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"Each region of the Islamic world must create its 
own architectural solutioflS ... we must demmul.fi'om 
our respective national decision-makers, our 
architeds, our planners mul our lmulscape architeds 
an environment in which we call live, work mul 
practice the precepts if our faith hmmoniously and 
to the fullest'''. Numerous and difficult problems are 
raised by these remarks. The creation if an ideal 
physical environment is here related more to the 
necessity if living within the Muslim Jaith aIld 
renewing traditional Islamic cultural values thall 
it is to the technical and material means, or the 
economic constraints, reflected in most architectu
ral achievements today. It is ultimately a matter 

Jor thinking Muslims to instill meaning, solidly 
rooted in the Islamic spilit, into buildings if all 
sorts. As an historian if Islamic thought, aIld a 
Muslim myself, I feel committed to this task. It is 
Jor this reason that I propose the Jollowing 
theoretical remarks on the specific nature, the 
historical development and the scope if rela
tionships between building and meaning ill the 
realm if Islam. Focus will be 011 three main 
themes: 1. Islam, society, history; 2. Constraints 
and innovative freedom; and 3. Culture, educa
tional systems and language in the city. 

I have frequently denounced the vague use 
which even scholars make of the concept of 
Islam; architects who would like to get an 
idea of what is covered by the concept are 
often required to read literature that is in
adequate because it is purely descriptive' . An 
approach that involves simply exploring the 
diverse monuments which have survived in 
the vast Islamic world in order to sift out 
permanent, and hence replicable qualities or 
characteristics of Muslim architecture, reflects 
a purely taxinomic and idealistic conception 
inherent in contemporary presentations of 
Islam. This is precisely what a large 
architectural office in Chicago, USA did in 
order to design an Islamic University for 
Mecca'. 

The fundamental assumption in this 
approach is that Islam is a permanent but 
intangible reality which cuts across societies 
and across history. One never specifies 

1 Opening remarks of HH the Aga Khan in Conserva
tion as cultural survival, TI1e Aga Khan Awards 
1980, p. Xl. 
2 C1 M: Arkoun:' L'lslam, hier, demain, Buchet
Chaste!:f ed. 1982, pp. 117. 
J Project presented by Fazlur R. Khan at the symposium 
on the Arab city, Medina, FebnlQly 28 to MmTh 5, 
1981. 

whether or not it is essentially religious or 
cultural, but just asserts that it leaves typical, 
immediately recognisable signs everywhere, 
indicating something quite specific. Moreov
er, it is only Islam's secondary attributes that 
were modified by a socio-rultural context at 
those historic moments when it became 
dominant. In order to reinforce this point of 
view and subsequent practices, one insists 
upon the feeling of unity in Islamic cities. 

The architects who subscribe to this vision 
ignore in fact that they are transposing into 
our livable space a theological presupposition 
which has directed Islamic thought since the 
triumph of one particular orthodox under
standing of the Koran'. One finds a typical 
instance of this intellectual attitude in the 
discourse of Stefano Bianca concerning the 
renovation of the medina in Fez: it is for him 
a matter of "perennial and still vigorous 
values which were the constant concem of 
those persons responsible for the master 
plan"'. Many other examples of this naive 
belief in invariables which escape historical 
frameworks could be cited. As a result, for 
traditional Islamic thinking, Islam, society, 
and history correspond to three great realms, 
relentlessly studied under three basic concepts 
called in Arabic: din, dawla, and dunyd, mean
ing religion, State-power, and the secular 
world, or immediate existence; therefore, 
history on earth as opposed to etemal life. It 
goes without saying then that dawla, the 
power to direct society and dunyd should be 
strictly dependent upon norms decreed by 
God, through a paramount din called Islam. 
Christian and Hebrew thinking, of course, 
have developed and imposed identical hierar
chies. This accounts for the tremendous in
tegrating force of religion for all human 
activity in society; and thus one can under
stand the impact of religion upon dwelling 
pattems, monuments and cities: spaces and 
circulation reserved for women, neighbour
hoods inhabited by different religious groups, 
proportions of houses, and sacred places 
according to religious affiliation, etc.·1 Reli
gion is not only employed for the juridical 
statutes by which a State claims legitimacy: it 

1 01'1 the IlOtion of 0I1hodoxy, see M, Arkoun: L e 
concept de raison islamique ill Annuaire de ]' Afrique 
du Nord 1979, c.N. R.. 5, Paris 1981, pp, 305-339. 
2 In Conservation as cultural survival, op. cit" p, 40. 
J C1 L' espace social de la ville arabe, ed, D. 
ChevallieJ', Pmis 1979, 
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also affects the feelings of each believer. We 
should not forget that all the building trades 
that participated in the construction of dwell
ings, public or religious edifices, were com
prised of craftsmen who worked solely with 
their hands, their bodies, their intelligence and 
their sensitivity, Creativity, artistic inspira
tion, and the spiritual dimension were possi
ble in each individual; each of them com
municated with equal fervor in a search for 
well-being, in submission to the Divine and 
in sacred rites. This network of beliefs, 
knowledge, rites, emotions, hopes and abili
ties defined each ctaftman's personality and 
was transposed into the cut of a stone, the 
form of a design, the study of proportions, 
the decoration of a facade, the choice of a 
site, the use of colours, etc. 

It is at this spontaneous expressive level 
that we must try to grasp the Islamic (or 
Christian, or Buddhist) spirit of an 
architecture. Even though we might attain 
this spirit through analysis or sensitive parti
cipation, it nevertheless remains impossible to 
replicate in our modem societies. Two . se
rious questions come to rnind here which, to 
my knowledge, have not been correctly 
confronted by architects working in Islamic 
lands (by Muslims and non-Muslims): these 
have to do with continuity and discontinuity 
in the history of Muslim societies; that is, the 
dissociation or separation of spheres of histor
ical activity, a dissociation that is well ad
vanced in certain Western societies and 
already underway in Muslim societies parti
cularly since the 1950's, I shall limit myself 
here to the relationship of these to construc
tion and to meaning. 

Each religious or national community 
tends to insist much more on continuities 
rather than discontinuities in its historical 
destiny, Within the complex framework of 
history, events, achievements, personalities 
are selected which allow for a highJy 
meaningful, and mobilising, narrative 
continuum' to be constructed for each mem
ber of the community, A collective historical 
memory is thereby constituted, taking its 
sources in what we call the history of Islam, 
Christianity, Juclism, or ofJapan, Mali, Tuni
sia, Germany, etc. 

Architecture and urban plamling obvious
ly provide solid elements in the formulation 
of this continuity. We can say the same for 

I C1 P. Ricoeur: La narrativite, C.N.R,S. PaliS 1982, 



the history of ideas: the interpretations which 
Muslims make today of the Koran, the 
Hadith, the Sharia presuppose a continuity of 
intellectual attitudes, frameworks of know
ledge, conceptual tools, systems of belief and 
scepticism with those already held by the first 
generations of Muslims. There is confirma
tion here of a typical prooess which sociolo
gists call social inugery. The common Islamic 
discourse developed since the 19th century by 
reformers, called the Salafiya, and greatly 
amplified since the 1960's by the official mass 
media, has popularised a perceptive and inter
pretative frame of reference that transmutes 
flagrant discontinuities into Islamic con
tinuities, at all levels of individual and collec
tive existence. Socialism, democracy, science, 
economy, philosophy, art and technology are 
appended to Islamic tradition with greater or 
lesser coherence by this approach. Even cities 
where the colonial imprint was the strongest, 
or . those that have been disfigured by recent 
anarchic growth, have "Islamised" their secu
lar space by multiplying the number of 
mosques or by reintroducing into public 
buildings and private houses architectural ele
ments taken from monuments conventional
ly thought of as Islamic. 

To obscure or to falsity the perception and 
understanding of discontinuities by substitut
ing illusory continuities is a way of refusing 
to understand (and hence to master) the real 
history of societies. Thus, one of the ideas 
which has been adopted by numerous West
ern architects who have been commissioned 
to do large projects in Muslim countries is 
that "the rupture between the past and the 
present is infinitely less pronounced in 
Europe than it is in the Muslim world. This 
is the result of more than a century of 
technocratic development, coupled with the 
disappearance of traditional methods of con
struction ... Hence, to modernise in the West
em sense means imposing altogether foreign 
structures, lacking relevance, when it would 
suffice simply to re-examine and to develop 
existing patterns"'. 

Noone will contest the large historical 
gap between the present state of Western 
societies and that of Muslim societies; howev
er, an historical, sociological and anthropolo
gical analysis of this disparity should in no 
way lead to a "revisionist" attitude on the part 
of the architect. One must, therefore, give up 

I In Conservation as cultural survival, op, cit., p. 40. 

"To obscure the perception 
and understanding of 
discontinuities by 
substituting illusory 
continuities is a way of 
refusing to understand the 
real history of societies." 

nostalgic, apologetic statements about a Mus
lim world which will be able to avoid, by 
means of specific powers of resistance, the 
destabilising effects of modem economy, 
technology and secular ideology. I am not 
saying that it must inevitably undergo these 
effects; but, if it continues to follow the paths 
of development undertaken since the 19th 
century by the West, then it will be impossi
ble for any spiritual or structural factor to halt 
the trend from a world full of meaning 
(cities, religious spaces, sacred relationships 
with the immediate or distant environment, 
abounding with signs and symbols ... ) to one 
which is disillusioned, rationalised, special
ised, compartmentalised, phllmed and calcu
lated, reflecting a competitive and product-
oriented economy. . 

We should not, in this realm of ideas, 
confuse the partial or sectorial continuities 
with the deeper continuity of a civilisation 
and the system of thought which gives it a 
dynamic character. These fragmented con
tinuities should not make us forget the fun
damentally symbolic, semantic, and semio
logical dislocation which has occurred in the 
following realms: 1. the immediate urban 
environment of the mosque; 2. the overall 
social context of which the mosque and the 
city are key elements; 3. the conception of a 
whole and particular technical achievements 
in buildings; 4. the concentration of functions 
in the same place and resultant integrating 
effect upon the socio-cultural space linked to 
the mosque; 5. each believer's own cultural 
system and way of perceiving religious, 
sacred and profane things. 

Seen in this perspective, the problem of 
conservation, of restoration, takes on its real 
dimensions. The restored monument, house 
or neighbourhood can no longer be simply 
an enclave lacking vital links with the active 

51 

centre of the city. Pure conservation, without 
a concommitant retum to the rationality, the 
institutions, the symbolism and belief sys
tems of a culture in a particular era and place, 
reinforces an illusion of continuity, provokes 
nostalgia and romantic admiration but has 
little impact upon new historical develop
ments. 

It remains therefore to formulate philo
sophically the real meaning of these historical 
developments which have come to seem 
inevitable. Historians are supposed to make 
critical evaluations of the past; sociologists to 
scrutinise the forces at work today; but in 
Islamic societies, the former as well as the 
latter are really too few in number and 
operate under inadequate conditions, for us to 
expect useful information. Islam, has not 
been studied adequately as a concept. 

One of the realms where the conflict of 
meanings is cIiilicult to reconcile is that of the 
separation of various religious, political, eco
nomic, legal organisms in society. The West 
has pri.ded itself for a long time in having 
rendered unto Caesar what is Caesar's, and to 
God that which belongs to God. Islam, on 
the contrary, boasts of having maintained a 
solidarity among what I have termed the 
three "D"s = dfn, dunyd, dawla, or religion, 
secular world and State power. We come 
back here to the debate, with all of the 
difficulties mentioned above conceming 
structure and history. And we again perceive 
architects' and urban planners ' error in believ
ing they = make judgments on the basis of 
Islam's inseparable entities, and thereby ex
tend the qualification of Islamic to buildings 
and urban pattems produced in Muslim 
societies worldwide. Even specialists in Isla
mic studies hardly ever take it into their head 
that the separation of various organisms is not 
something imperative, absolutely defined by 
religion; it is a matter of historical process, 
and success or failure depends upon the social 
forces that are present. Secularisation does not 
systematically oppose religious thought, but 
rather integrates it within an overall goal of 
intelligibility - stripped of any a priori. 

If such an evolution has not yet occurred 
in Islamic societies, it is not because Islam has 
been opposed to this for reasons of doctrine 
ever since its founding; it is because the social 
groups in major Muslim countries have ex
perienced neither historical continuity nor the 
creative tensions that social classes in the West 
have experienced. A middle class "developed 



slowly (in the Near East) and established itself 
as the strongest · economic factor during the 
fourth century. Nevertheless, it never became 
an organised entity as a class and never obwined 
political power (author's italics). The tum of the 
10th to the 11 th century (the fourth to fifth 
century of the Hegira), which was the high 
point for the Middle Eastem bourgeoisie, 
was also marked by the complete ascendancy 
of the soldier/slave castes, partirularly those 
of Turkish origin, and these dominated the 
history of this part of the world for the next 
800 years. At the same time, the monetary 
and mercantile economy of the Middle East 
opened the way for an economy in whi,ch 
feudal tendencies become dominant'. 

This historical summary is much more 
revealing of the profound mechanisms effect
ing the evolution of Muslim societies than are 
most of the descriptive or pious explanations; 
which tend to focus only on the ideological 
positions based upon traditional "orthodox" 
teachings of Islam. It is these positions which 
give direction and which fill the Islamic 
discourse characteristic of "evolutionary" or 
opposition movements that have had a 
strong political impact since the 1970's. Any 
analysis must avoid being misguided about 
the social foundations and the ultimate goals 
of these movements; moreover, creativity in 
the field of architecture and town planning 
will be seriously compromised if practioners 
try to transcribe into physical form those 
ideological requirements put forth in official 
statements as supreme religious values' . 

A fresh look, freed from prt:iudices inheri
ted from the past would allow us to re-write 
the history of architecture and town planning 
in those areas where the Islamic element has 
played an important role'. We would try to 
define better the level at which religion as 
such intervenes, and the developments linked 
to natural factors (climate, site, materials), to 
aesthetic traditions, to technical know-how, 
to institutions of partirular ethnic groups, to 
special regions - before, or even in spite of 
the arrival of Islam. 

I S.D. Goitein: Srudies in Islamic history and in
stirutions, Brill 1966, p. 218. 
2 771is is W/Ult accounts for the vast literature accompally
ing aaual political movements everywhere in Islamic 
counNies. An apologetic conformity has nevertheless been 
adopted by Western authors. 
J Compare, for example, A. Ravereau: Le M'Zab, 
Une lecon d'architecture, Sinbad, 1981. 

"Efforts to preserve 
traditional neighbourhoods 
are essentially an expression 
of nationalistic pride, of 
nostalgia for the past, rather 
than an awakening of 
consciousness about the 
spaces that are rapidly 
losing their symbolic 
qualities. " 

Network of constraints and creative 
freedom 
I have just spoken of the constraints linked to 
our ignorance about the real history of Islam 
and the acceptable scientific boundaries for 
religious considerations. Thete are a number 
of other constraints which limit or suspend 
the creative freedom of architects and plan
ners in Islamic contexts. I shall mention here 
the most frequent and shall focus more on the 
possibilities for overcoming these. 

We can begin with the social constraints 
which involve two factors: demography and 
rural uprooting. If we add to the effects of 
rultural disorientation upon rural people who 
have been severed from their serular life, a 
lack of rulture among youth born after 1950 
(5()...{j()% of the population), we will have an 
idea of the anarchical development, the ruins, 
the malfunctioning and destruction inflicted 
upon such famous cities as Baghdad, Damas
cus, Medina, Teheran and Fez. The village 
has invaded the city, without transfering its 
rulture, traditional solidarities, rythm of life 
and equilibrium. Population movement and 
pressures of needs were too brutal for adap
tive solutions to be invented and applied, but 
we should note also that the means employed 
and the personnel available have been and 
continue to be inadequate compared to the 
scale of the problem. 

Ideological constraints inevitably become 
involved with social constraints. Officials 
tend to improvise in haste policies conceming 
housing, stabilisation of populatiions, and 
regional planning. However, the priority that 
is often given to. industralisation and to the 
ill-advised launching of agrarian "revolu-
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tions" or refomls have fostered a dislocation 
of traditional structures, a marginalisation of 
craft activities a repression of so-called region
al rultures in favor of activities promoted by 
standardised forms of education, . an all 
powerful! mass media, and a production and 
exchange system that is typical of produc
tion-oriented economies. Within this new 
socio-cultural framework, the Califomia-type 
villa for the llantis, the petit bourgeois de
tached bungalow for the middle classes, the 
high rise collective housing for the workers, 
and the slums for less privileged have given 
urban spaces the configuration we can 
observe nearly everywhere. 

I should mention in passing the monetary 
and economic constraints. When the World 
Bank finances a large project, we know that it 
imposes its own choices, its own program
mes and methods, and objectives which do 
not necessarily reflect the expectations of 
future users. Moreover, the creation of vast 
complexes unleashes economic rivalries, fiXes 
standards, and provides markets which often 
benefit foreign interests. Numerous consequ
ences result for the type of dwelling that is 
produced. In this respect, the evolution of 
architecture and urban development in the 
Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabi;! where 
financing is not a problem reveals quite 
clearly the prt:iudices inherent in a situation of 
economic and technological dependence. 

Finally, we should note those constraints 
related to the manner by which architects, 
engineers and planners are designated. One 
still has to call upon foreigners because 
national specialists are too few in number or 
are considered insufficient for highly pre
stigeous projects. I won't venture to point out 
for the interested parties the inconveniences, 
dangers and advantages of this situation. 

Nevertheless, architects can be rest assured 
that the exercise of creative freedom in con
temporary Muslim societies is as difiirult and 
hazardous for writers, painters, film-makers, 
philosophers, as well as theologians, histo
rians, teachers, politicians and economists. 
Architecture is an all-encompassing activity 
and therefore can only amass the diffirulties, 
delays, inconsistencies, absences, and awk
wardness sustained by each sector of socie
ty. It is society which must be shaken up, 
given dynamism, reorganised and mobil
ised for coherent achievement. 



Culture, educational systems and 
language of the city 
Vital links exist among these three realms and 
they are decisive ones: yet they remain imper
ceptible, or scarcely perceptible except by a 
few specialists. It is highly significant that 
Claude Levi-Strauss' description of a Bororo 
village in semantic terms should have 
attracted such attention, with the force of a 
new point of view '. Urban space considered 
as social space - vast· or limited, simple or 
complex, ancient or new - has two, highly 
meaningful types of language; it contributes 
to the articulation, extension and reproduc
tion of a discourse that is applicable to society 
as a whole; and urban space, considered as 
built space, offers readings of a long social 
and cultural history through successive stages 
of a city's evolution - to the extent that these 
have been preserved. Finally, urban space also 
offers the possibility of tracing the trans
formations of a system of signs and symbols 
which a culture has created, as well as a style 
of existence through a network of functional 
signs. The accelerated evolution and the rup
tures caused by industrial civilisation have 
made ancient or traditional neighbourhoods 
anachronic in a short time. Efforts here and 
there to preserve these are essentially an 
expression of nationalistic pride, of nostalgia 
for a past that is poorly understood, rather 
than being an awakening of consciousness 
about the spaces we live in that are rapidly 
losing their traditional symbolic qualities. 

The privileged classes that live in the 
modem quarters of the city are no longer 
immersed in the closed, culturally restrictive 
space of the ancient medina; they simply have 
a distant relationship with the latter. The 
spaces of the medina, with the exception of a 
few large habitations that have been restored 
at great expense and maintained as enclaves in 
an otherwise run down and folksy atmos
phere (eg. the casbah of Algiers) have either 
been utterly destroyed, or else reduced to a 
remnant of the past, abandoned to the under
privileged, needy and marginal classes of 
society'. 

Dislocations, interferences and conflicts 
among different levels and types of culture, 
with their corresponding systems of educa
tion, can also be read in urban space. We 

I Tristes Tropiques, Pion, pp. 223-256. 
! Cj P. Bourdieu: La maison ou Ie monde renvemi, in 
Le sens pratique, Ed. Minuit , 1980, pp. 441-461. 

"The architect builds for 
other people but no longer 
builds with them ... The 
endeavour is towards 
efficiency, comfort, return 
on investment but not 
toward a balance between a 
group's cultural values and 
its appropriation of the 
space it uses. " 

often speak of the training of architects and 
planners as if it alone could effectively master 
all of the processes of structuring and destruc
turing dwelling spaces. The training of 
architects is one particular case of substituting 
a know-how acquired in specialised universi
ties and institutions for the capacities and 
talents otherwise transmitted from generation 
to generation in the normal course of com
munity life in the villages. The architect, like 
the professor, doctor, engineer or lawyer, 
exercises his capacities for judgment and for 
decision making in his own field; it may 
happen that solutions are imposed upon the 
political organisms which he depends upon; 
he may thus be required to put his know
ledge to use in programmes established by 
these organisms. The architect builds Jor other 
people, the masses of users, but no longer 
builds at all with them. He brings to bear 
technical experience, but not sensitivity and 
collective symbolism in the way it was possi
ble in "building with people". The endeavor 
is directed towards efficiency, comfort, re
venue on investment but not towards a 
balance between a group's cultural values and 
its appropriation of the space it uses. Except 
for the mosques (about which there is much 
to say), the m;gor cities of the Islamic World 
have less and less of an Islamic language. Of 
course, I am not talking about the official line 
which, the more "Islamic" it is the more it 
compensates for a bankruptcy of symbolism 
in all sorts of semiotic production by society. 
To the extent that they open themselves up 
to a modem model of economic exchange 
and organisation, these cities accentuate their 
semantic poverty, which includes going as far 
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as substituting aggressive loudspeakers for the 
sensitive and melodious voice of the muezzin. 

I can only raise here, in an abrupt manner, 
the serious problems created by a hegemonic 
culture, which is itself linked to the economic 
domination of the Third World by the West. 
The Third Word could evolve historically on 
its own according to its own rythm and 
choices, its resources and its heritage. One of 
the aims for architects is to discem and to 
encourage all of the experiments, projects and 
realisations which are part of a resistance to 
the process of depersonalisation and of an 
open search for the lessons of the past and of 
the present. 

Conclusion 
Architecture is inseparable from the main 
organisms which result in what we call 
society: political regimes, economic systems, 
dominant ideologies (be they religious or 
secular) and educational systems. Like the 
words in a language, materials of construc
tion serve in articulating syntagmas, dis
courses whose full meaning is only revealed 
when we have become aware of the totality 
of systems which a society has relied upon to 
establish order and guarantee its existence. It 
is dangerous, therefore, to rely only upon a 
technical and formalistic analysis of a con
struction when it has been taken out of its 
overall social context, the context in which 
users define functions and meanings. 
Architectural activities, during the actual his
torical period of break up and restructuring of 
Muslim societies, can only reflect the contra
dictions of a "personality" which has no 
strong hold over the present, is in fact ignor
ant of its true past, and is essentially main
tained by a fervent declaration of its own 
grandeur. 
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