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My title is intended as a framework for 
research, l a framework inspired by reading 
the Proceedings of the first seminar.2 In 
presenting "Architecture in the Spirit of 
Islam" the ideological or theological 
presuppositions may well imply that the 
Islamic spirit is an immediate, simple, 
even atheistic notion. For me, within the 
framework of our research, it is 
problematic. 

The title I have chosen avoids the impli
cation of such presuppositions. It simply 
juxtaposes three main directions of 
thought in a particular order. Why have I 
placed "urbanism" between "Islam" and 
"human existence"? To the extent that 
urbanism is a physical environment 
designed by men, one in which their 
existence takes place, it serves to mediate 
between a projection of human existence, 
a general design, and real, concrete 
existence. 
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As a projection of human existence, Islam 
moves in two directions. The first is Algeria: a recently constructed rural village 

metaphysical, religious, spiritual, and 
therefore dynamic. The second is one 
which I personally hesitate to qualify with 
the adjective, "Islamic". Here I react 
against what is presented as "Muslim" 
philosophy, "Muslim" politics and the 
like. The second direction, the second 
level of signification, is the sociohistorical 
space in which human existence unfolds. 
This space should be restored to a real, 
positive signification. It should in no way 
be arbitrarily concealed by the term, 
"Islamic. " 

I wish to relate a personal experience in 
order to make this theoretical and 
analytical presentation less abstract. The 
example is that of Algeria, a unique 
laboratory for those who wish to reflect 
seriously on these problems. What I have 
to say about Algeria can be applied with 
proper correctives to any Muslim country, 
but owing to its recent history a number of 
problems appear there in extreme form. 
At the time of its independence in 1962, a 
unique upheaval occurred. An extremely 
active European community, a very mixed 
community, left the country. Entire towns 
were emptied of their inhabitants. An 

Photo: M. AI-HaririiAga Khan Awards 

urban way of life conceived by and for the 
French and differing entirely from that 
required by a Muslim population was now 
vacant. 

In terms of the Islamic definition of 
housing a significant problem arose. The 
colonial departure provoked an upheaval 
of the Algerian population. Apart from a 
few exceptions, the essentially rural 
population was unprepared to live in this 
physical environment. Consequently, the 
entire traditional semiotic universe was 
disrupted. Another framework for life was 
installed in its place, and this translated 
into all kinds of behaviour. For instance, 
people used their balconies to raise 
chickens (this striking example was 
provided by Andre Raymond). But there 
is more. All kinds of behaviour which are 
part of the Islamic way of life were 
uprooted and displaced. As it does not 
correspond to the functions demanded by 
the new population, the urban fabric 

deteriorates. There is clearly room for 
psychological and sociological research 
here. I am persuaded that much can be 
learned from this experience. 

A second point to remember is that after 
independence, Algeria wished to break 
with its colonial past and pursue its own 
development. In terms of housing and 
urbanization two phenomena had great 
impact: industrialization and the agrarian 
revolution. In turning to heavy industry, 
Algeria installed complexes that rival 
those in Europe in terms of their impact 
on social structures such as housing and 
work. Consequently, we must now deal 
with problems identical to those faced by 
European industrial societies in the nine
teenth and early twentieth centuries. 

The problem is where to house the new 
workers. Should the most common type of 
urbanism be chosen, the low-rent housing 
development? In other words, there was 
no tradition of urbanism. Nor was there 
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any preparation at the architectural 
research level to accompany this great 
historical movement. 

The leap into modern industry was a bold 
policy. At the same time it was deep
rooted in an ideology that calls for the 
remodeling of the Algerian identity. That 
is to say, national construction had as its 
first principle not only the recovery of an 
identity, but the remodeling of an identity, 
first, by regenerating its historical and 
cultural constituents, and second, by 
integrating new wealth and modern 
methods. 

In the case of Algeria, for example, if we 
wish to identify the typical urban tradition, 
we should not look at those great monu
ments or mosques which engage the 
attention of the specialist and even amaze 
us. I emphasize that our approach must 
be pragmatic. When considering the 
history of Islam, Muslims as well as 
Islamicists usually take into account a 

factitious historical continuity represented 
by architectural monuments or great 
philosophical works. In so doing the real 
social fabric is totally omitted. Classical 
Arabic historiography is the intellectual 
priest serving in the defense of dynasties. 
It celebrates works of civilization which we 
continue to protect at the expense of local 
invention and creativity. 

As an illustration, we turn to the architec
tural methods of the Mzab. A religious 
minority within a social group extending 
far back, the Mzab offers a particularly 
instructive lesson. Taking refuge in 
Southern Algeria for political and religious 
reasons, they built right in the middle of 
the Sahara. This is, in fact, Hassan Fathy's 
formula, "to build with the people." Their 
solutions met very precise ecological 
constraints before meeting the standard 
Islamic models which were certainly over
looked by the Berbers of that time. 

Concerning the agrarian revolution in 
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Algeria, socialist villages have been built. 
This is indeed an interesting phenomenon. 
A socialist village is one of those new 
villages built in the countryside to lodge 
the new agricultural workers. They adhere 
to what we call "modern" architectural 
models. Apartments are ordered in blocks; 
streets follow straight lines. The only sign 
of Islam's presence is, of course, the 
mosque, and this raises an important 
issue. 

The mosque fulfills the function of 
mediation not as a building that has 
Islamic architectural attributes such as the 
milJrab or the minbar, but as a building 
with a functional semiotic system, a 
building in the midst of those smells, 
noises and movements which characterize 
what we perceive as an Islamic milieu. The 
mosque mediates only when it is inte
grated into a lively system. But in a 
socialist village this system has practically 
disappeared. Here we are dealing with 
something different, with another 
language, a language of revolution which 
has nothing to do with the traditional 
Islamic language. The modes of relation 
and exchange are different, and an entire 
system of signs has disappeared. Conse
quently, we must revise the Islamic 
language to adapt it to new realities. That 
is why I have chosen as my theme, "Islam, 
Urbanism and Human Existence Today." 
The word "today" has considerable weight 
for we must make our way through towns 
shattered by demographic pressures and a 
disrupted semiotic universe. 

If we do not now seriously search for an 
Islamic language adapted to this new 
situation, we will find ourselves in the 
usual predicament of Muslim societies. 
When confronted by economic, demo
graphic and social pressures, they practice 
a kind of evasion. Always they resort to a 
Western technology which only further 
aggravates the problems of their interior 
universe. 

What goes with this evasion? An Islamic 
discourse of an ideological nature which 
tries to legitimate these actions by 
referring to the authority of the Koran, 
the authority of Islam, which is supposed 
to function on a transcendental level. I 
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make an appeal for a political philosophy 
adapted to the current historical situation 
of Muslim societies, a philosophy that 
would take up again the issues raised by 
the philosophers of the past-the relation 
between the authority of the Koran 
(divine, transcendental, religious) and that 
of the human powers and ideologies which 
seek legitimacy by referring to that 
authority. 

I call your attention to the problem of 
signs and symbols. Here I cross paths with 
Prof. Grabar. He began with an analysis 
of art history while I started with an 
analysis of the Koranic text. Both of us 
have independently employed the term 
"sign-symbol. " 

I prepared an essay, "Peut-on parler de 
merveilleux dans Ie Coran?" for a 
colloquium. 3 When people queried me on 
the notion of the supernatural in the 
Koran, I began to reflect on the semiotic 
status of the Koranic verses and wondered 
whether we should consider them as 
symbols or as signs. I linked these two 
words in order to indicate two possible 
directions which are continually mani
fested in Islamic life and in the relation of 
the Muslim to the Koran. 

The first direction considers the verse as a 
linguistic sign, a linguistic expression 
referring directly to definable significa
tions. This permits the definition of 
Muslim law and in fact indicates the 
direction of thought in the Shari'a. The 
Shari'a is inconceivable if we do not 
consider the Koranic discourse on this 
literal linguistic level where, according to 
lexicographic method, each word refers 
precisely to some referent. At this level 
the Shari'a continues to influence Islamic 
discourse, for instance, the decisions 
Muslims make in urbanism or economics. 

In the second direction the verse functions 
as an opened space of projection, that is, 
a system of significations that materializes 
in the individual and collective experience 
of the community. Of course, you will tell 
me that these things are too complicated 
for an architect and he cannot follow all 
these directions. 

Comments 

What I emphasize is that thought is first of 
all an act of historical solidarity. 
Philosophers, ethnographers, architects, 
economists and sociologists should 
consider things within the context of 
reality, the reality in which Muslim 
societies presently live. Then, if we find a 
path through all the confusion, horizons 
will open in which we can inscribe our 
thought and our action. 

Reference Notes 

1 This text is an English resume of a presentation 
made in French by Prof Arkoun 

2 Toward an Architecture in the Spirit of Islam, 
sponsored by the Aga Khan Award for Archit"cture 
and held at Aiglemont, Gouvieux, France, in April 
1978 

3 L' Etrange et Ie merveilleux dans la civilisation 
islamique medievale Colloquium held at the College 
de France (Paris, 1978) 

Comments 

Raymond 

I would like to make a remark concerning 
the attitude of historians. Dr. Arkoun has 
raised an important point regarding the 
existence of urban planners who realize 
this integration of divine will in the urban 
space. In fact, this is a big problem upon 
which historians are working. But the 
problem is difficult because we have very 
little historical information relative to the 
role of a central concept of cities. 

Finally, I think that it is the individual, the 
qiiq,f, who plays the role of mediation. I 
refer to the period which I know, i.e., the 
modern times. From the fifteenth to the 
nineteenth century the qiiq,f performed this 
mediation by the very act of daily inter
pretation of the urban problems of Muslim 
cities. Thus we should identify the implicit 
body of doctrine which the qiiq,f obeyed 
when making his decisions. This would 
involve perusing thousands of registers 
scattered in most big Muslim cities. It 
represents not only the work of a historian 
during his lifetime, but generations of 
historians. When this task is completed, I 
think we will have a clear idea of the 
problems confronting us, and maybe we 
will find some solutions. 

Arkonn 

The mediation of the qiiq,f is entirely 
different from the mediation of the 
mosque. The mediation of the mosque 
is a mediation for the sacred, the 
transcendent. Muslims pray in mosques 
and when a Muslim prays, he is in relation 
with God. The mediation of the qiiq,f is a 
mediation of censure, and eventually one 
of repression, of political integration for 
the benefit of the secular branch. There is 
a difference between these two kinds of 
mediation. The first one is the Islamic 
projection of human existence which is 
translated on the level of the prayer in the 



mosque. The second is the mediation of 
the qa(fi, of law, which evolves from the 
struggle of men within the city. 

Wahid 

I do not think that we should make too 
much of a distinction between the two 
kinds of mediation. In some cases an 
institution used for one kind of mediation 
can also be used for another purpose. For 
example, the mosque is used for the 
mediation of God but also for that of law 
and politics. 

I would like to point out a unique 
Indonesian institution which exerts 
influence in the rural areas. The pesantren 
is a learning community where students 
are sent by their parents to live and study 
with the 'ulama' in the same compound. It 
represents a cultural mediation through its 
integration of pre-Islamic concepts and 
Islamic signs and symbols. 

In Indonesia there is no specific symbol 
for good and bad, but there is a distinction 
between aspirants and those who have 
achieved a perfect understanding and 
knowledge of God. To express this idea in 
Sufi terms, pre-Islamic concepts of the 
wayang puppet show were adapted. 
Specifically, in the middle of the screen 
used in the puppet show there is a 
mountain. On one side you have the 
panda vas . These are not the heroes in the 
Western sense as you see them in the 
movies, but rather those who have 
obtained perfect knowledge of God. On 
the other side there are the kauvaras who 
still aspire to perfect knowledge. 

In the pesantren the symbol of the 
mountain is employed by placing the 
mosque in the middle of the compound. 
The 'ulama' live on one side while the 
students live on the other. Also, by being 
in the middle, the mosque functions as a 
centre in which the community can come 
and go. Therefore I think we should avoid 
making a distinction between the two 
kinds of mediation. An institution can be 
used for many purposes. 

Comments 

Mahdi 

Prof. Arkoun insists that we should look 
at things somewhat problematically. But 
between the problematic character of these 
things and the way he invites us to look at 
them, there seems to be some tension. For 
instance, I wonder whether his distinction 
between social reality and transcendence 
as two opposite things that have to be 
mediated is in itself not problematic. The 
separation between the literal and legal 
aspects of the Koran and the symbolic sign 
aspect, both of which have existed 
throughout Islamic history, is another 
example. Can one throw one of them 
overboard and preserve the other? You 
see my difficulty. Either we go all the way 
in our effort to make things problematic, 
or we stand, as Prof. Arkoun seems to 
stand, on these premises, and then our 
project is not problematic. 

Arkoun 

Yes, of course, analysis separates, but 
separation does not imply the existence of 
an opposition. Analysis is undertaken in 
order to afford better understanding. What 
goes on in the life of a man when he is 
talking about God, about transcendency, 
and when he is doing his business, when 
he is engaging in politics, for example? We 
would like to know how these things are 
expressed and how they fit in the existence 
of man. It is obvious that for a believer in 
general-a Muslim, a Christian or an 
ideologist-this separation by analysis does 
not exist. Analysis is a search undertaken 
for better understanding. It is therefore 
not a rupture-causing element. 
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