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ABSTRACT

This article, with a comparative look at the works of Muhammad Siyah Qalam and the ideas of
Emmanuel Levinas, re-examines the depiction of the demon (Div) in Persian painting. In Iranian
mythological and artistic discourse, the demon has always been a symbol of absolute evil and
the rejected "Other"; however, Muhammad Siyah Qalam, in a different manner, represents
demons as independent, vulnerable beings engaged in everyday actions. This artistic approach
resonates with the central concepts of Levinas's philosophy, such as the independence and
irreducibility of the Other, the critique of totalitarianism, and the face as an ethical call. The
present research, employing qualitative content analysis and an interpretive approach, examines
samples of Muhammad Siyah Qalam's paintings and compares them with Levinas's theories.
The results indicate that Siyah Qalam's demons, contrary to the prevalent stereotypical and one-
dimensional image, possess an independent and multi-layered identity; faces that, in their
thoughtful, weary, or pained gaze, set aside the mask of absolute evil and call us to an ethical
responsibility toward the "Other." This research ultimately concludes that Siyah Qalam,
centuries before the formulation of the theory of the Other in Levinas's philosophy, provided in
his works the possibility of a humane and empathetic encounter with the Other, thus
transforming art into a realm for critiquing the totalitarian and one-dimensional perspective.

Research Objectives:

1. Re-reading and interpreting the image of the "demon" in the works of Muhammad
Siyah Qalam, emphasizing the independence and facelessness of these beings, in
contrast to the stereotypical and one-dimensional representation of the demon as a
symbol of absolute evil.

2. A comparative examination of this artistic approach with Emmanuel Levinas's
thoughts on the "Other," especially concepts such as the irreducibility of the Other, the
critique of totalitarianism, and the face as an ethical call.

Research Questions:

1. How does the representation of the demon in Muhammad Siyah Qalam's paintings
distance itself from mythological clichés and a totalitarian perspective, and highlight
the human aspects and the facelessness of the "Other"?

2. On what levels and dimensions can a relationship be established between this artistic
perspective and Levinas's moral philosophy regarding responsibility toward the Other
and the critique of totalitarianism?

2676-7759/ © 2025 Islamic Art Press. This is an open access article under the CC BY license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/BY/4.0/)



https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1481-1923
https://www.sysislamicartjournal.ir/article_246735.html?lang=en
https://www.sysislamicartjournal.ir/article_246735.html?lang=en
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/BY/4.0/

2

Sournal of Slamic At Qdtudbes
Issue 62, Volume 23, June 2026

Introduction

In the history of thought, the "Self" has always been represented as the center of
meaning, knowledge, and truth; from Greek philosophy and the Platonic tradition to
Descartes and Kant, this self-foundational subject has defined the Other in relation to
itself and has often marginalized it. This centrality of the "Self," which is the result of
the totalizing and integrative logic of Western philosophy, can also be interpreted as an
effort to structurally eliminate the Other; the elimination or objectification of the Other
for the sake of the continuation and consolidation of the "Self."

Emmanuel Levinas, the French-Jewish philosopher of the twentieth century, critiques
this process as the "history of the forgetting of the Other." In his view, the Western
philosophical tradition, in its attempt at totalization and systematization, has reduced
the Other to a conceptual level and, in doing so, has laid the foundation for a kind of
philosophical totalitarianism. In contrast to this conception, Levinas emphasizes the
priority of the Other, pre-structural responsibility, and the possibility of ethical
encounter; a point where the "Other" is not an object for cognition but the starting point
of ethical responsibility.

However, the issue of the rejection of the Other is not limited to Western philosophical
discourse. In many cultures, the Other has been represented in the form of myths,
symbols, and historical narratives, often appearing in the role of threat, enemy, or
demon. In Iranian culture as well, various and different manifestations of the Other and
the alien have appeared, taking various forms throughout Iran's history; the trace of this
Other in Iran's history can even be followed to the contemporary era, and its signs can
be observed. This Iranian Other has sometimes manifested in the form of myth and
sometimes as marginalized groups with differing beliefs, and of course, a different
aspect of this Other has also appeared in Islamic mysticism and its unattainable beloved.
A significant part of this Other in Iranian history appears in the concept of the demon
(Div), a rejected and demonic being that disrupts cosmic order. This dark history has
caused the demon to always have a negative image in Iranian history and to represent
the ugly face of Iranian art. The examination of images in the history of Persian painting
is replete with this hideous and ugly face of demons; nevertheless, within this
longstanding tradition, rare exceptions also occur; the demons of Muhammad Siyah
Qalam are among these exceptions that indicate a different approach and open up a
different path of inquiry that can bring us closer to Levinas's thought of the Other.

The main question of this research arises from this very observation:
Can Siyah Qalam's demons be re-read, relying on the philosophy of the Other in
Levinas's thought, as the "irreducible Other"? Can signs of the "face," "ethical
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responsibility," and a break from the good/evil dichotomy be found in these images that
suggest a visual resistance to the logic of exclusion? And finally, can this reading pave
the way for a possible connection between Iranian art and contemporary philosophical
concepts?

The aim of this research is to explore the possibility of such a connection; a connection
that arises from within a visual text and engages in dialogue with philosophical theory
to demonstrate how art, in the face of the logic of the rejection and elimination of the
Other, can offer a narrative of encounter, responsibility, and difference.

Conclusion

The paintings of Muhammad Siyah Qalam, by recreating demons in a human and
complex form, operate beyond the mere representation of mythological elements and
provide the possibility of an ethical and contemplative experience in encountering the
Other. These works not only challenge the traditional visual world but also offer a
framework for a deeper understanding of the relationship between art and ethics. Siyah
Qalam's demons, on various levels, demonstrate that art can embody philosophical
concepts in an experiential and objective manner, engaging the audience in ethical
responsibility. One of the important achievements of these paintings is highlighting the
possibility of coexistence with the Other; a concept that has been attended to in
contemporary philosophy, especially in Levinas's thought. By creating moments of
weariness, humor, or vulnerability in the demons, Siyah Qalam shows that encountering
even the most inhuman Other can provide a ground for empathy and human interaction.
This attitude is not merely a visual experience but a way for the philosophical
embodiment of ethics and the acceptance of the diversity and complexity of beings and
objects in the world. In addition to the ethical dimension, Siyah Qalam's works also
create a transformation in the traditional view from an aesthetic perspective. By
employing humor, satire, and multi-layered representations, he questions the dominant
cultural and formal visual structures and provides the possibility of rethinking systems
of meaning and value. This feature demonstrates that art can have an independent
critical force, a force that, along with beauty and appeal, possesses the ability to change
attitudes and open up space for dialogue. The comparative reading of Siyah Qalam's
works with Levinas's philosophy shows that Iran's artistic tradition, even before the
formation of modern philosophical systems, has had the capacity for rethinking and
creating contemplative moments in encountering the Other. This point has significant
historical and theoretical importance; because it can offer a redefinition of the
relationship between art and philosophy, a relationship in which art is not merely a
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representation of the world, but acts as a space for experience, reflection, and ethical
response. Siyah Qalam's works, beyond tangible images and narrative stories, play an
active role in shaping our understanding of the Other and our relationship with them,
and show that art and philosophy can interact to make ethical and cultural concepts
experiential and tangible. This research, by basing itself on Levinas's thought
concerning the concept of the Other and examining it within the context of Iranian art
and the specific case of Muhammad Siyah Qalam, has opened up the concept of the
Other in Iranian history and culture—a concept that, as mentioned in the article, has a
long and complex history and encompasses various fields; this Other can be examined
both in Iran's literature and poetry, and in Iran's visual tradition, especially in the late
Safavid era and afterwards when Iranians became acquainted with Western modernity;
and fundamentally, modernity and the Western human being constitute a part of the
historical Other of Iranians that can have its own research trajectory.
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