he could not assert if this artwork was 

permissible or not.

8.5 Summary:

In this chapter I have analyzed the jurist Ulama's responses to each artwork. I have 

separated their responses to the three sets of artworks, the making of realistic figures 

of living beings, the making of non-realistic figures of living being, and the use of 

photographs of living beings to develop figurative artworks. In the next chapter I will 

discuss the findings to further explore the boundaries of making two dimensional 

figurative artworks within Islamic law.
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Chapter Nine 

Findings and discussion 

9.1 Introduction:

In the previous chapter I analysed the second interview with the Kuwaiti Muslim 

jurist scholars. The purpose of the second interview was to explore what exactly the 

boundaries are of making two dimensional figurative artworks within Islamic law. In 

the interview, the Kuwaiti jurist Ulama gave their personal points of view about the 

figurative artworks that had been shown to them. It was clear that the Kuwaiti jurist 

Ulama do not follow a specific Muslim school such as the Al-Shafiite and Al- 

Malekite Schools, but rather they tried to draw upon the opinions of previous jurist 

Ulama. For example, when the Kuwaiti jurist Ulama saw artwork #2, all of them 

agreed that making such figures is prohibited, which reflects the opinion of the Al- 

Shafiite School; however, when they saw artwork #9, three of them (MJSB, MJSC & 

MJSD) agreed that making such figures is permitted, while the Al-Shafiite School 

prohibits it. Apparently, the Kuwaiti jurist Ulama gave their personal points of view 

on the basis of how the figures in the artwork look to them, which means, they 

understand the opinions of all Muslim schools and then apply them to the artworks. 

That means that the result of this study reflects the point of view of Islam in the 

contemporary world towards figurative representation in general and does not reflect 

the point of view of any specific Muslim school. In the following section I will show 

the boundaries of making two dimensional figurative artworks as the Kuwaiti jurist 

Ulama have drawn them.
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9.2 Making two dimensional realistic figures of living beings:

From the interview with the jurist Ulama, it is clear that the problem with making 

realistic figures of living beings is the presence of the head, where the majority of the 

jurist Ulama point out that 'The picture is the head, if the head is cut off (removed 

completely), then there is no picture'. Making headless figures is absolutely permitted 

in the opinions of the contemporary jurist Ulama and all jurisprudence schools. This 

was clear from the permission to make artwork #5. When I replaced the head of the 

figure with a vase, all of the jurist Ulama permitted it and they mentioned that all 

jurisprudence schools would permit making it as well, because a headless figure 

becomes like a tree or solid body and it is allowed for Muslim artists to draw such 

things. Making headless figures means that the artist needs to remove the head from 

the artwork completely, which means that repositioning the head elsewhere than its 

normal place is not a solution51 . Although the jurist Ulama mentioned that in the Al- 

Malekite and Al-Hanbalite Schools this artwork is permitted, because the figure is 

painted in a way that it could not live if it became real, for them (the interviewees) 

making figures in such a way is prohibited. So the first boundary of making realistic 

figures of living beings is that it is permitted to make headless figures, whether by 

removing the head completely or by replacing it with an inanimate object (such 

as a vase), and artists have the freedom to draw the whole remaining body in 

detail as it is in reality without being at risk, but under the condition that the 

body must not be nude or otherwise violate Islamic morality.

Not only is it permitted to make a headless figure, but also making faceless figures is 

permitted as well. This was clear from the Kuwaiti jurist Ulama's responses when I

51 See artwork #1, which the majority of Kuwaiti Ulama prohibited.
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showed them artwork #6. Three of them (MJSB, MJSC, & MJSD) agreed that making 

figures in such a way is permitted. They argued that the absence of the figure's face 

made it look like a solid body, therefore, no one could say that making solid bodies is 

prohibited. Even the Muslim jurist scholar MJSA did not prohibit making figures of 

living beings viewed from behind, but rather he preferred that it should not be done, 

because he is not sure about its lawfulness, as the issue had not been discussed by the 

previous jurist Ulama. This was clear when he said that, 'personally, I can not assert 

if there will be agreement between the previous jurist Ulama that making such a 

figure is permitted [...] my personal point of view is that, if you avoid making it is 

better, because we can not judge it'.

Since the issue of making figures of living beings viewed from behind was not 

discussed by the previous Muslim Schools (jurist Ulama), it is obvious that Kuwaiti 

jurist Ulama (MJSB, MJSC, & MJSD) make their opinions based on juristic 

reasoning (deduction). For them, they consider making figures viewed from behind to 

make the figure look like a solid body; and therefore, it is permitted. This gives us the 

second boundary of making realistic figures of living beings, which is, making 

realistic figures of living beings viewed from behind (faceless) is permitted.

While in the Al-Malekite and Al-Hanbalite Schools making incomplete figures of 

living beings52 , is permitted, because in reality these figures can not live (See chapter 

4), the Kuwaiti jurist Ulama see making portraits of living beings to be prohibited. 

This was clear when I showed artwork #2 to the jurist Ulama, which was a portrait of 

a living being. In this case, all of them agreed that making such figures is prohibited,

! Such as making the head alone, half of the figure, and so on.
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even the Muslim Jurist scholar MJSD who seems particularly influenced by the Al- 

Malekite and Al-Hanbalite Schools. When Muslim Jurist scholar MJSD saw artwork 

#1, which was about the figure whose head I had repositioned elsewhere than its 

normal place, he said that it was permitted to make such figures, because if the figure 

became real he could not live, which reflects the opinion of the Al-Malekite and Al- 

Hanbalite Schools. However, when he saw artwork #2, which was a portrait of a 

living being, he said that it is prohibited, while the Al-Malekite and Al-Hanbalite 

Schools see making the head alone as permitted, because if it became real it could not 

live. Apparently, the judgement of the Kuwaiti jurist Ulama on the artworks does not 

depend on specific rules or on the opinions of specific schools, but rather it depends 

on how the figure in the artwork looks to them and how they feel about it. For 

example, when interviewee MJSD saw artwork #1, I think he felt that this kind of 

figure looked like a dead body, and so he permitted its making, but when he saw 

artwork #2,1 think he felt that the head could still be alive, and so he prohibited it. In 

my opinion, the case of interviewee MJSD here reflects the fact that he has developed 

a rule for judgement for himself and for the artist about the lawfulness of making 

incomplete figures of living beings, which is, if the artist feels that the incomplete 

figure that he/she drew looks as if it is still alive, then this figure is prohibited, and if 

he/she feels that the figure looks like a dead body, then this figure is permitted. In 

general, Kuwaiti jurist Ulama here gave us the third boundary of making realistic 

figures of living beings, which is, making portraits of living beings is prohibited.

In making artwork #3, I thought that covering the eyes of the figure would mean it 

could be considered as an incomplete figure, because I thought that an incomplete 

figure implies both material and immaterial sides, whereby I believed that the blind
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immaterially considered themselves as incomplete humans, because I think that the 

blind person's life is made hard by losing their sight. But actually I was mistaken. The 

Kuwaiti jurist Ulama see making such a figure to be prohibited, because it is 

considered a complete figure of a living being, and this is the opinion of all Muslim 

Schools. For them (the interviewees), despite covering the eyes of the figure, cutting 

off its hands, and cutting off its legs, the figure will still be considered a complete 

figure, because in reality there are a lot of people still alive who have lost their eyes, 

hands, and/or legs. From the point of view of the jurist Ulama, "an incomplete figure" 

means that the figure must have lost a material part, so that he could not live if the 

image became real. So the fourth boundary which appears here is, making a figure 

that has eyes covered, and hands or/and legs cut off, is prohibited.

Another incomplete figure I developed is in artwork #4. In this artwork I made an 

abstract body of the figure and drew the eyes, mouth, and hand in detail, as it is in 

reality. By doing so I wanted to examine if making parts of the human body in detail 

is permitted or not. In the second interview when I showed this artwork to the Kuwaiti 

jurist Ulama, two of them (MJSB & MJSD) agreed that it is permitted to make figures 

in this way; however, the other two jurist Ulama (MJSA & MJSC) believe there to be 

no problem in making parts of the human body, for them, the problem is with the 

outline of the figure that I have drawn, because by doing so, I made the figure look as 

if it was wearing a mask, and so the figure would be considered a complete figure of a 

living being, and the judgement would be that it is prohibited. All of the jurist Ulama 

agreed that making parts of the human body is permitted. This gives us the fifth 

boundary of making realistic figures of living beings, which is, it is permitted to 

make parts of the human body but they must be drawn separately.

197



9.3 Making two dimensional non-realistic figures of living beings:

Making non-realistic figures of living beings is widely spread among contemporary 

Muslim artists. Many of them have developed artworks which contain distorted 

figures of living beings by inflating or simplifying the figures, and by changing their 

shapes and other characteristics. They usually do so for the purpose of the theme of 

their artworks.

In the first interview with the jurist Ulama, I asked them about their point of view of 

making non-realistic figures. Two of them (MJSC & MJSD) agreed that it is 

permitted. Therefore I developed five artworks that contained non-realistic figures to 

examine in which form making non-realistic figures is permitted. When I developed 

these artworks I kept in mind that I did not intend any specific person, because all of 

the jurist Ulama agreed that if the artist, by distorting the figure, was intending a 

specific person, this would be a great sin.

In the second interview, when the jurist Ulama saw artwork #7, three of them (MJSB, 

MJSC, & MJSD) agreed that making such a figure is prohibited. For them, the figure 

in artwork #7 is still considered a complete figure of a living being, even if it looks 

non-realistic, and since the head is connected to the body, it is prohibited. On the 

other hand, when interviewee MJSA saw artwork #7, he mentioned that there is 

disagreement between the previous jurist Ulama about making non-realistic figures, 

where some of them permit making them, because the artist only imagines them in 

his/her mind and they do not exist in reality, and some of them prohibit making them, 

because they are still considered to be figures of living beings. For him, since there is 

disagreement between the jurist Ulama, he preferred to avoid it being made. And also
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he sees that the case of non-realistic figures is the same as the case of realistic figures. 

This was clear when he applied the same rules of making realistic figures as those of 

the Al-Shafiite School, whereby artwork #7 is prohibited, because it is still a figure of 

a living being, while in the Al-Malekite and Al-Hanbalite Schools this artwork is 

permitted, because the head is cut into two halves and if the figure became real, it 

could not live.

The same thing happened when the jurist Ulama saw the woman in artwork #8. Three 

of them (MJSA, MJSC & MJSD) agreed that making such figures is prohibited, and 

all Muslim schools prohibit it, because it is a complete figure of a living being, even if 

it is looks non-realistic.

Again the jurist Ulama here did not differentiate between realistic or non-realistic 

figures; they applied the same boundaries to making realistic figures to making non- 

realistic ones. It is clear that if the non-realistic figure looks like a figure of a living 

being in its character, form, body and so on, even if the artist inflates or simplifies the 

figure, the same boundaries will be applied to it as to the making of realistic figures, 

which are, making headless or faceless (figure viewed from behind) non-realistic 

figures is permitted, making portraits of non-realistic figures is prohibited, 

making non-realistic figures with eyes covered, hands or legs cut is prohibited, 

and making parts of non-realistic figures is permitted.

Apparently, when the two jurist Ulama (MJSC & MJSD) permitted making non- 

realistic figures of living beings in the first interview, they did not mean non-realistic 

figures such as those in artwork #7 and the woman in artwork #8, but they meant
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another kind of non-realistic figure, such as the bird in artwork #8, of which three of 

the jurist Ulama (MJSB, MJSC, & MJSD) agreed to it as the making of a non-realistic 

figures, which was hence permitted, because it was just about lines and dots and was 

not like a real bird. Interviewee MJSB said with regard to the bird that, 'making small 

creatures such as butterflies, birds and insects in this way is permitted'.

I developed artwork #9 in a similar way to that which I used to draw the bird in 

artwork #8, just using lines and dots to make the figures. When the jurist Ulama saw 

artwork #9, three of them (MJSB, MJSC, & MJSD) agreed that it is permitted to 

make figures in this way, because it looks like a child's drawings and the face does 

not have the features of a real human's face. Interviewee MJSD described the faces by 

saying that, 'the faces in this artwork are look like dice and not like the human face'. 

This gives us the first boundary of making non-realistic figures, which is, making 

non-realistic figures of living beings by using lines and dots (see artwork #9, p. 

175, and the bird in artwork #8, p. 174, for reference) is permitted.

Another kind of non-realistic figure examined in this study is the figure that looks like 

a shadow. In artwork #10,1 made a shadow of two figures, drawing just the outline of 

it. I did not add any details, such as eyes, nose and mouth. When I showed the artwork 

to the jurist Ulama, three of them (MJSB, MJSC and MJSD) agreed that making such 

figures is permitted in Islam, because the figures are not real, they are just shadows, 

and no one can say that making shadows of living beings is prohibited. Interviewee 

MJSA did not prohibit making it, but he preferred for it not to be made. So the second 

boundary of making non-realistic figures appeared here, which is, it is permitted to
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make abstract figures that look like shadows without any details (eyes, nose and 

so on) (see artwork #10, p. 176, for reference).

One of the techniques that Muslim artists used to develop non-realistic figures of 

living beings in the past and in the present is the use of Arabic calligraphy to make 

figures. These artists developed these figures in this way, because in Islam it is 

prohibited to make realistic figures. For them (the artists), this was a solution to 

making figures without being at risk. They used Qur'anic verses and the Prophet's 

traditions to develop such artworks. However, the jurist Ulama in the first interview 

emphasized that the artist must not use the Qur'anic verses or the Prophet's traditions, 

because the Qur'an presents the Words of God and must be respected and not used for 

art purposes.

With this condition in mind, I developed artwork #11: a figure of a bird using Arabic 

letters. I did so to examine if making non-realistic figures of living beings by using 

Arabic letters is permitted or not. When the jurist Ulama saw the artwork, all of them 

agreed that it is permitted to make figures in this way, because the bird in the artwork 

is not like a real bird, since if this bird became real it could not live. This gives us the 

third boundary of making non-realistic figures of living beings, which is, it is 

permitted to make non-realistic figures of living beings by using Arabic letters, 

on condition that the artist must not use the Qur'anic verses or Prophet's 

traditions (see artwork #11, p. 177, for reference).
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9.4 Making two dimensional figurative artworks by using photographs of living 

beings:

In chapter four I reviewed the attitude of contemporary jurist Ulama towards 

photography. There were two groups of jurist Ulama, the first group see photography 

as a type of "taswir" that is prohibited. The second group disagree with the first 

group, as they do not consider photography as the kind of "taswir" that the Prophet 

(pbuh) mentioned in his hadiths, and so it is permitted. They argue that in 

photography the photographer does not make an image, but rather he/she takes an 

image. It is clear that the arguments of the second group are stronger than that of the 

first group.

In the first interviews with the contemporary Kuwaiti jurist Ulama, when they were 

asked about their opinion about photography, all of them agreed that photography is 

permissible. So it is clear that the majority of jurist Ulama see photography as 

permitted. For this reason I developed two dimensional figurative artworks using 

photographs of living beings. I did so to understand if it is permitted to use 

photographs in the artwork or not. I developed five artworks using different 

techniques to examine in which form the use of photographs is permitted.

In the second round of interviews with the jurist Ulama, when they saw artwork #12, 

where I used what I have called "memory photographs", three of them (MJSB, MJSC, 

& MJSD) agreed that using such photographs of living beings in the artwork is 

permitted. Since the photograph is not for worshipping, not of famous persons, and 

does not violate Islamic morality, there is no problem with using it.
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In artwork #13, I used a photograph for the purpose of the artwork's theme, which 

means the photograph was the subject matter of the artwork. I did so to examine if the 

use of photography with a purpose is permitted or not. The jurist Ulama, when they 

saw it, gave the same response as for artwork #12, which was that since the artist uses 

photography and he/she did not make the figure him/herself, this artwork is permitted. 

But here the interviewee MJSD pointed out that, in this artwork I have used a 

photograph of an adult boy, so it is permitted, but if I need to use a photograph of a 

woman, the woman must be wearing a headscarf, because in Islam women are 

required to wear a headscarf, otherwise, it is prohibited to use women's photos.

For artwork #14, I used three cut photographs of three children and re-assembled 

them to create a new human face that does not exist in reality. I did so to examine if 

the use of photographs in this way is permitted or not. When the jurist Ulama saw the 

artwork, their responses were the same as with the cases of artworks #12 and #13, 

which is, it is permitted to use photographs in such a way.

After reviewing the jurist Ulama's responses on the three artworks above, I can 

conclude that the first boundary of making figurative artworks by using photographs 

of living beings is, it is permitted to use photographs of living beings, whether it is 

"memory photographs", photographs taken for a purpose of the artwork, or cut 

photographs, to develop figurative artworks, but under the condition that the 

figures in the photographs must not be symbols for worshipping, not of famous 

persons, and must not violate Islamic morality, such as nude figures or a women 

not wearing a headscarf.
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In artwork #15, I have used another technique, which is that I repainted the figure in 

the photograph using oil colours. I did so to examine if repainting the human figure is 

permitted or not. When the jurist Ulama saw the artwork, three of them (MJSA, 

MJSC, & MJSD) agreed that repainting the human figure in the photograph is 

prohibited, because by doing so the artist is highly likely making an image of a living 

being, which is prohibited in Islamic law. Interviewee MJSD preferred to use the 

photograph as it is, and any modifications applied to the figure would make it 

prohibited. It was clear that the artist could modify the background of the photo, but 

the human figure must be kept as it is in reality, as God created him/her. Apparently, 

another boundary appeared here, the second boundary of using photographs of living 

beings in developing figurative artwork is, it is prohibited to modify the human or 

animal figures in the photograph by repainting them, and the artist should keep 

any figure as it is in reality.

Another technique I have used to develop figurative artworks by using photographs is 

artwork #16. In this artwork I have taken the head of a human figure from a 

photograph and positioned it as the head of the figure that I have painted using oil 

colours. I did so to examine if making a figure in this way is permitted or not. When 

the jurist Ulama saw the artwork, three of them (MJSB, MJSC, & MJSD) agreed that 

making such an artwork is permissible, because the artist here just made the solid 

body, and used a human head taken from photograph, which is permitted. Interviewee 

MJSA did not prohibit making figurative artworks in such a way, but rather said, 7 

can not assert if this artwork is permissible or not', because of the disagreement 

between the jurist Ulama about photography. This gives us the third boundary of 

using photographs of living beings to develop figurative artworks, which is, it is
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permitted to use heads of living beings taken from photographs to develop 

figures of living beings in an artwork.

9.5 Summary:

In this chapter I have discussed the findings of the second interviews with Kuwaiti 

jurist Ulama to explore the boundaries of making two dimensional figurative artworks 

within Islamic law. In the following figures (diagrams) I will present a summary of 

the boundaries explored in this study (see fig. 42- 45) below:

The boundaries of making two- 
dimensional figurative artworks

Making
realistic

figures of
living beings
(see fig. 43)

Making non- 
realistic 

figures of 
living beings 
(see fig. 44)

Using
photographs of
living beings to

develop
figurative

artworks (see
fig. 45)

Fig. 42: The boundaries of making two-dimensional figurative artworks.
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The boundaries of making
two dimensional realistic
figures of living beings

Permitted (halal)
Making headless figures (see
fig. 30);

Making faceless figures or
figures viewed from behind
(see fig. 31);
Making parts of the human
body, such as eyes, mouth,
hands and so on (see fig. 29).

_____Conditions:_______
• The figure must not be a 

symbol for worshipping;
• Must not be of a famous 

person;
• Must not violate Islamic 

morality.

Prohibited (haram)
Making complete figures of 
living beings;
Making figures that have 
eyes covered, hands or/and 
legs cut off (see fig. 28); 
Making portraits of living 
beings (see fig. 27); 
Making figures such that the 
head is repositioned in 
another place (see fig. 26).

Fig. 43: The boundaries of making two dimensional realistic figures of living being.
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The boundaries of
making two 

dimensional non- 
realistic figures of 

living beings

Making non-realistic
figures that look
realistic in body
form and facial

features, etc.

^x 
Making non-realistic

figures that are 
completely different 
from realistic figures

Permitted (halal) \
• Making

headless non-
realistic
figures;

• Making
faceless non-
realistic figures
(making
figures viewed
from behind);

• Making parts
of non-realistic
figure's body,
such as eyes,
mouth, hands,
and so on.

J ^ y

f Prohibited (haram) ^
• Making

complete non-
realistic figures
of living beings;

• Making non-
realistic figures
that have eyes
covered, hands
or/and legs cut
off;

• Making non-
realistic portraits
of living beings.

k )

f Conditions ^
• The figure must not be a symbol

for worshipping;
• Must not be of a famous person;
• Must not violate Islamic

moralities;
• The artist must not intend a

specific person. j

f Permitted (halal) A
• Making

complete or
incomplete non-
realistic figures
of living beings
using only lines

and dots;
• Making

complete or
incomplete

abstracted non-
realistic figures
that look like

shadows, where
there are no

details;
• Making

complete or
incomplete non-
realistic figures 
of living beings

using Arabic
letters.

^ y•

Fig. 44: The boundaries of making two dimensional non-realistic figures of living 
beings
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The boundaries of using
photographs of living

beings to develop
figurative artworks

Permitted (halal)____
Using "memory 
photographs" of living 
beings (see fig. 37); 
Using photographs 
taken for the artwork's 
purpose (see fig. 38); 
Cutting the images of 
living beings and 
reassembling them to 
create new figures of 
living beings (see fig. 
39);
Using the living 
being's head taken 
from photographs to 
develop figures of 
living beings (see fig. 
41).

Prohibited (haram)
Repainting the figure of 
any living being in the 
photographs (see fig. 
40).

Conditions
• The figure must not a symbol 

for worshipping;
• Must not be of a famous 

person;
• Must not violate Islamic 

morality.

Fig. 45: the boundaries of using photographs of living being to develop two 
dimensional figurative artworks.
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Chapter Ten

Conclusion and Recommendations 

10.1 Introduction:

This study was about exploring the boundaries of making two dimensional figurative 

artworks within Islamic law. Apparently, the attitude of Islam in general, whether in 

the past or present, is the same toward the issue of figurative representation, where the 

opinions of the contemporary jurist Ulama (Kuwaiti Muslim jurist scholars) are based 

on the old opinions pronounced by the previous jurist Ulama. Islam developed a 

hostile attitude toward figurative representation, especially those forms which depict 

human or animal figures, because the Arabs of the pre-Islamic period worshipped 

idols and images of living beings. The Qur'an, the first primary source of religious 

knowledge, places an absolute prohibition on idols and the worshipping of them. This 

was clear in different passages in the Qur'an. However, the Qur'an did not mention 

that making such idols and images is prohibited. The Qur'an is almost mute on the 

issue. Historians, regarding the Qur'an's muteness, have argued that it may be that the 

issue of making figurative art did not come up as a significant question that needs 

some sort of pronouncement as was the case with the Israelite, as the majority of 

Muslims at the time of the Prophet did not return to paganism after they became 

Muslims.

While the Qur'an is mute in the issue, however, in the traditions of the Prophet 

Mohammad (pbuh), the second primary source of religious knowledge and which has 

not been of lesser importance than the Qur'an, the prohibition is clear in different 

hadiths of the Prophet.
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In the Prophet's (pbuh) traditions there are around twenty hadiths pronounced by him 

on the issue of figurative representation. In some of them, the prohibition of making 

figures of living beings is clear and direct to the painter (see the first group of hadiths 

section number 4.3.3.1 in chapter four), where the Prophet said that the painters 

(image makers) will be the most severely punished on the Day of Judgement. In the 

other hadiths, the prohibition of making figures was in an indirect way (see the 

second group of hadiths section number 4.3.3.2 in chapter four), where the Prophet 

mentioned in his hadiths that the angels do not enter a house in which there is a 

picture, and also he never used to leave in his house anything carrying images, but he 

removed it. In the remaining hadiths, there is an indication that the Prophet gives 

permission for some sort of figurative representation (see the third group of hadiths 

section number 4.3.3.3 in chapter four), where the Prophet allowed Aishah to make 

two cushions for use from a curtain that has pictures of living beings, and also when 

he permits the use of pictures if they are in a garment (two dimensional object).

The different utterances from the Prophet (pbuh) caused disagreement between the 

Muslim jurist theologians (Ulama), the secondary source of religious knowledge, on 

the lawfulness of figurative representation in Islam. Although the jurist Ulama agreed 

on the prohibition of making three dimensional figures of living beings, because the 

Qur'an prohibits worshipping idols (three dimensional objects), and so for this reason 

they prohibit them. However, they disagreed on the lawfulness of making two 

dimensional figures of living beings. Some of them see making any kind of figures of 

living beings, whether in two or three dimensional form, as prohibited. This was the 

opinion of the Al-Shafiite, Al-Hanafite, and some of the Al-Hanbalite Schools. On 

the other hand, the jurist Ulama from the Al-Malekite and some of the Al-Hanbalite
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Schools consider making three dimensional figures of living beings to be prohibited. 

As for making two dimensional figures, they see that it is permitted under certain 

conditions. First, the image must be of an incomplete figure, which means, the figure 

must lose one of its organs so that it can not live if it becomes real, such as cutting the 

head off the figure, making a hole in the chest of the figure, and so on. Second, the 

image must not be made from iron, copper, rock, wood and the like.

Both groups of jurist Ulama have formed their opinion based on the Prophet's 

soundly authentic hadiths. The disagreement between them was on the basis of their 

interpretations of these hadiths. For example, the hadith that ends with the clause 

'except a design in a garment' (see the third group of hadiths in chapter four for the 

complete hadith), the first group said that this hadith indicates that the Prophet (pbuh) 

permitted making two dimensional images of inanimate things, such as trees and 

mountains, or the Prophet intends those pictures in the carpet that are trodden on, or 

this hadith is abrogated by other hadiths. However, the other group said that it is 

incorrect to say that this hadith is abrogated, because we do not know the date of each 

hadith. And also from the context of the hadith, it is clear that the picture that was 

hung on the door of Zaid was of two dimensional figures of living beings. Therefore, 

the second group permits making two dimensional figures because of this hadith. The 

jurist Ulama also disagreed in their interpretations of the other hadiths of the Prophet 

(see chapter four for the full discussion).

Apparently, from the hadiths it appears that the attitude of Islam toward figurative 

representation passed through three stages. The first stage is at the beginning of Islam 

and exactly after conquering Makkah, the Prophet threatened the painter that he will
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be most severely punished, because the Arabs at that time were worshipping idols and 

images of living beings instead of worshipping God. The second stage is the hatred of 

using pictures in the house, because the angels will not enter it. In the final stage, 

once monotheism had settled in the Muslims' souls, the Prophet permits some kind of 

two dimensional pictures.

The Kuwaiti contemporary jurist Ulama were asked with regard to which opinions 

Muslims should follow, or whether a Muslim can follow the opinion of one of the 

four schools, said that the Muslim should follow the truth and what comes in the 

Qur'an, traditions of the Prophet, and the consensus of the Prophet's companions.

As for photography, which represents two dimensional images, this is a new 

phenomenon discovered in the nineteenth century and did not exist in the time of the 

Prophet, in the time of his companions, and in the time when the jurisprudence (fiqh) 

schools developed. The contemporary jurist Ulama disagreed on its lawfulness in 

Islam, because it is impossible to find the opinion of the ancestor jurist Ulama 

regarding this kind of image and the issue was not discussed.

The contemporary jurist Ulama were divided into two groups, the first group see 

photography as an example of the kind of taswir that the Prophet prohibits in his 

hadiths, and their opinion was based on analogy (qiyas), where they believe that there 

is no difference between photography and painting: both are considered images 

(sorah), and the makers are 'mussawiron', photographer and painter alike. On the 

other hand, the other group have rejected the argument that photography is one of the 

taswir that the Prophet prohibits. They believe that there is a big difference between
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photography and painting, where in photography the photographers do not make an 

image, but rather they take (reflect) God's creations. Although the second group 

permits photography, they place conditions on it. First, the image must not be for 

worshipping or anything that relates to paganism. Second, the image must not be of a 

person who is glorified, such as kings, leaders, rulers, film stars, and so on. Third, the 

image must not violate Islamic morality, for example, the image must not be nude, 

and so on. Regarding the lawfulness of photography, the majority of the Kuwaiti 

jurist Ulama agreed that it is permissible and it is not one of the tawir kinds that the 

Prophet prohibits.

While it is clear that the issue of figurative representation is controversial and there 

are boundaries or limitations on making such artworks, many Muslims have either 

used or made images of living beings throughout the centuries. In the past, some of 

Muslim caliphs have used images in their palaces and allowed the production of 

figurative arts in their time and lands. This was clear from the artworks that have 

been found in the Muslim world, such as wall paintings, sculptures, coins, and 

manuscripts, all of which contained figures of living beings whether in two or three 

dimensional forms. In the present day, Muslim artists still produce artworks featuring 

figures of living beings.

In my opinion, this ignorance or neglect of Islamic culture or law from the Muslim 

artists is as a result of the absence of clear guidance from the Muslim jurist 

theologians about what is halal (permitted) and haram (prohibited) when making 

figurative artworks. In other words, what are the boundaries that Muslim artists can 

follow, thereby producing figurative art within Islamic law?
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In this study, I have tried to explore the boundaries of making two dimensional 

figurative artworks within Islamic law. To do so, I have interviewed Kuwaiti Muslim 

jurist scholars, using an "image-interview" method, to guide me to the truth about 

which of the artworks that I have developed is halal (permitted). The artworks 

developed in this study examined three kinds of two dimensional figurative artworks. 

First, making realistic figures, where I have developed six artworks to examine in 

which form making realistic figures is permitted. Second, making non-realistic 

figures, where I developed five artworks examining different kinds of non-realistic 

figures. Third, using photographs of living beings in making figurative artworks, 

where I have developed five artworks using different techniques to examine in which 

form the use of photographs is permitted.

Obviously, the use of my artworks in the interview helped me to explore the exact 

boundaries or limitations of making two dimensional figures, where the jurist Ulama 

had the freedom to see and then to form judgements on each artwork. I think the use 

of the "image-interview" method was useful for this kind of study, because I believe 

that to see is better than to hear. The jurist Ulama were used to being asked verbal 

questions, so for that reason their previous fatwas (verdicts) were very general on the 

issue. When I put them in a new experience, interviewing them with images, the 

images invited the jurist Ulama to make full use of their expertise about the issue, and 

also helped me to ask them quite precise questions about the limitations of making 

two dimensional figures of living beings in Islamic law.
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I believe that the boundaries explored in this study reflect the point of view of Islam 

in general53 , and do not reflect the opinion of a specific school, because the Kuwaiti 

jurist Ulama have tried to draw upon the opinions of different Muslim Schools when 

they made their judgements about each artwork. In the following text I will show the 

boundaries that were explored in this study and discuss how these boundaries can be 

applied to the development of an art curriculum for Higher Education in Kuwait.

10.2 The application of the boundaries of making two dimensional figurative 

artworks in Kuwaiti art curriculum for Higher Education:

In Kuwait, as mentioned earlier in chapter 2, the education was from the beginning 

Islamic. The children were taught the Qur'an, Arabic alphabet, and basic 

mathematics. After that, in 1911, with the opening of the first formal school, the Al- 

Mubarakiya Primary School, the changes of the educational system began in general. 

As for learning art, in this school, the children began learning how to differentiate 

between the different kinds of Arabic calligraphies, and how to draw different kinds 

of Islamic geometrical and floral patterns.

After the discovery of oil, the number of schools increased, which forced the Kuwaiti 

government to hire non-Kuwaiti teachers from other countries such as Egypt, Iraq and 

Palestine. These non-Kuwaiti teachers played a significant roll in changing the 

educational system in Kuwait from Islamic to a modern Western model, especially in 

the major of art, because these teachers came from countries whose educational 

systems had been influenced by the West.

53 Here I mean the Sunni doctrine and not the other Islamic groups, such as Shiite.
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Not only did the non-Kuwaiti teachers influence the major of art, but also the Kuwaiti 

students who studied art abroad, in Egypt, London, USA, and France, resulting in 

further importations of foreign influences to the major of art education in Kuwait, as 

these students came back with new and modern ideas to develop art education in 

Kuwait.

The art curriculum from the beginning till 1969 was imported from Egypt, after which 

the Ministry of Education issued the first official written curriculum for the major of 

art education in 1969 in Kuwait.

From 1980, the Ministry of Education and the art educators succeeded in the 

Islamization of the major of art education after the Islamization of knowledge 

movements that happened in 1977. However, they failed to address specific issues, 

such as the issue of figurative representation, where there is no guidance for the art 

teachers and art students about its lawfulness in Islam. As discussed earlier, this issue 

is controversial in Islam and the muteness on the side of Kuwaiti art education 

curriculum is problematic, because many Kuwaiti Muslim artists nowadays are 

practicing figurative arts without understanding what the Islamic attitude toward it is, 

or what its lawfulness and unlawfulness is in Islam. By doing so, Kuwaiti artists put 

themselves at morality risks, where they will face torture on the Day of Judgment by 

God.

When we are talking about art in Kuwait, we have to bear in mind that most Kuwaiti 

artists graduated from the College of Basic Education, the Department of Art 

Education, and also that this college is the only college that provides the Kuwaiti
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schools with art teachers. So my suggestion goes to the Division of Curriculum 

Development at the Public Authority for Applied Education and Training, which the 

College of Basic Education is part of, to apply the result of this study to the 

curriculum of art education. My suggestion is as follows:

In the general objectives of the major of art education (see chapter 2 for all 

objectives), and particularly the first objective, there is an emphasis that the art 

teacher should follow the Islamic law in teaching the art students about artistic 

expression, but unfortunately this objective is quite general and does not address 

specific issues and what the point of view of Islam is toward it. Therefore, I suggest 

that the boundaries of making two dimensional figurative artworks explored in this 

study could be applied as items under the first objective of the general objectives of 

art education.

The first objective was 'to establish a balance between spiritual and material values 

through directing the instructor to realize the strong ties inherent in artistic 

expression and what Islam requires in the relations between individuals and society'. 

The items that I suggest to include under this objective is, on the issue of figurative 

representation, the instructor must realize the attitude of Islam toward the issue 

and the boundaries of making two dimensional figurative artworks in Islam. The 

boundaries are as follows: 

a- The boundaries of making two dimensional realistic figures of living beings

are:

1- Permitted:

* Making headless figures;
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* Making faceless figures or figures viewed from behind;

* Making parts of the human body, such as eyes, mouth, hand and so on. 

2- Prohibited:

* Making complete figures of living beings;

* Making figures that have eyes covered, hands and/or legs cut off;

* Making portraits of living beings;

* Making figures such that the head is repositioned other than its proper place, 

b- The boundaries of making two dimensional non-realistic figures of living 

beings. There are two kinds of non-realistic figures:

* Making non-realistic figures that look realistic in body form and facial 

features, etc. The same boundaries of making realistic figures will be applied. 

(See the boundaries in section a.)

* Making non-realistic figures that are completely different from realistic

figures:

1- Permitted:

* Making complete or incomplete non-realistic figures of living beings using only 

lines and dots, on the condition that the artist must not intend a specific person, 

because Islam prohibits such a thing;

* Making complete or incomplete abstract non-realistic figures that look like a 

shadow, where there are no details of the face;

* Making complete or incomplete non-realistic figures of living beings using 

Arabic letters, on the condition that the artist must not use the Qur'anic verses 

or the Prophet's hadiths. 

c- The boundaries of using photographs of living beings to develop two

dimensional figurative artworks:
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1- Permitted:

* Using "memory photographs" of living beings;

* Using photographs of living beings taken for the artwork's purpose;

* Cutting the photographs of living beings and reassembling them to create new 

figures of living beings;

* Using the living being's head taken from a photograph to develop figures of 

living beings.

2- Prohibited:

* Repainting the figure of any living being in the photographs.

The instructors also have to bear in mind that in addition to these boundaries

there are conditions of making figures of living beings, which are:

• The figure must not be a symbol for worshipping;

• The figure must not be of a famous person, such as kings, rulers and film 

stars;

• The figure must not violate Islamic morality, such as nude figures and 

women not wearing a head scarf.

In addition, the Division of Curriculum Development could use my artworks as 

references for the boundaries mentioned above to clarify what is meant by each 

boundary and also as an example of it to avoid misunderstanding.

Moreover, I suggest that there should be cooperation between different disciplines, 

such as art and religious studies. This kind of cooperation between disciplines is 

crucial in order to eliminate confusion in the students' minds. The teachers of religion 

can benefit from chapters four, five and six to teach the students about the place of
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figurative representation in Islam and how different Islamic religious sources deal 

with the issue, and the point of view of Islam in the past and present.

Finally, I believe that by applying these boundaries to the major of art education in 

Kuwait it will help the art students to understand their culture, help the art teachers 

when they are questioned by their students about this issue, and help the future artists 

to work confidently and creatively without fearing of being at moral risk.

10.3 Recommendations for future research:

a- This study explored the boundaries of making two dimensional figurative 

artworks from the point of view of Kuwaiti contemporary Muslim jurist 

scholars. So, I recommend that other researchers from different Muslim 

countries, such as Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Syria, and other countries, do the 

same to start to generalize the outcome of this study. They can use my 

artworks and examine its lawfulness from the point of view of the jurist 

Ulama in their countries.

b- This study was about the attitude of Islam toward figurative representation 

from the point of view of the Sunni doctrine. I recommend other researchers 

to do the same, but from the point of view of other Islamic doctrines, such as 

Shiite, to understand how different doctrines deal with this issue, and then 

compare the outcome with the outcome of this study to understand what the 

differences are between them.

220



c- This study explored the boundaries of making two dimensional figurative 

artworks. My recommendation is that there should be a study to explore the 

boundaries of making three dimensional figurative artworks, such as 

sculptures and relief artworks, to understand the attitude of Islam toward 

figurative representation in general. From my reading of the literature, it 

appears that there are boundaries for making three dimensional objects, as the 

Prophet Mohammad (pbuh) allowed Aisha to have a doll (three dimensional 

object) of a living being. And also there is a hadith in which the angel Jibril 

says to the Prophet, 7 came to you yesterday, and I could not enter your 

house, because there was a statue at your door, and a curtain (with pictures 

on it) in your house, and in your house there was a dog, so order the head of 

the statue to be cut, to became as a likeness of a tree'. This hadith indicates 

that the headless statue is permitted, because after the statue's head is cut off it 

becomes like a tree. That means there are also boundaries for making three 

dimensional objects which should be explored.

d- In this study I explored the boundaries of "making" figurative artworks, so I 

recommend that there should also be a study to examine "hanging" these 

artworks in exhibitions or other places, to understand what the point of view 

of Islam is toward hanging figurative artworks.
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The first interview questions:

1- What is Islam's attitude toward figurative representation?

2- What is the point of view of Islam toward "making" figurative representation?

- What about making two dimensional figurative artworks? Can you explain more?

- From your point of view what are the reasons behind prohibiting making figures 

of living beings?

3- Can a Muslim follow one school of the four schools? In other words, can a Muslim 

follow the opinion of the Malekite School in this issue?

- If the answer is No, in your opinion why not?

- Anything more?

4- In the contemporary world it is understood that the Muslims should worship only 

God (Allah), especially on the part of the Sunni, and make figures of living beings 

just for other purposes such as art, so is the Islamic attitude toward figurative 

representation still the same as in the past?

5- Why were there different hadiths pronounced by the Prophet (pbuh) on the issue of 

figurative representation, whereby in some of the hadiths the prohibition is clear and 

direct to the painter, some of them reflect that the Prophet hated to use images in his 

house, and others give permission for some kind of figures. In your opinion what 

does this indicate?
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6- What is your interpretation of the Prophet's hadith, when Aishah cut the curtain 

that had pictures on it, and made from it two cushions for the Prophet to use? Or what 

does this hadith indicate?

7- What is your interpretation of the Prophet's hadith 'except a design in a garment'? 

Or what does this hadith indicate?

8- If Islam prohibits making realistic figures because the artist assimilates himself 

with the only creator (God), what about making non-realistic figures of living beings, 

such as caricatures, strange creatures, and such like?

- Could you go over that again?

9- What is your opinion about making non-realistic figures of living beings by using 

Arabic calligraphy, such as those artworks produced by Muslim artists in the 

nineteenth century?

- Can you explain more?

10- What about using a computer, for example, in making two dimensional figures 

instead of using hands directly?

- Anything more?

11- Why some Muslim caliphs used images in their palaces, or why they allowed the 

production of figurative artworks in their time and lands while Islam prohibits such a 

thing?

- Any other possibilities?

240



12- What is your point of view towards photography as a kind of two dimensional 

images?

- can you give me examples of why the photography is permitted?

13- Did the Ministry of Education in Kuwait seek your help on the issue of figurative 

art?
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The second interview questions:

1- What is your opinion about artwork #1, is it permitted (halal) in Islamic law to 

make realistic figures such as that in the artwork, which is repositioning the head of 

the figure in other than its proper place?; If yes, why?; If no, why not?

2- What is your point of view about making the figure in artwork #2, which is the 

portrait of living being?; if yes, why?; if no, why not?

3- What about the figure in artwork #3, is it permitted to make figures that have eyes 

covered in Islamic law?; if yes, why?; if no, why not?

4- What about making parts of human body, such as the figure in artwork #4, is it 

permitted in Islamic law?; if yes, why?; if no, why not?

5- What is your opinion about the figure in artwork #5, is it permitted to make figure 

that the head is replaced with inanimate things, such as vase?; if yes, why?; if no, why 

not?

6- What about making figures of living beings viewed from behind, such as the figure 

in artwork #6? Is it permitted?; if yes, why?; if no, why not?

7- In your opinion, is making non-realistic figures of living beings, such as that in 

artwork #7, permitted in Islamic law?; if yes, why?; if no, why not?
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8- In artwork #8, there are two figures of living beings, the women and the bird, in 

your opinion, is making these figures in this way permitted in Islamic law?; if yes, 

why?; if no, why not?

9- What about making non-realistic figures by using only lines and dots, such as the 

figures in artwork #9, is it permitted in Islamic law to make such figure? If yes, why?; 

if no, why not?

10- In your opinion, is making non-realistic figure that looks like shadow, such as the 

figures in artwork #10, permitted in Islamic law?; if yes, why?; if no, why not?

11- What is your point of view about making non-realistic figure by using separated 

Arabic letters, such as the figure in artwork #11, is it permitted in Islamic law?; if yes, 

why?; if no, why not?

12- In your opinion, is it permitted to use "memory photographs" of living beings to 

develop figurative artworks in Islamic law, such as that in artwork #12?; if yes, why?; 

if no, why not?

13- What about using photographs of living beings taken for the purpose of the 

artwork, such as the photograph in artwork #13, is it permitted in Islamic law?; if yes, 

why?; if no, why not?

14- In artwork #14, I have used cut photographs of three different faces of living 

beings and reassembled them to create new figure that does not exist in reality, in
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your point of view, is it permitted to make figurative artwork in this why in Islamic 

law?; if yes, why?; if no, why not?

15- What about repainting the figures of living beings in the photographs, such as the 

figure in artwork #15, is it permitted in Islamic law?; if yes, why?; if no, why not?

16- In artwork #16, I have used the head of living being taken from photograph to 

develop figure of living being, so, is it permitted to make figurative artwork in such 

way?; if yes, why?; if no, why not?
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