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Comments 

Burckhardt 

Some of our contemporaries seek to 
rehabilitate Muslim art by making light of 
its canonical rejection of image and by 
insisting on the influence of ethnic par
ticularism. Some have gone so far as to 
declare that Islamic art does not exist in a 
global sense, that there exists only the art 
of individual Muslim peoples. 

These critics forget that for every culture 
there is an internal economy of artistic 
expression. Some forms have a central and 
essential role. Others (particularly in the 
case of semi-decorative, semi-narrative 
representations of human and animal 
forms) play the more or less peripheral 
role of compensatory elements. Except in 
very special cases we know that an
thropomorphic imagery has never been 
tolerated within the Islamic liturgical 
realm. Were this not so, it would neces
Sarily indicate some sort of deficiency on 
the part of Muslim artists. Where can we 

find in Muslim painting and architecture 
summits of perfection aesthetically and 
spiritually comparable to the holy image of 
the Blessed Virgin of Vladimir, the 
stained-glass windows of Chartres or the 
tympanum of the Moissac Abbey? I only 
speak of works that encompass a symbolic 
dimension and necessarily possess it by 
reason of their liturgical function. 

In choosing works of Islamic art which can 
be qualitatively compared to these sum
mits of Christian art, one does not take 
examples of figurative art. Instead, one 
selects elements of sacred architecture 
such as the milJrab of the Great Mosque 
of Cordoba-a work comprised of 
geometry, arabesque and sacred writ
ing--or even better, an entire architectural 
environment because that is, above all, the 
object of Islamic art. 

In our remarks above, we have implicitly 
established a parallelism between the 
terms "sacred," "central," "symbolic" and 
"liturgical." But these four notions are not 
equivalent in every respect. The symbolic 
is always of central nature because it is the 
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direct and nondiscursive manifestation of a 
spiritual reality. Situated outside the 
liturgical realm, the symbolic is of the 
same order as the sacred but not coex
tensive with it. For example, in the 
architectural symbolism of mausoleums 
and the tombs of saints and princes, the 
ubiquitous dome is the image of the sky. 
The hemispherical cupola above the cubic 
base represents the union between earth 
and sky. But that symbol contains nothing 
vague or abstruse; it is not the product of 
a "sentimental charge," but a language of 
the spirit. 

The Muslim courtyard house is another 
example of symbolism outside the litur
gical realm. The centrality (its being 
centered on itself) and the interiority of 
the house combine with the paradisiac 
symbolism of gardens. 

While symbolism is not restricted to the 
liturgical order, the latter is necessarily 
woven with symbolism. There exists a 
coincidence of universal religious symbols. 
Liturgical objects such as the milJrab and 
minbar are simultaneously linked to 
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Islamic tradition and to universal sym
bolism. The recess for prayer, the milJrlib, 
finds its prototype in almost all religions 
(the theophany recess). But it also serves 
as an essentially Islamic symbol owing to 
its Koranic context. 
We have defined symbolism as a direct 
and nondiscursive manifestation of a 
spiritual reality. This definition is not at all 
inspired by modern "in-depth psychol
ogy." Rather, the expression "spiritual 
reality" should be understood in a general 
sense. Thus, Islamic symbolism always 
refers to the fundamental idea of Islam, 
the idea of divine unity. 

The unity of God is at the same time 
exclusive and inclusive. Nothing can be 
compared to God and nothing exists 
outside of God. Under the first relation, 
symbolism cannot exist. This may afford 
justification for those who deny the 
existence of symbols within the framework 
of Islam. Under the second relation, which 
refers to the inclusive unity of God, 
symbolism is indispensable. 

For the mentality of common Muslims, the 
incomparability of divine transcendance 
(tanzll) predominates as a point of view 
somewhat on the order of symbolical 
analogy (tashblh). Thus symbolism 
remains implicit. Accordingly, one would 
never say that the sun represents God, but 
that the sun is "neither God, nor any 
other but God." Likewise, the entire 
world is the symbol of God to the extent 
that it does not pretend to be anything 
other than itself. 

Islamic aniconism exists here in its most 
profound sense. The naturalist image 
seems to add something to the divine 
creation; it affirms to be what it is not. 
Aniconism is the repercussion, at the level 
of art, of the mainly objective charac!er of 
the Muslim creed. It singularly restricts 
the creative possibilities of art. But this 
restriction is compensated by the discovery 
of an abstract (or should we call it 
"concrete"?) language of ornamental 
motifs drawn from the folklore of various 
peoples. Its implicit sense (the platonic 
idea) always refers to unity unfolding itself 
in multiplicity much like the geometry 
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which, originating in the regular division 
of the circle, spreads indefinitely with the 
genesis of star-shaped polygons. This is 
more than simple ornament. Utilized in 
calculating the proportions of a building, it 
is linked to the idea of the qualitative 
unity. 

Our theme is the reintegration of the 
multiple within the one. Among other 
things it implies the union of time and 
space-a union reflected in art forms such 
as the muqarnas, which is properly 
speaking a rhythmic articulation of space. 

Among the symbols of unity (always the 
reflection of the transcendental unity as 
such), the most profound as well as the 
most obvious is that of light. The Muslim 
artist knows how to capture, filter and 
crystallize it in myriad ways. Light sym
bolically corresponds to existence (wujud) 
because no form can be perceived without 
it. According to the Koran, "God is the 
light of the heavens and earth." Light is 
one. It only appears multiple and diverse 
because of the intervention of darkness 
which lacks intrinsic reality. Without light 
there is pure nothingness. Yet according to 
another point of view, darkness is the state 
of indifferentiation (al- 'lima). Cor
respondingly, light is the principle of 
manifestation. There is a Hadith: "I was a 
hidden treasure, and as I wished to be 
known, I created the world." 

Now I wish to offer an additional remark 
as to the definition of the symbol. We 
have to distinguish clearly between the 
sign which is a simple indication and the 
symbol which involves great complexities 
of meanings. Dr. Grabar said that these 
meanings are attached to the symbol in an 
arbitrary way. This leads to the destruction 
of the symbol because if the meanings can 
mean everything, then the symbol can 
either be everything too or it can be 
nothing. In fact, the multiple meanings of 
the symbols can occasionally be manifested 
in the complexity of exteriorly attached 
meanings. If we try to give too ration
alistic a definition of the symbol, we 
simply make the symbol disappear. 
Nothing else. As to the example of the 
minarets with different Koranic inscrip
tions, I do not see that their variety is a 

problem. Each of these inscriptions is 
Koranic, and insofar as it is from the 
Koran, it is related to the fashion and the 
symbolism of the minaret. 

To this I will add something which 
enhances the idea that in the Islamic world 
the sound manifestation is superior to the 
visual manifestation. Sound is more di
rectly related to revelation than visual 
forms. From my own experience here in 
Fez I made a map of all the existing 
mosques, more than two hundred, which 
have minarets. I was astonished to see the 
regularity of the disposition of these 
minarets. I drew circles of audibility 
around each point indicating a minaret and 
calculated that the average voice of the 
muezzin could be heard in a circle of 
about sixty-two metres. I discovered that 
the whole city plan is covered by these 
circles. So that really, before there is even 
the division into quarters, there is the 
minimal community around the minaret 
which clearly shows the sound genesis of 
the town. 

Arkoun 

If we problematize everything, we should 
find that the problem of symbols is a new 
one. It is not new historically, but our 
approach makes it new. Here I have two 
remarks. How would we talk about 
symbols if we distinguished between 
Arabic and Persian frames of reference? 
This is a fundamental question. As a 
working hypothesis, let us say that in 
Islamic thought there are two directions 
with regard to reading the Koranic text. 
The Shi'ite direction has developed a 
certain symbolism, such as the space of 
the town and the Muslim house. This 
symbolism is introverted because it has 
developed as a kind of interior life, an 
interior vision which can only be trans
mitted to the exterior through the initia
tion of mystics and gnostics. This is a 
special practice of symbolic thought. 

The second direction, that of Sunni 
thought, occurred in law, theology and 
philosophy. It rejected reading the Koran 



on any level but the literal. In fact, this 
tendency eliminates symbolic thought. It 
has repressed the thought of Ibn 
al-'ArabI, for example. 
As for Western thought, things have not 
been any better. There was, of course, the 
development of Roman architectural 
symbolism in medieval thought. But very 
early, beginning with St. Thomas, to cite 
only him, there was Aristotelianism. In 
the history of thought this represents a 
struggle between the logos and the nomos. 
Christian thought, in following St. 
Thomas, developed like Sunnism along 
Aristotelian lines which opposed the 
development of mythical and therefore 
symbolic thought. With the advent of 
Cartesian rationalism and later with the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, we 
come to technology. In other words, 
symbolic thought has again been re
pressed. Now we are dependent on 
rationalist thought which prevents us from 
properly raising the issue of the symbol. 
This is why I believe that it is premature 
to discuss the definition of symbols. 

I would also like to propose that we take 
into account the problem of knowledge. 
When we discourse, and therefore confer 
knowledge, is it a representation of the 
world we express in our discourse, or does 
our speech express the reality of things? If 
we do not keep this problem in mind, we 
are going to wander and be divided on 
definitions. 

Raymond 

Concerning the problem which has been 
raised and which is directly linked to the 
programme of the Aga Khan Award, I 
believe that the key issue is not the 
existence or nonexistence of symbols. The 
discussion about the minaret, for example, 
is very interesting, but I do not know 
whether we can really consider the minaret 
as a symbol of Muslim architecture. It 
does not always indicate the presence of a 
mosque. The monuments which have been 
presented are exceptional monuments; 
perhaps ninety-five percent of all Muslims 
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worship in structures that have nothing to 
do with the grandiose mosques that have 
been shown. In fact, they worship in 
rather small oratories which are quite 
simple. 

I think that the minaret is a functional 
work of architecture which is integrated 
into the general concept of religious ritual. 
A religious edifice represents a collection 
of objects that permit the performance of 
rites. For example, the mil]riib is much 
more important than the minaret in many 
respects. Here I am referring to the 
experience of archeologists. During 
excavations it is the presence of a small 
recess in the wall oriented in a particular 
direction that helps us to determine 
whether we are dealing with a mosque. 
This is exactly what has happened to me 
twice. 

I agree with Prof. Grabar when he said 
that the same monument can assume many 

Varamin, Iran: Friday Mosque, exterior wall, 
detail showing star-shaped polygons 
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comparable functions in various religions. 
The Gothic cathedrals in Cyprus, when 
endowed with minarets, became mosques, 
and a monument in Algiers was first a 
mosque, then a cathedral, and then a 
mosque a second time. I think that we can 
overcome the real theoretical difficulties 
which I have stated only if we adopt a 
functionalist approach within the frame
work of studying the religion as well as its 
adherents. 

Cultural factors can also explain the 
development of forms which vary accord
ing to time and place. This is not a 
problem that exists only for Muslims. 
Christians encounter the same difficulties 
when having to choose between classical 
art and modern art. The problem is 
whether our era can create original 
cultural types by turning to traditional 
types and regional techniques, or will it 
attempt to create monuments that are 
labeled "contemporary"? 

I think that the functionalist approach can 
also guide us in the study of the city and 
not just monuments. Cities are complex 
organisms which offer a setting for the 
fulfillment of vital functions such as hous
ing and food as well as religious needs. If 
we approach the double problem of archi
tecture and urbanism from this angle, 
style becomes a secondary issue. 

Mahdi 

I must first make a short remark about 
what Dr. Arkoun has said, but my main 
question really relates to something that 
was said by Prof. Grabar. First, the 
typology of symbolic interpretation, on the 
one hand, and a kind of rationalist and 
literalist interpretation, on the other, is 
certainly tenable, but dividing it between 
Shi'ism and Sunnism is somewhat sim
plistic. Obviously the earliest kind of 
mystical writings that we have from the 
eighth and ninth centuries are almost 
wholly Sunnite. Mysticism was practically 
the domain of Sunnism until sometime in 
the fourteenth century. And within Shi'ism 
the conflict between these kinds of two 
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interpretations has been known throughout 
history. One has to think of these two 
tendencies within the Islamic community 
as a whole. 

Regarding what Prof. Grabar said, I am 
trying to understand the symbolic function 
of poetic as well as Koranic inscriptions. 
The implication is not that it is the form of 
the inscription that is symbolic. It is the 
content somehow. It is what one reads, if 
he ever reads, or if he gets to see the 
thing, given that it might be fifty metres 
high on the minaret. But suppose one does 
read it. Now Koranic ayat literally mean 
Koranic symbols or Koranic signs. My 
question is, what do you mean when you 
imply that a Koranic or a poetic inscrip
tion gives the minaret or the court in the 
Alhambra a symbolic charge? Do you 
mean that the attempt to understand or 
remember that particular line or verse 
generates a kind of symbolic activity, or an 
intent to penetrate that particular 
monument? 

Grabar 

The inscription makes the monument into 
a symbol. The correct terminology would 
be a vector, that is, it gives the direction 
by which one should understand the 
monument. 

Now if you cannot read it-as it happens 
with minarets, very frequently the in
scription is up high-then there is a kind 
of inner symbolism, what the maker said it 
was going to be. How it was understood 
afterwards is yet another story. The public 
changes its mind on the meaning of build
ings. One can say that a building was built 
for purpose X and then over the centuries 
it acquired function Y. 

Bammate 

It so happens that I was in Mecca last 
Friday. Listening to the conversation here, 
I thought of those. pilgrims and tried to 
imagine what kind of meaning our meeting 
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today might have for them. In other 
words, what kind of sympathy would they 
have toward space for architecture, not in 
any conceptual way, but in an empirical 
way? 

Are Islamic impressions mainly verbal or 
mainly visual? I have a third element to 
introduce. In Mecca the strongest im
pression I had was the impression of 
movement, of circular movement around 
the Ka'ba. And I had the same impression 
in the running between ~afa and Marwa. 
My feeling is that the monument, archi
tecture by itself, is not sufficient. You 
must visualize the human beings and their 
movements as well. You must deal with 
the space as a space to be inhabited by 
human beings. 

I was very interested when Nader Ardalan 
said that originally the Haram was open 
and had no wall at all. When I was in 
Mecca for the first time several years ago, 
the Haram was not a monument. It was an 
open space. And when you went between 
~afii and Marwa you went through the 
markets. There were goats and bicycles 
running into your feet. Now all this is 
covered by domes or plexiglass. All the 
surroundings have been expanded so that 
now it is a very impressive and majestic 
building. What was once an environment 
and a space has turned into a building, 
and there are some architectural reflec
tions to be made from that. 

In the process of becoming a symbol, what 
confers symbolic meaning to a form? Is it 
formal qualities or function? Prof. Kuban 
suggests that we look for our answer in 
the realm of function rather than in the 
realm of form. My experience would 
suggest that the functional is at least as 
important as the formal. 

Grabar 

I think that clearly there is a question of 
vocabulary. I do not mean vocabulary in 
English, but in Arabic, and subsequently 
Turkish, Persian, Urdu, whatever. In other 
words, we are asking a question which 

may be a false abstract question-that 
somehow there ought to be symbols. If 
one is to delve into the culture itself and 
its architecture, one has to discover the 
terms of that culture for the questions we 
are asking. The question of the internal 
vocabulary which the Muslim world uses 
to understand its own environment is to 
me essential. 

The second thing is a fairly small but 
important technical issue. This is the 
question of the miljrab. We have over
emphasized minarets simply because 
minarets are obvious and exciting things to 
look at. But at the same time one should 
mention that there is also the miljrab, a 
far more complicated and interesting 
shape. A different kind of effort has been 
put into the miljrab. It is, for instance, the 
only part of the basically religious en
vironment in which there exists a clear 
iconography for all Muslim art and 
architecture. And there are esoteric 
meanings in this. But whether the mil]rab 
is a valid architectural form is something 
that concerns me very much. In the reality 
of the use of the mosque I am still struck 
by the fact that from ninety percent of the 
space of the mosque you cannot see the 
miljrab. And therefore the act of prayer 
within the mosque is really not that closely 
directed to the miljrab. The miljrab is 
really a symbol, precisely because it is 
something which is not used. One does not 
go into a mosque and say, "Where is the 
miljrab? That's the direction I'm going to 
pray." Any Muslim going into the mosque 
knows very well in which direction he is 
supposed to pray and does not need the 
miljrab for that. Therefore, the miljriib 
fulfills a very symbolic function which 
deserves further study. 

I also think that there are a certain 
number of broader issues. The first issue is 
the question of Mecca. Now it seems to 
me that we have to be extremely careful; 
the reality of Mecca is its uniqueness. It is 
a symbol, a direction and so forth, but 
precisely for what it is, it is not repro
ducible. On the whole it cannot be 
repeated. It is a symbolic model, not a 
valid architectural model for anything. 



The other broad issue is the question of 
the mosque. I tend to disagree with Mr. 
Ardalan in that I do not think that the 
mosque was a sacred space for most of the 
history of Islam. It was the space of the 
whole community in which all the com
munity activities took place. Now a lessen
ing of the functions of the mosque has 
occurred. Perhaps this is exactly what 
characterizes the second half of the twen
tieth century, that one subdivides architec
turally one's functions. 

Porter 

First, I wish to address one of Prof. 
Grabar's early challenges to us. That 
symbols never appear in form is a fas
cinating proposition. The second topic has 
to do with the expression of social and 
religious patterns of rituals as symbolic in 
form. We have not addressed the question 
of social and religious habits so far, at 
least explicitly. My third question concerns 
the evolution of new symbols. How do we 
recognize these and what are their pre
conditions? Finally, is symbolism as an 
idea illegitimate in Islamic thought from 
the point of view of its constituting an 
analytical separation? Is it simply evidence 
of a Western mode of thinking applied to 
Islam or, alternatively, is symbolism 
idolatrous within the framework of Islamic 
thought? 

Let me start by making some remarks 
about the relationship between people and 
forms. Prof. Grabar asserted that dia
chronic meaning-meaning that exists 
across time-was not possible because 
symbolism is only evident in form for a 
particular place and time. He illustrated 
this by showing how Koranic inscriptions 
might imply the precise meaning of a place 
at a particular time. Now it seems to me 
that there are at least three ways that one 
can look at inscriptions. The first is that 
inscriptions are simply signs with respect 
to the fonn in which they define them
selves. They literally tell you what they 
are or perhaps for what they are intended. 
Second, they may be forms. As beautifully 
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Yazd, Iran- Friday Mosque, dome 

drawn writing they may be symbolic 
assertions of the past and beautiful decora
tions in and of themselves which carry 
forth from past ages. Third, they are very 
clearly symbolic of the Koran. 

The second point I would like to make is 
the fact that an object contains a sign. 
This tells you what that object is but does 
not necessarily confer upon that object the 
quality of being a symbol. I think an 
example would be simply to imagine a 
Koranic inscription being placed on the 
wrong kinds of buildings in Islamic cities. 
Alternatively, they may be the right kinds 
of buildings, but perhaps in a Western 
culture the inscriptions would be entirely 
incongruous, that is, in a place where the 
presence of the sign on a particular object 
simply does not achieve symbolic meaning 
for those who wish to perceive it. There
fore, there has to be something intrinsic 
about the situation in which this sign 
happens to occur and perhaps something 
intrinsic about the sign itself that allows 
the form to be charged with meaning at a 
particular time. 
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We all seem to agree implicitly upon these 
three preconditions for charging a symbol 
with meaning. The object or form has to 
have some potential for becoming sym
bolic. Thus, while a specialized visual 
symbolism in a culture may be synchronic, 
that is, it may exist at only one moment in 
time, the potential of that form to be 
imbued with symbolic content must derive 
from other times and other places. A 
potential exists within that form and thus 
there is a diachronic symbolism at some 
level. Maybe it is at a second or a third 
level, but it has some general importance 
which it brings to the scene in order that it 
have the potential to be charged with 
meaning. 

The second precondition for an object to 
become a symbol seems to be that the 
inscription itself exploits the potential of 
that particular object. This occurs through 
the appropriateness of the inscription
whatever appropriateness means-and 
through the excellence of its execution. 
This is particularly troubling to historians 
whose duty it is to find out whether those 
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who perceived the inscriptions understood 
the resulting combination as symbolic. 
Now it seems that we have a very good 
example in the article by Begley on the 
Taj Mahal. 1 The reinterpretation of that 
building by careful examination of the 
Koranic inscriptions and a subtle analysis 
of the site seems to make a good deal of 
sense. 

To sum up the relationship between 
inscription and object seems to me to be 
more complex than Prof. Grabar alleged 
at the beginning. Looked at narrowly, the 
symbolic meaning may indeed not be 
diachronic if restricted to the particular 
culture at the time, but surely there is 
something that carries across the ages. In 
the search for form, which is, after all, 
what the architect is faced with, the exact 
curvature of the arch may make the dif
ference between the building's capacity to 
connote as compared to the building's 
capacity simply to absorb more scathing 
criticism. The search for form is domi
nated exactly by questions such as what 
are the appropriate forms and which 
combinations of inscriptions and forms 
make the most sense. 

I think I an evincing here a style of 
thinking like that of the architect. By 
that I mean to place it in some kind of 
perspective and not to insulate it from 
criticism. 

Kuban 

I would like to speak of this Taj Mahal 
article because it shows the uselessness of 
this kind of symbolism. We have to 
abandon this intellectual arrogance. Until 
this article nobody among us ever knew 
what was the significance of this building. 
Certainly millions of people never under
stood this symbolism. So let's get down to 
the community level. Ninety-nine 
percent of the people never read anything 
from the Koran or anything else. This kind 
of symbolism never existed for the whole 
community. That is why, especially today, 
it is much better not to discusss these 
kinds of things. Go to the level of the 
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community, to the common people, in 
order to make it useful for others. 

Grabar 

I disagree. I grant you the point about the 
arrogance of assuming tha,t for three 
hundred years everybody was wrong. But I 
would not be willing to bargain for 
ignorance instead. On the question of 
illiteracy, I simply do not think that that 
was true. I think that people knew the 
Koran by heart, although a large number 
of them may not have been able to read it 
as if it were a philosophical treatise. I 
think the parallel would be the Latin of 
the Mass in the older tradition. Most 
people did not know Latin but knew 
enough of the Mass so that in terms of the 
Latin it would come back to them 
automatically. Even priests often did not 
know Latin very well, but certainly enough 
to deal with the Mass. This is something 
which I cannot totally demonstrate, but I 
think before the eighteenth century 
literacy had a much greater part in the 
Muslim world than we give it credit. 

Burckhardt 

In the case of the Koranic inscription, the 
fact that it is the Divine Word goes 
beyond the actual reading. It is quite 
legitimate that the nonliterate members of 
the community are aware that the Koran is 
inscribed there and that this has a sacred 
quality. 

I. Serageldin 

Most of the discussion of signs and 
symbols seems to revolve around the 
mosques. I feel I have not quite caught on 
how these signs and symbols may be 
transferred to the other types of structures 
that dominate the Islamic built environ
ment in its totality. 

Ardalan 

I would like to comment on the question 
raised by Dr. Serageldin by saying it is 
interesting how gateways are really 
notable as places of inscriptions. Again, as 
an issue of scale, it is very important that 
we look at it not only in the context of the 
mosque. The gateway to the entire city of 
Shiraz under which one passes, the 
Darvazeh Koran, contains a Koran. With 
other gateways, such as those of Cairo or 
Aleppo, the inscriptions are normally 
Koranic. 

However, I really wish to speak about the 
house. There, a sentence or an admonition 
is beautifully expressed just on top of the 
door. Normally it is a tile, often a 
standard product. The gateway might take 
you to more than one house, and as you 
pass, a blessing occurs. This indicates how 
important a gateway has always been in 
Islamic architecture. With the gesture of 
making a break from the outside to the 
inside, there is normally a Koranic 
admonishment. 

Arkoun 

You cannot limit the formation of a 
symbol to an inscription on a form, its 
support. There is still a third element 
which is man, the living user. If you take 
away man, there will be nothing. We can 
always put inscriptions on the pillar of a 
mosque or on the door of a house, but 
without man there will be no symbol. 

A symbol is rich and essentially open, 
whereas a sign, because we are dealing 
with literal meaning, represents a lessening 
of the virtual significations linked to a 
symbol. A signal is something that releases 
an immediate movement without reflec
tion. A symbol, on the contrary, by its 
function inspires meditation. As a con
sequence, a symbol is linked to a time and 
a place. 

I would go even further and say that, in a 
congregation, each worshiper receives at 
the same time the same inscription on 



completely different levels. Some perceive 
it as a signal, some as a literal linguistic 
sign, and others as a symbol. This is the 
reason why we cannot give a symbol an 
"operative" definition. By definition a 
symbol is rich and mobile, and it is man, 
its creator and user, who makes it so. 

Burckhardt 

I should like to illustrate Dr. Arkoun's 
remarks with an example. At a certain 
level of understanding the circle means 
unity. But it could also mean totality, time 
and so on. The form does not change, but 
the meaning changes according to the 
different levels in which it is used. 

Mahdi 

I found a remark made by Prof. Kuban 
quite intriguing. He said that although he 
had not asked for Begley's study on the 
Taj Mahal, somehow it became clear for 
the first time what the symbolism there 
was all about. It seems to me that we are 
in a way trying to do the same thing for 
Islamic civilization in general. It was not 
until nineteenth-century romanticism, not 
until Hegel's great book on aesthetics 
came out and the development that fol
lowed, that somehow Islam and Islamic 
architecture and symbolism became the 
subject of today's concern. That concern is 
what troubles me. Prof. Kuban asked what 
is the point of talking about things of 
which one cannot talk. What is all this 
attempt to talk about myth, for instance? 
Are we trying to demythologize Islam as 
Christianity was demythologized? What is 
the purpose of this rational concern with 
nonrational things? Ultimately one could 
skirt around them, but one cannot really 
go to the core of them. 

Now surely we are not trying to spre.ad 
this kind of teaching among the Muslim 
community at large. We are also not trying 
to create a new set of symbols. We are 
trying, I suppose, to become somewhat 
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sensitive to the great monuments which we 
have seen and perhaps help the Jury 
that is going to bestow the Awards. But 
here I think something which Mr. Ardalan 
said earlier is quite crucial. We should be 
absolutely humble enough to say that 
ultimately one has to depend on the sense 
of excellence and the taste of that Jury. 
In short, even if we had a hundred such 
seminars we are not going to change 
that particular core that is there. All we 
can do is somehow give some pointers, 
things which one may have missed some
how or not thought about. 

This brings to mind an experience I had in 
the Alhambra. There are all those won
derful inscriptions from the Koran and 
poetry, but somewhere low in a corner 
there is one that is very small. I do not 
know whether art historians have looked 
at it or not. It is not really very decora
tive. It is a prayer that asks in Arabic, 
"Let my work be filled with love." 

Now I suggest that this is another thing for 
the Jury to consider. Was something a 
work of love, or was it for glory? I do 
not need to enumerate the alternatives. 
Again, there are really no tests or rules 
that one can give, but I think that we 
can depend on the great sensitivity and 
taste of the Jury to be able to tell the 
difference. I am sure that they must have 
heard somehow that one thing was a work 
of genuine love and that another was for 
something else. I believe that one answer 
to whether a symbol is legitimate or not 
will probably be this: if it expresses man's 
love for God on whatever level, if it 
moves one a step nearer to God, it is 
certainly legitimate. If it expresses love for 
anything else, then certainly it is idol
atrous. 

Reference Note 

1 Wayne E Begley, "The Myth of the Taj Mahal 
and a New Theory of Its Symbolic Meaning," The Art 
Bulletin 61 (1979), pp 7-37 
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The major physical intervention proposed 
is a new quarter east of the madina, 
counterbalancing the city's historic drift 
toward the south and west and reestab
lishing the madina's geographic centrality. 
Other proposals seek a more even dis
tribution of population in existing centres 
(this in tum depends on improved 
transportation), and a strengthening of the 
traditional institutions of the madina, in 
part to attract wealthier, preservation
minded residents to the old city. Where 
institutions have become too large or 
disruptive to fit within the old fabric (e.g., 
semi-mechanized industry), the Plan 
envisions relocating them immediately 
outside the madina's eastern gates. 
Ironically, the unity of disparate cellular 
parts---what emerges in the Fez madina as 
the essence of Islamic urbanism-now 
reappears as a highly problematic goal for 
Fez on the metropolitan scale. 

Courtyard garden of house in Fez madina 
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Cloth bazaar in Fez madina 
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Comments 

Ichter 

We must avoid idealizing the conditions of 
life in the madina and projecting our 
dreams on a reality which is not always 
felicitous. Without denying the qualities of 
the traditional city, we must admit that in 
their totality they represent neither the 
ideal nor the lifestyle of future genera
tions. Fundamental social transformations 
render exceedingly hypothetical any 
systematic revitalization of traditional 
housing in Fez. Housing here is linked to 
a type of society fast in the process of 
disappearing. Recent developments in
clude a reduction in the size of the family 
unit, an increased need for individual pri
vacy, the addition of women to the work 
force and the general need for trans
portation to workplaces. In actual fact, the 
population has never been asked to pre
sent its vision of the city of tomorrow. 

Making generalizations about the precise 
experience of a city with 250,000 in
habitants and some 20,000 houses is a 
burdensome and time-consuming task for 
specialists. Instead, we should aim at the 
preservation of representative signs and 
symbols. These will otherwise disappear 
with the fabric that contains them if the 
latter is not rendered healthy-that is, 
restored to normal functions in harmony 
with the aspirations and resources of its 
inhabitants. Under present exigencies 
there has been talk of eliminating this 
housing legacy whereas it should be 
developed either through transformation 
or replacement. 

The madina of Fez will either be a living 
city or it will cease to exist. In giving 
priority to "life," we must encourage 
transformations that preserve the essential 
structure of the city. This requires that the 
population be closely associated with the 
act of rehabilitation both through an 
awareness of its own values which are to 
be preserved and through daily material 
and political acts. This commitment is 
more important and more decisive than 
governmental or UNESCO subsidies. 



To describe the city's future is a daring 
undertaking. In the face of imponderable 
factors, our means of intervention are 
slender. The rehabilitation of the madina 
is first and foremost a state of mind 
requiring faith in the possibility that the 
values of the traditional city can survive. 
This conception does not exclude action; it 
is, rather, an incentive. A concrete 
response to the problems of quantitative 
development-the "numbers" problem on 
which everything else depends-is re
quired. Above all, the Master Plan must 
be a framework and a tool for action both 
within the context of the madina and on 
the scale of the entire agglomeration and 
region. 

Kuban 

Like all of you, I was very much im
pressed with the types of space in which 
we moved about and with the strong 
contrast between the outdoor spaces
asymmetrical, crooked, noisy, with animals 
and human beings moving about-and the 
courtyards. Medieval cities in Europe and 
elsewhere obviously share this pattern of 
contrasts. But what made it particularly 
Islamic to me, although it does not apply 
to the entire Islamic world, was the 
geometry, the contrast of the asymmetrical 
exterior as opposed to very symmetrical 
interiors. You cannot plan this kind of 
city. You plan individual spaces within it. 
The essential characteristic here lies in the 
courtyard spaces; the streets are what is 
left over. 

Fathy 

The extensions on either side will certainly 
affect the old city terribly. A more linear 
centre extending through but not limited 
to the old city would allow civic movement 
through the whole city, avoiding over
congestion and land-use changes at the 
centre and allowing for well-balanced 
growth. 
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Najjarfn fountain in Fez madina 
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Grabar 

A linear structure already exists; in a way 
it is a matter really of strengthening it. 
The city of Fez has a certain number of 
physical constraints; slopes and the 
location of water make some areas rather 
difficult to develop. The Master Plan 
attempts to shift those centres which are 
common to the population of all parts of 
the city, old and new, toward a line that is 
somewhat closer to the urban centre of 
gravity. 

Casson 

I think we have seen evidence of the 
sensitivity of those who are in charge. Do 
they realize that Fez is a masterpiece? It 
seems to me that they feel deeply about it. 
What I am not clear about is what degree 
of say the inhabitants of the madina have 
in the affairs which are being discussed. 

78 

When is it the duty of the professional as 
an expert to interfere? I wonder how 
many of the experts in this seminar would 
agree with me in calling what we have 
seen a humiliating experience for archi
tects. The madina, compared to profes
sional solutions, is so much more success
ful that I feel ashamed at what I was 
up to. 

Soedjatmoko 

I feel a sense of humility of a different 
kind. It is a humility that is mixed with 
perplexity. In this country people have 
tried to deny their past, but they cannot 
prevent it from creeping back into their 
lives. As they modernize, their past will 
increasingly help shape the future. On the 
other hand, despite a devotion to the 
preservation of the past in Fez, it is 
escaping through their fingers. I really do 
not think there is any permanent viability 
for the madina. 
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Speaking now about Islam, can we bear 
the responsibility of assigning to the very 
people whose artisanship and whose lives 
are most closely bound to religion the kind 
of life that offers them the least'oppor
tunity for prosperity? The sense of 
humility I sense is in the limits of what we 
can do, Maybe the only solution can be to 
use the madina as a transitional point 
where the urbanizing rural population can 
develop some of the skills which will 
enable them to move on. 

Correa 

The city of Fez is much more than the 
madina. It is a polycentric system that is 
exceedingly mobile. We are not here really 
to solve the problems of Fez in particular, 
but to extract from it some sense of what 
is Islamic about it, what we would like to 
preserve from the past as it slips through 
our fingers. I would hope we could go on 
to generalize the essence of the madina as 
it concerns other Islamic countries with 
other climates and perhaps other prob
lems. The issue here really is, what is the 
Islamic city? 

Kuban 

What we see here is a perfect example of 
a large city, well preserved, not yet 
violated by cars. And yet we learn that the 
economic life of the madina is being 
transformed. Instead of 100,000 there are 
now about 300,000 living there. Why 
concentrate on planning details and maps. 
What is the image of the future madina in 
the minds of its inhabitants? 

I. Serageldin 

What we should look for here is not a 
physical solution-a narrow street or a 
specific type of courtyard house. Even in 
the cities where courtyard houses prevail, 

A square in the Fez madina 
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there are other types. Much more so it 
appears to me that the reality of what we 
have seen is in a social interaction, a life
style that has certain values which in turn 
are invested in the built environment. 
These values include such things as neigh
bourliness, the balance between public and 
private spaces, the privacy of the home, 
the intermingling of only certain types of 
land uses and the articulation of space, 
especially the public space of the street. 

Fathy 

From the climatic point of view it is 
interesting to look at the narrow streets 
and the courtyard house. In the more 
modern city we have large, open streets 
which absorb more heat, and you have the 
pollution of the automobile. On such a 
street in Tunisia one project tried to 
respect the courtyard house, primarily as a 
style, to be consistent. However, if you 

Commercial activity in a funduq in Fez 
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measure for pollution, it turns out that 
even in this situation the courtyard house 
is better. But to my mind there is not a 
single instance of architects and planners 
trying to apply or adapt the old, tradi
tional Islamic town plan. 

Grabar 

I think the key points that were mentioned 
include the definite notion of a quarter-a 
quarter limited to four to five thousand 
people of a specific character and incor
porating a certain number of institutions 
along with the mosque to form a unit. The 
second feature is the existence of a main 
centre to which these various quarters are 
related in some fashion. The third feature 
is the separation of residential and 
commercial districts. 

EI Haiiami 

Can we build better by understanding the 
madina? Can we learn from what is 
happening to the madina? In the madina 
there is an urban life that is truly a "way 
of life." It is a social relationship. Its 
essence is not in special kinds of houses 
built in a special way. Beyond economics 
the problem is one of a relation between 
people, and this is the aspect of urban life 
worth saving, a relation that we do not 
want to destroy by introducing another, 
very different urbanism. Yet we do not 
want to continue the problems of the 
madina. Industry that makes energy 
demands and creates pollution, for ex
ample, should be near but not at the 
centre. An urban identity is not only that 
of houses on a street-it is a changing 
social identity which our planning must 
express. 

The madina was not made in a merely 
spontaneous way, but slowly, like a tree. 
Its buildt:rs considered everything. If we 
try, we can work out their reasoning. Our 
studies will suggest many directions for 
our work. 
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A narrow residential street in the Fez madina 
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Fragmentation: 
The Search for Identity 

Comments 

Kuban 

I just wish to reiterate in a different form 
the main arguments of the discussion 
which was opened in our earlier seminars. 
First, there is no universal Islamic archi
tectural form without some degree of 
ambiguity. Second, there are symbolically 
significant forms which possess certain 
suggestive potential and symbolic values in 
our quest for a culturally identifiable en
vironment. Third, the religious content of 
human acts is not by its very nature apt to 
be clearly defined, but it does take shape 
in culturally defined circumstances within 
temporal and spatial limits. I always think 
of Islam as a religion that insists upon 
actions and leaves the form to take shape 
according to those circumstances. I speak 
of Islam as religion and not as a culture. 
A culture means for me a more differ
entiated complex development of society 
which has created the necessary societal 
material of life and its symbolism. 

The fourth point is that in our everyday 
experience we are still sensitive to the 
traditional patterns of forms and space and 
that those familiar combinations are of 
basic importance in our search for sym
bolic values. However, their relevance is 
limited to cultural areas. Fifth, since there 
is no universal system of symbolic forms, 
the scope of our problem has to be 
reduced from universal to regional dimen
sions. Instead of seeking a universal mech
anism from object to sign, from sign to 
symbol, I find it more practical to study 

the reactions of the members of a given 
society to their traditional environment. I 
do not doubt that the symbolic value 
exists, but it is the product of an evolved 
system of knowledge and beliefs. The 
symbol of the present is also the sign of 
the past. Therefore, symbolism in Muslim 
culture operates on a level below that of 
religious significance. The concepts of 
symbolism are not clear-cut. 

We should perform our search for the 
concrete definition of symbolic value on 
two levels: in the actual significance of the 
traditional forms for common people and 
in its reflection in the cultural continuity 
of our environment. For the first part I 
think that the symbolic value of the whole 
lies in its visual impact on common 
people. It is understandable only in a time 
dimension, not eternally. 

Finally, the symbolic content of forms 
change; here I add the precaution that the 
rate of this change should be controlled. A 
cultural decision concerning the intent of 
continuity is implicit in my remarks. If we 
make this decision then we must face the 
dilemma of reconciling the Islamic con
tent, culturally defined as a symbolic 
source, with the symbolism of modern 
technological forms. Perhaps there can be 
a synthesis in the long run. I caution that 
one should not emphasize the monumental 
because the monumental quality changes 
its attributes. Also, introducing forms 
without historic precedence has proven to 
be a rather futile exercise for the archi-



tecture of Muslim countries. We have 
techniques but lack a convenient idiom. 

I conclude by repeating that continuity 
with the past occurs in culturally homoge
neous areas. International architecture 
seminars can be viewed as an artificial 
language like Esperanto. They lack tradi
tion and deep emotive content. Just as we 
stick to our languages, we have to stick to 
certain values in our traditional environ
ment. This heritage is an asset. It can 
potentially challenge the creators of new 
forms and it is where we must look for 
solutions. 

Our first step is to spread the knowledge 
of forms. Then comes the second phase, 
proving that traditional forms are relevant 
in our lives. This is not as easy as it is 
thought here. It is a fight against techno
logical symbols because no symbol, when 
stripped of its functional content, is strong 
enough. In order to create a new standard 
for our environment, we must create tools 
to counter the symbolic power of techno
logical forms. I do not say technology 
itself, but we do need to fight the 
antagonism of technology in every facet of 
our lives. Symbols are destroyed or re
placed by other symbols. Forms derived 
from technology are replacing the old 
forms not necessarily by their efficiency or 
by economic necessity, but because of 
their symbolic value. This symbolic value 
is charged with Western images. Our 
inferiority complex makes us believe that 
we have to renounce the past. Hence we 
look to the West with bewilderment and 
fascination. Herein lies the real dilemma 
and also the drama of Islamic countries. 

Fathy 

I wish to discuss the pragmatic aspect of 
Islam for architecture. A symbol to my 
mind is a form that expresses for man 
natural phenomena. This was part of the 
way of revealing or observing nature and 
giving it names and so on to define being. 
In so doing some people would have 
deified the symbol, giving it a value which 
is not at all applicable to it. That is why 
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Jiddah, Saudi Arabia: the spiral minaret of a 
contemporary mosque 
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Islam has been against any formal repre
sentation of nature but has not opposed 
speculative consideration of the principles 
of creation. 

The architect, for example, does not put 
his building in interstellar space where he 
is free to do whatever he likes, free to 
apply symbols or not. He is reacting. 
Architecture has to fit into two environ
ments: the God-made environment and 
the man-made environment. If man does 
not respect the first, he has sinned. And if 
he does not respect the second, it would 
be a lack of civility-those who preceded 
him would have respected the environment 
of God. 

When we consider the evolution of Islamic 
architecture from the Fatimid period up to 
the last century, we find that in this part 
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of the world, between 10° and 35" latitude, 
where the climate is uniform, men's build
ing solutions have been similar. 

Take the design concepts in Islamic archi
tecture or in the architecture that devel
oped in that part of the world where 
nature is hostile to man at ground level. 
All architecture in the Mediterranean is 
introverted. With the advent of the car 
and a change in attitude toward extrover
sion, we have removed an essential quality 
of Islamic architecture: its interiority. 

Before we had universities, magazines and 
all this intrusion of foreign culture and 
alienation, the Islamic man, the man living 
in this part of the world, interacted 
directly with his environment. There was 
no problem with our Islamic architecture. 
It took care of itself. Now we are in 
trouble because of alienation. We go 
against the Islamic spirit, not in a Koranic 
sense, but because we go against veracity, 
truth. If the form is not true to its 
environment, it will be false. And Islam 
does not accept falsehood. I believe that 
with the cultural change which has taken 
place in this part of the world, we no 
longer have the continuous interaction 
between man and his environment. This 
was symbolized in the deep knowledge of 
the Sufi and the intelligence of the hands 
and the fingers of the craftsman both 
working together. We have changed this 
system to the architect-contractor system 
in which spirituality has been removed 
completely. 

It is irrational to do anything that does not 
suit. In fact, we can measure falsehood 
with a thermometer. In Cairo we had 
a group of young students come from 
London University to evaluate Islamic 
architecture scientifically. The thermometer 
showed the difference, but unfortunately 
they had only two months to stay in Cairo 
and they came in April. This research 
needs to be conducted throughout the 
whole year and then compared with 
measurements from so-called modern 
buildings. We have false ideas about 
modernity and progress. 

In the past the sacred architecture vali
dated the secular. We have it both in 
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Europe and in the East. The same crafts
men who built the cathedrals built the 
castles of the nobles and the houses of the 
people. Now it is the secular architecture 
which is removing the sanctity from the 
religious architecture. The mosques are no 
longer religious; they are not, I mean to 
say, holy. The same applies to churches. 
Modern architects deal with sacred archi
tecture as if they were dealing with 
theatres or garages. This is the problem, 
and this is why the Aga Khan Award 
exists, to restore spirituality to our 
architecture. 

We have seen that some symbols do not 
need to be crystalized. At the Ka'ba the 
pilgrims go around counterclockwise. This 
has a meaning because there are two 
movements which generate energy. You 
must take the cogwheel in terms of both 
sides; if they turn in the same direction, 
the mechanism will stop, the teeth of the 
wheels will break. The earth turns from 
left to right, and when we turn from right 
to left at the Ka'ba we have a similar kind 
of energy-generating movement. This is 
the idea behind it. It symbolizes something 
which is not a practical thing Why is 
that? We do not know. Nowadays we 
know about cosmic rays and radiation. Yet 
we have forgotten so many other things 
which were recognized in the sacred art of 
the past. We know that the cathedrals of 
France represent the constellation of the 
Virgin on earth. In our architecture we 
have to worship God in every building, 
not only in the mosque and not only in the 
church, but in the house and everything. 
Every stone that we put one on top of the 
other has to be in harmony. 

A mountain in which erosion has taken 
place is beautiful. Only man produces ugli
ness in his environment. Now if we just 
try to vibrate in unison with the universe, 
we can solve all our problems. By this I 
mean to say-with aesthetics, with human 
scale, with architecture, town planning and 
so forth. All municipalities now prohibit 
Islamic architecture. In our time we have 
no Islamic architecture whatsoever, and it 
is the fault of the universities. In school 
we devoted only three pages to Islamic 
architecture because it was considered 

Comments 

Omdurman, Sudan: the domed Niliem mosque Designed by Jamal Abdullah 
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exotic. And in my country, I too am con
sidered exotic. The entire movement has 
been going against Islam. 

Islam 

Actually, I have no comments to offer as a 
solution to anything, but after listening to 
the speakers I have more questions in my 
mind than before. We are trying to find 
common symbols in all countries inhabited 
by Muslims. Our discussion has largely 
involved the mosque which is probably the 
most important building in all Muslim 
communities everywhere. But the question 
remains: other than the five or six items 
which we mentioned, what can be trans
ferred to a contemporary building in order 
to make it a mosque? And what can be 
transferred to secular structures? Are 
there symbols to make a hospital, a 
Muslim hospital, or a college, a Muslim 
college? We are trying to identify forms, 
decorations and other things that stand for 
Islam. 

I would like to ask, "Why?" There are 
many Islamic communities all over the 
world. Almost all Muslim societies have 
undergone extreme change. At one stage 
they were conquerors and then they were 
conquered. Now they are free again, but it 
is only in recent times that we have started 
to feel free because of changes in the 
world situation. 

Now it is obvious that among these 
communities even the forms of mosques 
vary. There are, of course, basic require
ments such as facing the Ka'ba and 
ablution places, but I have the feeling that 
we are emphasizing only one aspect of the 
whole thing. We are not looking at our 
societies in a comprehensive manner. I 
think we are proud of present develop
ments in other societies but there is no 
reason why we should give up or not look 
at what is happening in our own. As a 
matter of fact, some of us, and I include 
myself, know very little of our own things, 
not to mention Muslim things in other 
countries. This is simply because we were 
educated in a Western culture that was 
completely imposed upon us. I had no 



opportunity to learn what was my own or 
what was beautiful or rich in our other 
Muslim societies. That is only one part. 
The other is that since we are functioning 
in the present age, looking backwards is 
not enough. Looking forward is much 
more important. If there are symbols 
which can make our buildings beautiful 
and even Islamic, that is fine. That is the 
best we can hope for. But understanding 
our culture is completely different from 
actually copying symbols or transferring 
certain things from one age to the present. 

Before I finish I have one particular com
ment to make about Dr. Fathy's remark 
that introverted buildings are Islamic. He 
implied that this feature comes from the 
Mediterranean where Islam began and 
consequently they are Islamic. But in a 
different environment such as Indonesia, 
Malaysia or even South China, things are 
completely different. Will those houses be 
non-Islamic? Are there gradations in the 
quality of Islam in things? I do not believe 
so. If something is held commonly, there 
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is no reason why there should not be 
infinite variations within that thing. The 
common thing may not be a simple 
symbol. It may be a basic principle. Basic 
principles are what created places like 
Fatehpur Sikri. 

Soedjatmoko 

The one remark I want to make concerns 
development planning When we talk 
about replicas, we are talking about con
tinuity. Does continuity still exist within 
the Islamic world? A similar question 
poses itself to the world of Christianity 
where the Caucasian is no longer dom
inant in terms of numbers. The shift of 
Christianity away from Europe to Africa 
and Asia brings with it a shift in sym
bolism. A similar process is now taking 
place within the world of Islam because 
the basic self-perception of Islam is in the 
process of changing in a very fundamental 
fashion. 

Seramban, Malaysia: interior of mosque designed by Team 3/ Malay Design Group 
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We are in the midst of an Islamic 
revolution, the nature and direction of 
which is still uncertain. It remains to be 
seen, for instance, whether the revival of 
Islam will be realistic or whether it will be 
regressive and a cause for regret. Will the 
Islamic revival lead in the end to a 
different conception of man and conse
quently a different attempt at spatial and 
symbolic expression? Against this back
ground the question of replicas is minor. 
What we are seeing here in many ways 
represents the loss of a sense of style and, 
curiously, the openness, the willingness, to 
let others who are not rooted in the 
particular civilization or religion dabble in 
the forms and the. symbols of that civiliza
tion. There has been a loss of criteria, a 
loss of style, a loss of aesthetic integrity. 
But there are also elements that make 
sense only if we see them as the beginning 
of something very big which may take 
another hundred years to develop. Herein 
lies the importance of the Award because 
our inability to formulate criteria will 
stimulate research. 

Bammate 

I have a few remarks. First of all, we start 
with the statement by Mr. Soedjatmoko. 
At the moment the centres of Islam are 
shifting from the Arabic countries toward 
Asia and Africa. We must also consider in 
our architecture that most Muslims are 
under twenty-five years of age. So the 
emphasis should be put on Asia and, in 
terms of strength of faith, toward Africa, 
both North and black. With some excep
tions from Malaysia and elsewhere, I 
notice that most of the vocabulary of 
Islamic building forms derives from the 
Middle East. What makes a building 
Muslim, I think, is the presence of a 
minaret, a cupola, or a form like a cupola, 
and arches. These are the three elements 
which in the majority of cases seem to 
make a mosque. But I do not want to 
make any judgment on these places. I just 
notice that the vocabulary is coming from 
the Middle East. 
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My second remark concerns the absence of 
calligraphy. Perhaps we have not seen as 
many interior as exterior views, but in 
classical architecture, whether it is the 
original open air mosque or the mosque 
with a dome, we see calligraphy every
where as a mark of Islam. The world of 
God reverberates in architecture. Now I 
do not know whether it is the influence of 
the international style or what, but I think 
that there is now a unity of shapes and 
structural forms which breaks with tradi
tion, especially in the absence of 
calligraphy. 

My third remark concerns the function of 
the mosque. It is a question I ask myself 
all the time. Are people praying there? 
Obviously. But are they circulating within 
this space? Do they come there to con
gregate? Originally the mosque was not 
just a place for prayer but had a variety of 
communal uses. It was where the 'umma 
was happy to meet-the convenience 
centre. In the old mosques you had all of 
these functions at the same time. 

In addition to the grandiose mosques built 
by the authorities, there is also an archi
tecture of the people. Many mosques are 
built by rural communities, built practi
cally without money, spontaneously, and 
people congregate there whether they are 
praying or not because they feel comfort
able there. In my own country of Afghan
istan I know of two or three beautiful 
buildings which are rejected by the people 
not because they are in good or bad taste 
or are good or bad examples of 
architecture-I cannot answer those ques
tions-but because the people do not 
recognize the authority which built that 
mosque. And so they pray outside the 
mosque. Literally. 

Now my last remark is that in practically 
all instances, even though the mosque 
towers over the landscape, it remains an 
integral part of the city itself. Now, 
however, we are moving from a spatial 
notion within the environment to that of a 
separate, distinct building. Again I cannot 
say whether this is good or bad or whether 
it is simply a historical development. It is 
not a question of taste, but whether the 
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'umma recognizes itself in the mosque and 
whether they pray there and inhabit it. 

Kuban 

The question is whether we accept people 
following their own interpretations or 
whether we try to impose on them some 
criteria of modern Islamic architecture. I 

Jakarta environs: the minaret of the Masjid 
Badan Kebehjataraan. Mosque built in 1977 by 
PERUMNAS, the Indonesian Urban Housing 
Development Corporation 
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think this is practically impossible and 
even contrary to Islam. I would let the 
poor follow their own ways of develop
ment. Then the problem is solely that of 
architectural criteria and the pursuit of 
quality. Now there is one danger, how
ever, which is very important because the 
old tradition has been broken. Although 
we imitate, we certainly use modern 
techniques. Now the old tradition is 
broken and the new one is not yet 
assimilated by our own people. There is 
always a danger that non-Muslims can 
create better designs than Muslims. I do 
not say anything against this. It is possible 
that they will, for it will take time for 
Islamic society to assimilate the modern 
elements of technology and interpret 
them, even if this requires imitation. 

Kuran 

It seems to me that with the mosque there 
is also the issue of its setting. These issues 
should not be separated. What I mean is 
that there seem to be simultaneous and' 
contradictory currents in the Islamic 
world. In Turkey people have accepted 
modern architecture. Since the 1920s we 
have had nothing but modern architecture. 
Yet when it comes to mosque architecture 
we are far behind other Islamic countries. 
Mosques there have remained the same 
since Sinan in the sixteenth century. If 
people aspire to a classical mosque, can 
they relate to a modern one? This seems 
to me to be the big contradiction to which 
we must address ourselves. 

Geertz 

There is an anecdote about Mexico which 
I think is relevant here. In a very small, 
very poor village about half of the men 
regularly go to the United States as 
migrant workers and bring back American 
dollars to spend on cars and so forth. 
When they decide to build a new church in 
their village, they choose an American 



design-a modern suburban church with a 
lot of glass. Even though it is not much 
larger than their old church, no one goes 
to it. It feels too big. Still the people are 
all terribly proud of it because it shows 
how wealthy they are compared to the 
surrounding villages. 

Now in some ways the new structure 
inhibits the villagers' religious practices, 
but is it a bad church? 

Raymond 

For various reasons the easiest position to 
take is to say that each mosque, even 
when it is awful, corresponds to the taste 
of a community. Then we do not have to 
pass judgment. 

Arkoun 

In a number of mosques which have been 
built in Algeria since independence, the 
decisions have been made by very re
stricted groups and exclude the taste and 
initiative of the community. This is <t very 
important point. 

Burckhardt 

There is a pretension, an illness really, 
from which many contemporary mosques 
suffer. They pretend to be something 
unique, new or richer, but they lack the 
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New village mosque in the environs of Manila, the Philippines 
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means to be that. This pretension is in IIIIiIfI. 

strong contrast to the fact that in the past 
the Muslim architect traditionally dis
appeared behind his work. In the con
temporary mosque the architect steps for
ward from the work. 

New mosque in a village between Kuala Lumpur and Malacca, Malaysia 
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Formulation: 
A Discussion of Criteria 

Comments 

Kuran 

I would like to begin with the main theme 
of the seminar: symbolism. First, after 
touring Fez I feel that symbolism or its 
reflection in visual terms is not as relevant 
today as it may have been in the past. It 
has been mentioned that colonialism or 
Western industrial and technological in
fluences or self-willed forces may have 
resulted in our losing a sense of our cul
ture's relevance. Nevertheless, symbols 
were very precious even in the past. 
Calligraphy, as was pointed out earlier, 
had meaning for builders and architects, 
but we observe that most inscriptions are 
decorated with arabesques and all sorts of 
visual floral motifs. This shows that the 
symbol soon became part of the decorative 
pattern of the building. 

Now I want to move to the continuity of 
forms and space. What impresses me 
about Fez is the very strong contrast be
tween the noisy narrow streets, which have 
no geometry or symmetry, and the inner 
world of the houses and buildings. I feel 
very strongly that the geometry of these 
courtyards is different from that of a 
Roman courtyard. Although a medieval 
town in Europe may not differ in basic 
architectural structure from what we see in 
Fez, there exists a particular kind of 
geometry that is as relevant to Fez as it is 
to Iran and Turkey. Moreover, there is a 
sense of unity felt in Fez. 

In Roman architecture there are certain 
set rules so that a Roman temple is a 

Roman temple whether it is in Syria or in 
Turkey. But Islam inspired a search for 
order and harmony without prescribing set 
rules. Thus the architectural works pro
duced by an Islamic people cannot be 

Fez, Morocco: a view in the madina 
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viewed as part of a greater structure, but 
as total statements relevant to a particular 
region and culture and produced under an 
umbrella of Islamic thought. Now, this 
creative spirit is what produced the city of 
Fez in Islamic terms-that is, with its 
Islamic geometry and its continuity from 
one house to another. It is a continuous 
experience. Yet when we went up to Ain 
Kadus, what I saw there was only the form 
of a mosque which had been transplanted. 
This form was meaningless to me, because 
it was only a part of the total unity of Fez 
transplanted somewhere else. It had no 
creative, dynamic force behind it. Some 
people may like it because its form will 
give them a sense of the past, but people 
living in that sort of environment will 
eventually become different people from 
those who are actually living in the 
madina. 

Through architecture we are creating 
something that is obviously relevant to 
society. But in the process something is 
lost. Therefore, the main problem that 
faces us today is how to take Fez, for 
instance, and adapt it to our modern 
society without losing its inherent quali
ties. I am not suggesting imitation, but 
there is a system of adaptation which is 
perhaps something that the Award should 
seek. 

Arkoun 

In view of the scope of the Award and of 
the criteria to be determined, I would say 
this: it is imperative that the confrontation 
with the historian, the general historian, 
but even more importantly the historian of 
Islamic thought, be continued. The his
torian of Islamic thought is a new notion. 
I try to defend it against a Western tradi
tion that favours the exercise of thought in 
specialized fields. In classical Islamic 
thought the act of thinking is reflected in 
urban space. There is continuity both in 
the theoretical thought and the various 
activities that man develops in order to 
organize the levels of his existence. 

In the search for criteria we have to avoid 
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discussing empty, if characteristic, forms. 
Prof. Kuran has identified an opposition 
between interior symmetry and the ab
sence of exterior symmetry. He has de
fined geometry, but this form, this 
geometry, only has reality if it is inhabited 
by men. I have also reacted against a 
definition of the symbol which limits it to 
the form that contains it. The symbol 
exists only for its user. Consequently, I 
would like to ask the architects to consider 
the exercise of thought as an act which is 
total, integrated and integrating, and I 
would like to ask them to take into 
account historicity, that is, the variable 
character of all acts of thought. 

In classical Islamic culture thinking was 
subordinate to the authority of revealed 
texts. Only within an extremely rigid and 
dogmatic framework did Islamic thought 
acquire coherence. But today this is no 
longer valid. There is historicity in Islamic 
thought. Today thinking takes place out
side the futile order of religiosity. As a 
result, the problem of the Fez madina and 
all extant madinas in the Islamic world 
cannot be apprehended in a valid way 
unless we take into account this historical 
rupture which deeply affects Muslim think
ing. If architects do not adopt this his
torical perspective, I would say that the 
Award will not meet the needs of our 
present city. As I perceive it, a divorce 
occurred long ago between the architect 
and the practicing Muslim who attempts to 
integrate Islamic thought on the level of 
human existence. 

Burckhardt 

I will try to formulate what from our 
earlier discussions appear to be criteria of 
Islamic architecture. I am convinced that 
domestic architecture is as important as 
the sacred architecture of the mosque. 
What distinguishes Islamic architecture is 
first its interiority, and second its cen
trality. When you are in your house you 
are at the centre of the earth. The geo
metrical symmetry which has been ob
served is an expression of that centrality. 

Third, I stress the independence of hous
ing from the public domain. I think these 
guidelines are quite sufficient for domestic 
Islamic architecture in general. 

Geertz 

I have two points to make. I mentioned 
the first one earlier and can restate it 
quickly. One category of criteria for the 
Award has to deal with the consequences 
of architecture on the everyday life of 
ordinary people. Above all, Islam is con
cerned with the moral fabric of life. 
Criteria mentioned in previous discussions 
introduced notions of truth, love and 
vitality. These cover some varied and com
plex ideas of beauty. Everybody knows 
that the architect's concern is with form, 
but it is also with life. Honesty to mate
rials, fidelity to the natural environment 
and care for human proportions were 
mentioned as aspects of truth. Further 
stressed under the notion of truth is the 
avoidance of pretentiousness and false 
symbolism. 

We mentioned craftsmanship and concern 
for detail. There should also be an imagi
native sympathy for people. After we 
visited the madina, everybody discussed 
vitality. What I think was really meant but 
not actually observed was the vitality of 
personal relationships among people who 
know one another well, the face-to-face 
relationships. Of course, this relates to 
what I was attempting to say in my own 
presentation. Towns are arrangements of 
people who enjoy personal relationships 
with one another. Either they know one 
another very well or they are strangers. 
This is important because the madina, or 
any town, is a place to which strangers 
come. Various kinds of architectural forms 
either allow strangers in or exclude them. 

The second point I want to make also 
deals with a social issue. This is a future
oriented project, an attempt to change 
society in a new way or perhaps to resist 
change. Now the problem that occurs to 
me as an expert in the communication and 
dissemination of cultural knowledge is, 



how exemplary is this process? What will 
happen next? Will a building by one archi
tect imitate that of another? How is this 
process going to be perceived? Just as I 
mentioned that a town is perceived dif
ferently by different people, the five 
buildings or structures or plans premiated 
by the Award are going to be perceived 
differently by different imitators. 

It will be extremely interesting to see what 
is picked up as exemplary after the 
Award is made. It has to be continually 
kept in mind that the people who make 
the buildings are members of an elite. 
They are the planners and the patrons. In 
addition, the people giving the Award are 
members of an elite cut off from the 
masses. We all experienced this in visiting 
Fez. Finally, the people who are going to 
be making the copies will also be members 
of an elite. They may be builders in small 
towns, but they will still be specialists. 
Now there is nothing moral or immoral 

Fez, Morocco: a view in the madina 
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about this kind of social differentiation. 
My point is simply that the elite must 
break through the barriers to find out 
what ordinary people think. 

Islam 

I would like to start with a few words 
about the Fez madina. All the architects, I 
suppose all of us, have had a very in
spiring experience. Certain aspects of the 
city seem important to me, and I shall try 
to enumerate them. First, it is an old city. 
We were instantly transported into an old 
world, a beautiful world. But the city is a 
living city within a certain number of 
topographic and other difficulties. The 
evolution of the social fabric is still a 
viable one but needs more and more 
strength. All these are facts. 

Why did the madina excite us? We are 
seeking certain principles or factors that 
may help us solve our problems in the 
present-day Muslim world. It seems to me 
that the people in Fez are trying to solve 
their problems in their own way. There 
exist problems of climate, social structure, 
the economic demands of society and vari
ous technological problems as far as the 
construction of the buildings and the city 
itself. All these are resolved within a cer
tain cultural context. By that I mean that 
the people are operating within a cultural 
framework that includes various facets of 
life-religion, ritual, craftsmanship, maybe 
even a new standard of visual perception. 
The madina itself breaks down into 
units-houses, mosques, shops. None of 
this can be transferred to some other 
place. This seems to be the most impor
tant thing to me. 

The individual building problems of Mus
lim societies require loving care and tre
mendous amounts of creative ability. 
Without this creative ability nothing is 
going to happen; we will produce bad 
things. At this time we need a certain 
amount of understanding of our own cul
ture, our own background and a deeper 
understanding of the contemporary world. 
Given this context, if someone creatively 
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uses signs and symbols from the past, they 
should rest with him as beautiful things. 
Nevertheless, after three days of discus
sions I am not sure what Islamic signs and 
symbols cover all the lands from Morocco 
to China. 

Raymond 

I would like to make only two remarks. I 
was struck by two things during this col
loquium. The first was the diversity of the 
participants. On this point, the contribu
tion of our colleagues from Southeast Asia 
is impressive because it is a rejection of 
the kind of Arabocentrism in which we all 
threaten to sink. We should not forget that 
the centre of gravity of the Muslim world 
is found outside the limits of the Arab 
world. 

Second, I think that it is necessary to 
study and confront concrete situations on 
the historical, social, anthropological and 
religious levels. It is from these studies 
that it will be possible to generalize and to 
eliminate a certain number of stereotypes 
which still obstruct many fields. I think 
that certain of Prof. Grabar's ideas on the 
Islamic house and those on the mosque 
are entirely justified. 

In conclusion, it is difficult to define an 
Islamic architecture or an Islamic urban
ism; there is a great diversity of historical 
and geographical situations. I think that it 
is vital to study what I would call the con
crete Islamic world, the concrete Islamic 
man in his belief, his economic and social 
activities, his history and his works. Pro
portionally, this implies that greater inter
ests be given to private architecture, and 
eventually to average or poor architecture, 
than to monumental architecture. I think 
that from such work a conception of archi
tecture and urbanism intended for Muslims 
can be developed. 
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I. Serageldin 

I would like to elaborate upon some of the 
themes that have already been mentioned. 
We have confronted again and again the 
question of what is contemporary Islamic 
society and what is relevant within this 
perspective. We cannot look exclusively at 
the past and ignore the vast and sweeping 
currents that are taking place in Islamic 
societies today. These currents impose 
upon us a more contemporary interpreta
tion of Islam, and our contemporary 
identity will find its reflection in architec
tural and urban forms. 

The demographic explosion taking place in 
Muslim countries means greater concern 
for youth, more rapid urbanization and a 
change of pace. Who are the people that 
we are dealing with today in contemporary 
Muslim societies? They are people who 
are subjected to industrialization of a new 
type on a massive scale. New towns, allied 
to huge industrial complexes, require a 
completely different urban expression from 
what we have seen in Fez. In terms of a 
movement from rural areas to the cities, 
urbanization is practically a universal trend 
and must be recognized as a starting point. 
We must deal with cities that are growing 
at a much faster pace than ever before. In 
general, there has been an internationali
zation of life activities as well as changes 
in individual perception. 

I will discuss very briefly some of the 
implications in terms of Award criteria. 
Today the scale of economic activities has 
changed tremendously. It has destroyed 
traditional small manufacturing and hence 
a way of life. We cannot yearn for the past 
by creating little shops for little people 
and expect to compete with large-scale 
machine production. The scale of com
munication has to be addressed and given 
a contemporary solution. We cannot look 
exclusively for small and narrow streets 
and ignore the reality of machines that 
have already entered our societies on a 
large sca~e. 

More important than these changes is what 
is happening to the minds of contemporary 
Muslims. Education is no longer imposed 
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by the community but by a national entity. 
This has been a homogenizing force 
throughout society. We saw TV antennas 
everywhere in Fez. Communications have 
opened up the community to the outside 
world. Nor must we forget that political 
ideology, which Prof. Arkoun mentioned, 
is passed on to people on a day-to-day 
basis. This has resulted in a broader 
vocabulary. The people see more examples 
of architecture and urbanism in other 
countries. They have a heightened aware
ness of alternative lifestyles. Borrowed 
dress styles and music are gradually incor
porated into their social preferences. This 
leads to the breakdown of local com
munity allegiances. After all, national 
educational policy is a conscious effort to 
break down local allegiances and create an 
allegiance to a higher entity. This creates a 
split between the social praxis and the 
perception of Islam, which has insularized 
itself against these changes. 

Fez, Morocco: an artisan at his workbench 
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Changes in some of the traditionally 
accepted norms of Islamic thought on the 
level of practical ethics will lead us to a 
more contemporary interpretation of both 
architectural and urban form. For ex
ample, changes in the social roles affecting 
the status of women will most likely affect 
the structure of the house. Changes in 
property laws and the redefinition of the 
rights of the community and the individual 
are bound to lead to questions concerning 
the balance of public and private spaces. 
Changes in the scale of economic activity 
will by necessity force us to take cogni
zance of a scale of enterprise far different 
from that of the suq. We are dealing with 
giant enterprises throughout the world. 
This I think is a challenge. We must keep 
in mind that these forces are the cutting 
edge of change in contemporary Islamic 
society. Perhaps we may not have specific 
criteria to interpret a good solution, but 
let us at least keep this in mind and look 
for people who have, perhaps intuitively, 
addressed these problems as best as they 
can be addressed. 

M. Serageldin 

I will confine my remarks to urban forms 
and try to express something about the 
way"people have tried to solve their prob
lems. Fez is a spirited and inspired 
example of medieval Muslim urban form. 
We have been told about the problems 
facing it and the plans to preserve it. It is 
difficult to be optimistic about this valiant 
endeavour. 

The introduction of modern technology is 
eroding or bound to erode the physical 
structure by water integration, machine 
vibration, pollution and all the rest. Yet to 
deny an upgraded infrastructure in the 
hope of preserving the integrity of its 
medieval character is untenable. Further
more, unrelenting demographic pressure 
and increasing social homogenization are 
further accelerating the deterioration of 
this environment. Mounting pressure on 
urban land gives little hope for finding 
relief. 
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Does this mean that the traditional Islamic 
urban form does not belong to the con
temporary age, and that we have to look 
to Western models for new urban develop
ment? The structure of informal settle
ments seems to invalidate such a position. 
Despite the often confusing visual aspect 
of an aggregational structure at various 
stages of completion and using an array of 
different materials, the informal settle
ments have retained and adapted the ele
ments of the traditional urban form. It is a 
dynamic environment; irregular shapes 
characterize growth by accretion. Yet it 
struggles to incorporate access for the 
automobile. One invariably finds one or 
two access points or, where the auto
mobile is more widely used, one or two 
straight, wide streets. There is a balance 
between density and human scale. There is 
the identification of close-knit social units. 
One can sense the importance of small 
streets, informal spaces and an overriding 
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concern with privacy. There is consider
able colour and decoration. Commercial 
activities are often scant and public build
ings nonexistent. However, there is always 
a religious building, a small mosque. 

T/le magnitude of the phenomenon pre
cludes that it easily be brushed aside. 
Municipalities cannot disregard these areas 
because they are in some way or another 
in violation with existing codes and regula
tions. Nor can planners and architects 
afford to overlook them simply because 
they lack quality. This is not to advocate 
the proliferation of informal settlements, 
but merely to suggest that neither a fasci
nation with high technology nor an emo
tional attachment to functionally obsolete 
forms will produce urban environments 
that meet the needs of people in Islamic 
countries today. The informal settlements 
provide a clear signal of the perceptions 
and needs of a segment of the urban popu
lation that is growing at an accelerating 
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rate. Planners should look to these areas 
for inspiration on the adaptation of Mus
lim urban forms to new and emerging 
lifestyles. 

Wahid 

Prof. Arkoun has appealed to us to con
sider the quality of life, the grand theme 
of how we address lifestyle. Prof. Geertz 
called on us to dismantle the barrier 
between commoners and elite groups of 
planners. Hence I would like to give flesh 
to a workable framework. We should 
address ourselves to how Islamic com
munities try to solve the crises they face 
on a communal basis. We heard Ismail 
Serageldin talk about perception and the 
need to reformulate our answers. This can 
be made not only on a communal basis but 
on an individual basis. But what I want to 
stress is the communal basis. Whatever we 
decide as individuals will have no response 
from the masses. 

There is a crisis of misunderstanding 
among the Islamic communities them
selves. Although I am invited here by His 
Highness the Aga Khan, I am ashamed 
that I do not know anything about 
Ismailis. I only know the historical ac
counts. I think it is the same for every
body here. We look at our communities 
and prescribe what is perceived by that 
community as the general solution to the 
Islamic 'umma as a whole. In that sense 
the encouragement of visual understanding 
between Islamic communities is the under
lying factor of having universal symbols or 
signs among Muslims everywhere. Other
wise it will mean an idealized symbol and 
an idealized sign. 

Now we face the problem of interpreting 
the teachings of our religion. Each com
munity attends to that problem in its own 
way. For example, the people of Tunisia 
try to solve overpopulation by allowing in 
their laws the possibility of a woman 
having an abortion with the consent of her 
husband. It differs from the Western idea 
of abortion, but an effort is made to pre
serve the unity of the family in that way. 
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The countless efforts by different com
munities to find a way to integrate their 
religion have to be given priority. I do not 
know how to concretize these notions into 
criteria for giving an Award. But if the 
Award is devoid of attention to those 
kinds of activities, I think it will be 
worthless. 

Soedjatmoko 

The discussions which we have had in the 
past three days were very rich, and I, and 
I am sure others too, have wracked our 
brains in order to define what we should 
charge the Award Jury to do. But maybe 
as Muslims we should have consulted not 
only our brains but also our souls. Then 
we would have been reminded that a 
building, either singly or together with 
others, not only makes a statement about 
its purposes and uses, but is also an 
"enabling structure" that makes it possible 
for the human being to be and to do what 
he is supposed to do naturally. A building 
or a set of buildings is in the spirit of 
Islam not by virtue of its form or the 
expressiveness of its symbols, but to the 
extent to which it enables men and women 
to live in the community of the 'umma by 
the values and the standards of Islam, and 
to realize the purposes for which God has 
created him or her. 

Why did God create man? It says in the 
Koran that He created man so that man 
could worship Him with knowledge. 
Therefore man gathers the knowledge of 
nature and of other cultures that will make 
him a worthy viceroy to God. Man seeks 
to gather the means, the wherewithal, the 
health and the instrumentalities of the 
mind to live the righteous life in dignity, 
and to help him in the quest for a just 
society. 

Certainly the seminars should charge the 
Jury to judge the buildings and settlements 
brought to its attention by the beauty they 
express, the beauty that is God's, and by 
the harmony of their geometric designs 
and the variety of criteria that have been 
mentioned here. But it should also judge 
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those buildings and settlements by their 
capacity to enable men and women to 
realize the purposes for which God has 
created them and to realize the eminence 
of the sacred in human life. With this 
perspective the Jury will be free from the 
temporal and cultural bounds of so much 
of what goes under the name of Islamic 
structure, Islamic ritual and Islamic sym
bols. These are really transitory. They are 
products of the vagaries of history and are 
bound to change under the impact of 
modern technology and electronic com
munications. Change will affect what Prof. 
Grabar identified as an extremely impor
tant element in the Islamic life, its 
interiority. We will have to redefine in 
new terms the essence of that interiority as 
it is regained through the impact of 
modern communications. 

In this way the Jury will also be freed 
from the transitory loss of style and the 
disorientation that we have seen in some 
buildings. The Jury will thus open itself to 
new forms which express Muslims' reli
gious responses to new situations, new 
tasks and new challenges. Above all, 
Muslims must respond to the challenge of 
science and technology which have become 
almost autonomous engines of social 
change beyond the control of man. 
Muslims will have to learn to domesticate 
science and technology, not in their own 
terms, but in terms of the moral and social 
purposes that are connected with God's 
creation of man. Then the Award will 
become a modest but important means to 
stimulate creative use of space and form in 
this eternal quest inherent in the spirit of 
Islam. 

Isfahan, Iran: detail of inscrip.tion in the Sheikh Lutjalliih mosque 
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Grabar 

I think that we have talked about a very 
large number of things. One broad theme 
which seems to have emerged is, first of 
all, that visual forms, signs and symbols 
are part of a much more complicated set of 
values, symbols and signs. The auditory 
and the connective movements within the 
city were mentioned, but I think there are 
also many others. There are clothing, food 
and even smells. We are talking about a 
large range of visual perceptions con
nected with associations which form the 
fabric of an Islamic place. But we have 
concentrated on the visual because of the 
objectives of the Award. 

The second theme which is definitely part 
of our concern is the endless variation that 
exists. There is a danger, perhaps, in 
seeing everything as being only of itself 
and having no value for anything else. But 
the importance of variation lies to my 
mind in something else. Variations of 
region, time and space are fairly obvious. 
But I think we should also take into con
sideration the internal variations within 
the community itself. There is a Sunni 
world and a Shi'ite. In fact, there are 
several Sunni worlds. Sometimes they are 
in different places; sometimes they are in 
the same place. One thing which is very 
clear is that there is a symbolic synthesis 
of the house, the quarter and the city. 
Perhaps it is more difficult to identify the 
physical form of that symbol. It may not 
even be in some physical shape that one 
recognizes, but in another aspect. 

Lastly, we developed some general ideas 
which are associated with the symbolic 
systems at whatever level of complexity 
one chooses. There is the notion of 
interiority with its association of privacy. 
There is centrality. There is a rather more 
complicated phenomenon of geometry 
and, specifically, the geometry of the 
house in its relationship to the street. 
These are the symmetrical/asymmetrical 
relationships mentioned by Prof. Kuran. 
Finally, there is a relationship to the 
environment and a perception of space 
and the way in which one uses space as it 
exists. 

Comments 

Ardalan 

I will begin with the first set of mandates 
that were clearly put before us. Prof. 
Arkoun has stated that a dialogue within 
the individual must exist, and that this is 
the fundamental way to deal with Islamic 
architecture and Islamic society. He also 
observed, however, that we are frag
mented. A dilemma exists in that this 
fragmentation produces its own natural 
result in further fragmentation. 

Prof. Grabar has presented ideas about 
the past. This is the role of the historian. 
The only way I can justify the arrogance 
of my making any comment today is that I 
happen to be an architect. My mandate is 
to deal with the future. I have to build, 
and when you build you have to be very 
specific. It's going to be that tile, that 
particular colour, and if you put any other 
colour next to it the effect will be jarring. 
The aesthetic appreciation of that wall will 
be reduced to something less than aes
thetic; it will range from good to bad. So 
you are dealing from good to bad when 
you deal with the future. 

In this building process there is the addi
tional condition that Mr. Soedjatmoko 
gave us, the divine perspective which says 
that man is the viceroy of God on this 
earth. Therefore we are dealing with a 
very concrete notion of man as a preserver 
of the ecological balance of the world. At 
the same time there is the complement that 
he is the servant, so he is submissive. But 
I will only address at this time the dimen
sion of vice-regency because man has to 
make active decisions about ecological 
conditions. We can take the concept of 
ecology and put it into three categories 
which Prof. Grabar has enunciated. These 
are idea, form and style. Ecological adap
tion to the environment is the simplest, 
perhaps lowest beginning of the world of 
ideas. At the opposite end this means 
style, which may help us to integrate our 
response to Fez or any of the communities 
that we come from. We walked through 
the little pathways of the suq here and it 
was shaded. Now is this only a particular 
condition of Fez, or is there a general 
lesson? If one takes this small, winding 
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town and brings it into the world of form, 
one is really dealing with the fact that the 
need for shadow exists. It is an ecological 
tool that we can use in our design any
where. It does not have to relate only to 
Fez. 

I wish to add some thoughts to what Prof. 
Burckhardt has said about integration. 
How is the dependence of the part to the 
whole, or its independence, manifested in 
style? Courtyard houses display indepen
dence, but then the idea of int~gration is 
also shown by the fact that the courtyard 
house backs up next to other units. The 
idea of integration is an inherent element. 
What we seek to know is which ideas and 
forms are most resilient? Which ones 
representative of an Islamic place and cul
ture can continue to survive? If it is 
possible for us to analyze carefully our 
self-perception, we may be able to get 
over the great hindering notion that we 
are only living in the past. 

Arkoun 

There is a dimension that has not been 
sufficiently treated in our discussions, but 
which I believe is very important-the 
political dimension. We talk "as if"-and 
this "as if" is very unwieldy-"as if" men 
in society can freely determine their tastes. 
I am not talking about their economic or 
social relations but about aesthetics. The 
aesthetic we deal with depends strictly 
upon the leading models of a controlling 
group. 

If we analyze the Master Plan, we can get 
a clear idea of this political reality. I am 
not talking about the political regime; I 
am talking about concrete political mech
anisms which determine the real behaviour 
of men. We were told that land specula
tion is a decisive factor with regard to the 
destiny of the madina of Fez. We talk "as 
if" this aspect did not exist, when it is, in 
fact, a decisive factor not only for Fez, but 
for all Muslim societies today. 

In Muslim history ideological pressure has 
not always been obvious, but it has of 
course existed and continues to exist with 
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the same totality in Muslim societies 
today. I have previously mentioned the 
Mzab community in Algeria and the 
Berbers here in Morocco. Their power of 
creation has been more or less preserved 
because the ruling class has never been 
able to impose, in spite of its wish, its 
models on the entire country. A month 
ago I was in Tamanrasset in the Hoggar in 
the heart of the Sahara. The Tuaregs there 
are extremely fascinating. They have their 
own architecture and sense of aesthetics. 
A socialist village was created in the 
Hoggar which looks like others elsewhere 
in Algeria, and that causes great 
problems. Its construction is tied to a 
construction policy for the entire country. 

Of course, what I have said for Algeria is 
applicable to the totality of societies. It 
comes into playas an absolutely decisive 
dimension because it creates constraints 
which are stronger than ecological con
straints. Ecological constraints inspire 
creativity, while political constraints elimi
nate creativity. 

As regards the collective memory men
tioned by Prof. Grabar, this memory 
indeed has an architectural support as well 
as a support in urban space. However, an 
educational system determined by the 
central authority undermines it. Users of 
the madina, whether in Fez or Tehran, 
become marginalized, cut off from their 
historical self and their historical identity. 
You can put them in a magnificent palace, 
but this palace will deteriorate because 
the people will not adhere to certain 
constraints. 

I. Serageldin 

First of all I would like to consider what 
Prof. Arkoun has said, because he touches 
upon economic concerns that I expressed 
earlier-that currents of national develop
ment are undertaken by the willful inter
vention oj decision makers on a large 
scale. There is, however, a lot of room for 
the intervention by what can be called 
pacemakers in society. When governments 
decide to build, the architects and engi-
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neers practice their profession or trade 
with a great deal of insensitivity. They 
usually sit somewhere in the capital, and 
they draw a prototype which is then 
applied everywhere. There is not neces
sarily a conscious decision to alienate a 
specific village from its identity. I think it 
is simply an expedient decision. There is 
therefore the need for architects and the 
international collectivity of individuals of 
this type to call to the attention of the 
practitioners other ways of solving the 
problems that they face. Perhaps they can 
make them more aware of what is happen
ing elsewhere. 

I was struck by the fact that when Mr. 
Islam and I had a discussion yester-
day evening, the common symbols to 
which we could most easily relate in terms 
of architecture were all examples of con
temporary Western architecture. All we 
had to do was to mention the Seagram 
Building and we knew exactly what we 
were talking about. I doubt that we could 
have a similar conversation talking about 
contemporary architecture in the Muslim 
countries simply because we don't know 
enough about it. He probably knows a cer
tain configuration of it, I know another, 
but there is no shared knowledge. 

The dominance of Western motifs and 
models is also reflected in architects' work 
in the various bureaus that design for 
governments on a large scale. I am not 
denying the importance of what Prof. 
Arkoun says. I would just like to mention 
that even in accepting the reality of large
scale intervention to bring about change, 
there is room to introduce alternative 
models by which this change could be 
brought about. 

Soedjatmoko 

We have reached the point where the 
power of the technocrats, the power of the 
ideologists, has become bankrupt. The 
incapacity of the modern bureaucracies, 
powerful as they are, to resolve the prob
lem of poverty, to reach the poorer com
munities they want to reach, forces 

changes upon them in their modes of 
operation and development. In the end 
these changes will break up the structural 
coalition which has become associated with 
the process of development. 

My concern is not with the continued 
duration of oppression. My concern is with 
the lack of preparedness of the creative 
minds of the world. It is here, I think, that 
this Award is so important. It should 
stimulate the experiments that are now 
going on in the world at the grass-roots 
level. I am talking about communities and 
urban renewal in the United States just as 
much as I am talking about efforts at rural 
development through the revitalization of 
religious awareness in various parts of 
Asia. The problem is that the thinkers, the 
intellectuals living in the urban settle
ments, are not in touch with what may be 
the most profoundly effective sources of 
social change. The urgency of poverty will 
force upon us new modes of industriali
zation which are not Western or Soviet or 
Japanese. How we will modernize, we do 
not know. But the search is on because 
there is no other way. Different solutions 
will use technology to resolve the local 
problems of poverty and to help break up 
the social structure that keeps people in 
exploitation and dependency. These will 
call not for the increased centralization of 
power, but for a decentralization and 
greater participation. These are the pro
cesses around the corner. My great fear is 
that we, the intellectuals, are too late and 
too slow in preparing ourselves for the 
answers by which history will judge us. 

Mahdi 

I shall probably be expressing not only my 
own feelings but those of most of us in 
saying that this seminar has been very 
hard on our hearts. We have been alter
nately depressed by the prognosis of 
decline and destruction and elated by the 
hopes of the future and by the memory of 
the past. I really do not know what we can 
do about either, or what to recommend 
that the whole group could take into 
account. For instance, can' one tell the 



people who will make the Award that you 
should think very seriously about the fact 
that, let us say, the five percent success of 
individual X in one country is greater than 
the ninety-five percent success of Y in 
another? 

X may have had to deal with difficult 
political problems. I do not know if, in 
fact, that could be taken into account. The 
man who succeeded only five percent in a 
very difficult situation has the right to 
come back and say, "Listen, you don't 
know what I have to go through to pro
duce this five percent." That is really a 
problem. I think that we are somehow 
hoping against hope. The possibilities 
present themselves that there is a new 
world being formed, but we are not really 
going to bring it into being. 

Correa 

I was going to remark that I thought 
the comments of Prof. Arkoun and Mr. 
Soedjatmoko, far from putting our discus
sions out of focus, gave a very necessary 
dimension to our understanding of the 
madina. It seems clear to me that the 
phenomenon of the city which we saw 
yesterday and its symbols and signs are 
not just the outcome of a religious system, 
but rather a sociopolitical system. It is im
possible to talk about preserving old things 
or building in a prescribed manner. Ulti
mately, it is not an architect's decision 
but the whole social pattern that produces 
a certain kind of solution. We can offer 
some input into the situation. This is what I 
think they are saying, but it is also evident 
that the aspirations of Muslims throughout 
the world have changed. I suspect that the 
symbols upon which we all agree may be 
the accidental interaction of many factors. 
And I would not be so pessimistic. New 
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symbols are already in the stage of Peshawar, Pakistan: a street scene 
formation. 
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