
Comments 

Aziz Esmail 

Dr. Ismail Serageldin has raised a series of pertinent questions, 
and I, for my part, would like to raise a series of yet new questions 
about those he has posed. At the same time, however, I would like 
to go beyond simply raising these questions. I would like to sugges( 
a way of thinking about them, and indeed, perhaps, to put before 
you what might constitute the beginnings of possible answers to 
these issues. 

Implicit in what Dr. Serageldin has said are a number of opposing 
terms, a number of concepts that define themselves in antithesis 
to each other. There are, for instance, pairs of opposing concepts 
such as these: modernity and tradition; the sacred and the profane; 
the spiritual and the secular. I would like to make a few remarks 
about these pairs of concepts, which feature in Dr. Serageldin's paper 
as assumptions, forming, as it were, the architecture of his whole 
argument, but which stand in need, nonetheless, of critical 
examination. 

First, then, the opposing concepts of modernity and tradition. 
The first feature that needs to be noted about modernity is that 
it is not a modern thing. Modernity is a very old phenomenon indeed. 
In Islam the consciousness of modernity is already present in the 
Revelation. Consider, for instance, this statement in the Quran: 
"When it is said to them, 'Follow what God has sent down', they 
say: 'No. We will follow such things as we found our fathers doing.' 
What, if their fathers had no understanding of anything, and if 
they were not guided?" 

Here we find as succinct a critique of traditionalism as we might 
wish to have. The Quran attacks blind conformity to the ways of 
the old. It attacks blind, unthinking adherence to the past. This 
is a form of modernity. The voice of the Revelation is always and 
invariably the voice of modernity, in that it is a voice that assails 
the hegemony of custom and of fossilized habits of thought and 
feeling. 

From this fact there follows an important corollary. If the Quran 
embodies a critique of traditionalism - if it incorporates, within 
itself, the voice of modernity - then we may expect that Muslim 
consciousness might have preserved this voice, in one form or 
another, throughout its history. At the same time, however, we need 
to take note of the fact that the Revelation, once it has come into 
being, is itself the source of a history. It becomes the centrepoint 
of a tradition. Where does this tradition, in its turn, stand in regard 
to the voice of modernity? Any deep or adequate answer to this 
question must seek to go beyond the dichotomy of tradition and 
modernity. The real question is not one of a choice between the 
two; it is not one of electing to belong to a history or standing 
outside it. It is, rather, a question of how we may come to have 
a history which does not become absolute. It is a question of how 
we may have a past which is not an inertia. How we may, in other 
words, have what we might perhaps be prepared to call a "tradition", 
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which is yet free from the attitudes that we associate with 
traditionalism. 

A secularist is bound to object to this way of thinking. His response 
might be: "Why bother at all?" He is apt to say: "We know what 
the dead weight of history, the dead hand of tradition, can do. Instead 
of modifying or amending the manner in which we might belong 
to a religious history, why not jettison it altogether?" This line of 
thought leads us to the issue of secular as opposed to religious 
standpoints on the world. My own position is to seek to go beyond 
the alleged dichotomy between the two. There are aspects of religion 
that secular, enlightened reason is altogether right to reject. There 
is, however, no reason why a rational faith - one which is in tune 
with both the findings of science and the realities of human life 
- cannot incorporate within itself the best of what nowadays goes 
under the term "secular". However, the objections which I have 
outlined above are expressions, not simply of "secular" thinking, 
but of secularism, in what I like to describe as the strong sense 
of the term. 

Secularism in the strong sense of the term has the characteristics 
of an ideology, treating religion as a rival to itself, and attempting 
to offer a total explanation of its own. It is predicated, among other 
things, on three axioms. It insists that the religious or theological 
interpretation of the universe is a mystification, at once revealing 
and camouflaging more mundane, empirical facts and longings. It 
argues, furthermore, that being a secondary, masquerading layer 
of consciousness, it can be discarded or eradicated. And, finally, 
it claims that society is the better without it - that it is not only 
feasible but desirable that human life be lived without the illusion 
of faith. This extreme view has three principal deficiencies, which, 
in summary, are that it is, firstly, not entirely honest with itself; 
nor, secondly, is it altogether consistent with itself; in addition, it 
is not fully aware of its own origins. 

A truly secular viewpoint, honest with itself, must refrain from 
replicating what after all is one of the essential traits of religion, 
namely, the drive for an all-inclusive view of the world. But the 
secular rejection of total explanations - which always go beyond 
what is known to date, and what can reasonably be known about 
the future, to what really is in the nature of a mystery, and, hence, 
more properly the object of faith rather than scientific knowledge 
- tends to lapse into ideological secularism. It then smuggles the 
kind of eschatological, or utopian, imagination that is characteristic 
of religion into its own system. In short, it turns into a faith, but 
a faith that adopts a secular disguise. Marxism offers a good example: 
it prides itself on being a science, but in reality is no such thing, 
being at best a bad religion. 

Nor are secular philosophies always aware of the historical sources 
of their greater ideals. The ideals of Renaissance humanism, for 
instance, were not unconnected to Christianity on one hand, and 



Introduction 

the heritage of classical thought on the other. And the latter, though 
not religious, differed greatly, in the supremacy of the metaphysical 
quest at its heart, from modern secularism. 

Moreover, the secular viewpoint - again in the strong sense of 
the term - falls short of self-consistency. If its ultimate aim or 
ideal is human perfection, then it must take full account of the 
ineradicable, human foundations of spiritual life. These foundations 
lie in the perception of the limit-points of human existence: the 
mystery of birth, the enigma of suffering and death. No matter 
how great a measure of progress is achieved by science, the awesome 
perplexity of life - the marvel as well as the anxiety - remains 
irreducible. A secularist ideology does not have the conceptual tools 
with which to account for this human experience of limit-situations. 
It is in confronting these situations that the sense of the sacred 
foundation of life is invoked. A humanism that wishes to banish 
theology, but seeks to take full measure of man, is obliged on its 
own terms - by virtue of its commitment to a human understanding 
- to reckon with the spiritual life of mankind. 

Apart from the limit-situations, there are the ethical questions 
which confront men as social beings: questions of justice, poverty, 
destitution, the uses of wealth, of power and subjection, love and 
hate, pain and compassion. These ethical questions have a close, 
integral relationship to limit-situations because they lie at the outer 
reaches of mundane discourse. Together, they constitute what I would 
simply call the spiritual dimension of life. 

It is not always that these questions are raised consciously or 
systematically. A religion, however, may embed them. Spirituality, 
we may then say, is embedded in the structure, the conceptual and 
ceremonial or symbolic architecture of faith. For this reason, I insist 
on drawing a distinction between the spiritual and the religious. 
A religious structure may serve as a carrier, a vehicle, a transparent 
medium, of spiritual impulses and points of view. Or it may harden 
into the fossilized shell of dogma and ritual, oppressive rather than 
enabling. I do not mean that doctrine and ritual are ipso facto 
undesirable. On the contrary, they are inevitable. Human beings 
do not experience the sacred in a realm of formlessness. Experience 
is already an organization. In social or communal life, conventions 
of thought and gesture are part and parcel of the definition of social 
existence. The question, therefore, is not whether one can do without 
organized religion, but whether the religion has become an end in 
itself, or whether it is but a means to an end. 

The dimension of the spirit, however, is not confined to religious 
life. It is also reflected in literature or art, indeed, in cultural life 
as a whole. In the European context, the contributions of 
Shakespeare, Beethoven, or the masters in visual art or architecture, 
to reflection on the profoundest circumstances of the human estate 
on earth, are widely recognized. Islamic civilization - and we must 
habituate ourselves to thinking of Islam as a civilization rather than 
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a body of religious law or beliefs alone - has its own long history 
of literature, art, and architecture. A cultural history of Islam has 
yet to be written. We need today to begin to pay attention to it. 
We need to regard it, moreover, neither as a wholly sacred enterprise, 
nor as a wholly secular one. We need to appreciate it as the mediating 
space between the spiritual and the mundane. 

This concept of mediating realities is an important one. It has, 
however, seldom received sufficient attention. Modern discourse is 
structured around opposing categories of thought. There is, for 
instance, the antithesis of the religious and the secular. No concepts 
that could bridge these spheres have yet been satisfactorily 
formulated. There are, again, the opposing claims of the State on 
one hand, the individual on the other. Scarcely enough attention 
has been paid, in this respect, to the intermediate structures of 
community life, which occupy a ground somewhere between political 
collectivities on one hand, and the individual psyche on the other. 

There are, similarly, the opposed concepts of the public and the 
private. Here again, the need to think of the two less as points of 
contrast than as points on a continuum is considerable. This is an 
issue that brings us closer home to the theme of this seminar. I 
wish, therefore, that Dr. Serageldin's paper had offered some analysis 
of the mosque, or masjid, as a space that expresses and enables 
this continuum between the public and the private. At one end, the 
mosque serves, especially through the Friday congregational prayers, 
as a channel for public consciousness, which may be on the scale 
of a neighbourhood, a city, or, in the case of the great mosques, 
a nation, or even beyond, looking out to the horizon of a universal 
ummah. At the other end, the mosque serves as a sanctuary for 
personal prayer or meditation, the soul's solitary communion with 
its own inner depths. In between these largely public and largely 
private spaces of consciousness, there is a whole spectrum. Thus, 
for instance, in Sufi communities, the dhikr represents an intersection 
between the scales of public and private meaning. On one hand, 
it reinforces the identity of the Sufi fraternity, which is not a public, 
but rather a community, or a subcommunity - still, therefore, a 
collective rather than a private identity. On the other hand, because 
the idea of the Sufi dhikr is integrally wedded to the notion of an 
interior life, it also incorporates an inalienably private dimension. 

An analysis of meaning in Islamic life must pay full attention 
to symbolic mediations of the kind I have been outlining. The Islamic 
experience is an embodied experience. This means that there is 
something that we may regard as an Islamic ethos, over and above 
the propositions of belief or practice that were promulgated by 
theologians or jurists over the course of Muslim history as indicators 
of faith. This ethos, as distinct from the theological creed, is to 
be found in the institutions, literary traditions, and architectural 
shapes of Muslim society. 
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This does not, however, mean that the tenets of Islamic belief 
or thought can be deduced from the concrete particulars of Muslim 
societies. In fact, it is misleading to speak of them, without further 
qualification, as "Islamic". This is not a difficulty confined to the 
Islamic case. It is simply a reflection of the fact that the relationship 
between world-view and social detail is seldom simple or 
straightforward. In discourse about buildings and designs, in 
particular, one now and then sees interpretations that ascribe symbolic 
meanings, item by item, to architectural details. The results of such 
thinking are almost invariably banal and absurd. One attempts in 
vain to figure out what a minaret or a pillar might "represent". 
Even when the point of these things is symbolic rather than 
functional, it is rarely symbolic in such a way as to enable a simple 
translation to be made from buildings to words. 

The relationship between architecture and the human ethos is 
nonetheless there. It is at the level of this ethos, rather than of 
religious ideas, that the wider significance of the architecture is best 
looked for. Like medicine or engineering, architecture has physical, 
technical dimensions that impose limits on the imagination. All 
interpretations of architecture must take account of the constraints 
of matter, as well as the autonomous logic of aesthetic styles. At 
the same time, because architecture is so germane to the human 
quest for form and order, it is part of a larger discourse of human 
ends and purposes. It cannot be addressed in isolation from the 
humanistic venture as a whole. This means transcending our present 
compartmentalization of knowledge into discrete techniques and 
disciplines. Let me emphasize here that I am arguing for something 
deeper, something more basic, than what is nowadays called an 
"interdisciplinary" approach. The task is not simply to make the 
"disciplines" blend together into what would merely be an intellectual 
cocktail mixture. It is, rather, to explore the human foundations 
in their unity, in a state logically prior to, and transcending, the 
division of the human project into separate arts, crafts, and sciences. 
The ultimate aim, in this as in other areas, should be to reconnect 
knowledge to the human person, for man stands at the point of 
intersection between technique and spirituality. 

It is within this wider context of humanistic discourse that our 
analysis of architecture may well come to be integrated in the future, 
if we are sensitive both to the relative autonomy of architecture 
- its methods, its standards, its aesthetics - as well as to its overlap 
with the spiritual questions of life. 
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Comments 

Mohammad al-Asad 

Dr. Serageldin has raised a number of interesting and stimulating 
issues. Time constraints will allow me to comment on only a few 
of them. To begin with, I detect a note of puritanism in the 
presentation. Dr. Serageldin is willing to accept a variety of 
approaches to the design of the built environment. These range from 
the disciplined vernacular revivals of Hassan Fathy to the eclectic 
historicism of Abdel-Wahed EI-Wakil. He is even tolerant of what 
he himself describes as the bland, modernist building blocks of 
Singapore. However, when faced with a situation in which the 
automobile is combined with the mule-pulled wagon, the T-shirt 
with the Gallabiyyah, and the historic structure with the con
temporary, concrete one, his threshold of tolerance is exceeded. 
I find this puritanism objectionable. The coexistence of such 
contradictory signs has become commonplace and an integral part 
of urban settings throughout the developing world. Attempting to 
eliminate it would be unrealistic as well as unfeasible. In such a 
context, Robert Venturi's statement that "main street is almost 
alright" is of relevance. Rather than rejecting the confusion 
characterizing most of the developing world's contemporary cities, 
today's architects and planners may find it more rewarding to accept 
it, deal with it, and attempt to create a sense of order out of it. 

One of the important points which Dr. Serageldin has brought 
up is the role of the mosque in contemporary Muslim societies. With 
the advent of modernization and Westernization (two terms which 
admittedly are still in need of more accurate definitions), the mosque 
has achieved a heightened level of symbolic significance. It has 
become an expression of an independent identity for the various 
Muslim societies in a world experiencing increasing uniformity. At 
the same time, the mosque has become more of a "sacred" place, 
which has lost much, though not all, of its traditional utilitarian 
diversity. Today's mosques are a far cry from the house and mosque 
of the Prophet in which commercial and political activities took 
place. The contemporary mosque has become a place devoted almost 
exclusively to the act of performing the prayers. In such a context, 
the idea of housing a musical recital or a wedding in a mosque, 
as is common in many churches, is simply unacceptable. 

I would like to make a few comments about Dr. Serageldin's system 
of taxonomy in which design approaches to the mosque are divided 
into five categories: popular (vernacular), traditional, populist, 
adaptive modern, and modernist. While not rejecting such a system 
of categorization, I suggest placing these categories within an even 
simpler system by dividing approaches to contemporary mosque 
design into two groups: one that accepts historical precedents as 
the main source of inspiration for the generation of forms, and 
one that does not. 

The approach advocating a minimal role of past prototypes 
commands a small number of adherents among today's mosque 
designers. For a mosque within this approach, such as the Sherefudin 
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White Mosque in Visoko, Yugoslavia, instead of attempting to relate 
to a specific architectural or cultural heritage, the aim is the creation 
of an abstract spiritual space in which the role of the past, while 
not totally excluded, is given a secondary emphasis. 

To the adherents of such an approach, the only restraints lie in 
the satisfaction of a number of utilitarian requirements. These include 
the provision of an orientation towards Mecca, a place from which 
the imam can deliver the khutbah, as well as a space capable of 
accommodating numerous rows of worshippers. Beyond that, the 
architects rely on their imaginative capabilities to create a spiritual 
space conducive to the acts of prayer and spiritual contemplation. 

As for the approach accepting the authority of the past, it is the 
one which the majority of contemporary mosque designers observe. 
This approach has been further emphasized in recent examples of 
mosque design. In my opinion, the most significant of those examples 
include Robert Venturi's entry for the Baghdad State Mosque 
competition (1982), Rasem Badran's design for the Friday Mosque 
of Riyadh (1985), and Abdel-Wahed EI-Wakil's various mosques 
designed for the Saudi Arabian cities of Medina and Jeddah. With 
Venturi, one is presented with a highly improvised interpretation 
of past prototypes. EI-Wakil relies upon a literal but eclectic revival 
of the past. As for Badran, he provides a literal and puritanical 
revival of past forms, but one which also expresses sensitivity to 
the contemporary urban fabric. 

The ubiquity of the approach accepting the past as a major point 
of reference for the design of the contemporary mosque should not 
be surprising. Religion remains a historically defined phenomenon. 
To the pious, the utterances, writings, and actions of figures belonging 
to the past of a given religious tradition are of paramount 
significance. In current debates among Muslims, the importance of 
living up to the standards set by early Muslims is consistently 
emphasized. In the same manner, most contemporary architects 
involved in the design of mosques find guidance in the historical' 
examples of Islamic religious architecture. 

I am not advocating one design approach over the other. Each 
has its own merits. What is more important than accepting or rejecting 
a specific design methodology is the creation of high-quality 
architecture. Such architecture is one which reveals an effective 
manipulation of forms and spaces. Still, it is one which requires 
a strong grasp of architectural history. A given architectural past 
has to be understood if one is to rely on it and incorporate it. At 
the same time, a convincing rationale has to be provided if one 
is to exclude it. In other words, it is only after a comprehension 
of past prototypes is achieved that decisions concerning their inclusion 
or exclusion can be made. 

The Western world has been involved in an active dialogue with 
its architectural heritage since the Renaissance. Such a dialogue was 
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not interrupted even during the interlude of twentieth-century 
modernism. During that period, research on the history of 
architecture was maintained. On the other hand, it is only since 
the 1970s that architecture has begun to assume an integral position 
in the cultural discourses taking place in the Islamic world. Therefore, 
the significance of the Islamic world's architectural heritage to 
contemporary Muslims is still in the process of formation. 



Comments 

Soetjipto Wirosardjono 

The issue of contemporary expressions of Islam involves a critical 
inquiry on reality as well as on the process and the continuity of 
the so-called Islamic expression. In my view, to speak of con
temporary expressions, one cannot escape from the notion of looking 
at one end of the tradition-modernity continuum. This continuum 
indeed constitutes a typical phenomenon of contemporary expressions 
of any subculture. My own premise in assessing the pace of change 
in Islamic expression is the prevailing triangle of social forces: forces 
of change, forces of harmony, and forces of progress. The process 
itself, I would be inclined to believe, is affected not only by the 
external dynamics which formed the focus of Professor Arkoun's 
presentation but also the internal dynamics in the Islamic community 
itself. I would therefore like to complement what Professor Arkoun 
has elaborated by paying special attention to the internal dynamics 
of Islam itself. 

I should like to mention briefly the trouble that we Indonesians 
face, by living in the peripheral Islamic community, in convincing 
our Western colleagues - who are scholars in Islamic studies -
to avoid equating "Islamic" with "Mediterranean" or "Arab". I 
would think that the "Islamic" expression in Professor Arkoun's 
discussion refers to the Mediterranean or Arab society only. From 
that reference point Indonesians will always feel on the periphery 
of Islamic society. 

For that reason I disagree with Professor Arkoun's observation 
that "the pluralist, liberal expressions of Islam from the many 
competing schools of thought which flourished from the first to 
the sixth centuries, have been forgotten" and with his characterization 
of Islam as "a monolithic, impoverished, narrower Islam, cut off 
from the rich intellectual debate among powerful thinkers during 
the classical period". I have personally witnessed the very 
phenomenon among young Muslim scholars in Indonesia in particular 
and also in Iran (which he has eliminated with the example of Nasser 
in Pakistan), indicating a revival of the intellectual search among 
Muslim scholars. The issue of architectural expressions and planning 
is not one of modernity versus tradition per se, but the issue of 
whether Islamic architecture and planning are capable of grasping 
the symbolic, functional, and artistic dimensions of Islamic culture 
in its physical form. 

I feel immediately intimidated with the charge of being perceived 
as a fundamentalist when I sincerely disagree with the qualification 
of Professor Arkoun that the Quran itself, the Hadith, and the 
theological and judicial systems "have no longer an intellectual 
relevance to the modern scientific context". While it is true that 
in Islam, as in any other culture, the intellectual and rational do 
not constitute the whole spectrum of cultural ramifications, Islamic 
culture should be appreciated on an intellectual and spiritual basis. 
Values, norms, and ethical dimensions should be viewed on an equal 
basis with the considerations of rational and intellectual levels. These 
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spiritual and emotional forces underlying the dynamics of expression 
should be taken into consideration by an architect or planner wanting 
to reflect upon the "spirit" which underlies Islamic social expression. 

While it is valid to assume the monopoly of expression by the 
state-nation and the party, the point elaborated in Professor Arkoun's 
last argument is equally true empirically: that in almost all Islamic 
societies there is a persistent dichotomy in cultural perception and 
expression between the state and the society. The expressions of 
a society are not necessarily always represented by the expressions 
of the ruling elite. This interaction and discourse always take place 
between the two components in all Islamic societies, the least 
democratic included. 

Communication takes place because what the nation-state and 
the party need, what the motivation behind cultural expressions in 
the form of architectural work (mosque, youth building, or 
monumental creation), and what motivates the ruling elite, is, as 
you rightly said, legitimacy. Thus, initial cultural perceptions 
underlying ultimate architectural expressions were usually built in 
conjunction with the accommodation of popular sentiment, or, at 
least, with the underlying assumption on the part of the ruling elite 
to express what it perceives as the cultural expression of the Islamic 
popular masses. Consequently, I would like to express the following: 
despite the domination of the nation-state-party taste of expression, 
and because of reasons of legitimacy, the expression of the masses 
is approximated since the nation-state-party represents the sentiment 
of the masses. 

I agree with and fully endorse the observation that the association 
between the rich patron and the indigenous Islamic cultural expression 
adopts the use of different cultural references, particularly in relation 
to their needs and specific goals. Monuments are built not only as 
architectural works but also as expressions of faith. The challenge 
to professional architects is to catch the delicate intricacy in 
interpreting this complex cultural expression, by taking note of 
rational and intellectual levels, as well as the emotional and not 
always rational considerations underlying the expression of the 
masses. 

I would disagree with the notion that the building of a theory 
of religion in the perspective of a philosophy of religion is still 
unthinkable to conservative Muslims. My close observation of 
Indonesian conservative scholars indicates that they are more than 
ready to discuss the very issue of modernity, although generally they 
are more inclined to use references from the great Islamic thinkers 
of the first six centuries. On the other hand, my proposition is that 
it is a challenge posed to scholars, to scientists and architects alike, 
to painstakingly try to appreciate first how conservative Muslims 
are not only accustomed to adhering to the classical books, but are 
also in the course of developing a new venue of ijtihad, and, as 
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such, try to understand how these conservative Muslims respond 
to the need of modernity, the need of progress. 

In fact, I also note the prevalence of constant challenges posed 
to these conservative Islamic scholars, the ulamas, who have to 
respond to the need of change while maintaining harmony with the 
scriptures, the Quran and the Hadith, while maintaining harmony 
with the traditional teachings by way of the so-called contextualization 
of interpretations, and actualization of the interpretations of these 
teachings. I note also the awareness among the ulamas of the need 
and the inevitability of progress. Probably what is happening at 
the moment is our failure as intellectuals to establish a proper 
communication in terms of what we mean and what they mean by 
progress. Although Professor Arkoun has mentioned progress in 
the intellectual context, the ulamas probably also have connotations 
of progress in the spiritual context. 

I would not deny the emergence of a mixture of spiritual experience 
and ideological elaboration produced and used by social agents, the 
elite - and I also subscribe to the notion and claim of the universality 
of Islam. Islam does not speak of nationhood, Islam does not speak 
of statehood and much less of ideology, but Islam speaks of mankind. 
Along the two forces of basic values, the universal values of Islam 
and the value of praxis - which have been tried by those nation
state ideologies based on the specific circumstances faced by a Muslim 
society in a particular country or a particular culture - Islam poses 
the imperative of contextuality. So I think the nation-state ideology 
Professor Arkoun was discussing as a dominant force that dictates 
the expression of contemporary Islam is a praxis to specific 
circumstances against which Islam was trying to pose and to respond 
to the imperative of contextuality. 

The prevalence of cultural and local traditional influence on 
religious expression has been theologically accepted in Islam. As 
such, the issue you mention of the traditionally motivated concept 
of privacy in the Arab world - or for that matter of hijab (the 
Muslim scarf) - is ·more an issue within a local or Mediterranean 
context than an Islamic one. How does one deal with this diversity? 
Ulamas tend to resort to legal maxims, not legal scripts - the usul 
al-fiqh - whereby, using the system of Islamic legal rationality, 
they are always capable of finding answers to emerging problems, 
contemporary ones included. 

A word of clarification is in order, particularly in facing the 
confusion among Western scholars, in trying to establish the notion 
that Islam is a foundation of a moral reference for its followers 
in response to problems of their relation to the Supreme Being, in 
relation to earthly life, as well as in relation to state affairs. I was 
referring to the point raised by Professor Arkoun regarding the belief 
that Islam is all dawla (all state), but also included in Islam is the 
terrestrial and the Supreme Being. What we need to clarify is the 
form of a moral code of conduct in response to the emerging realities, 
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which may be put in confrontation with Islamic society as a whole 
whether in the domain of state affairs, taking the place of the relation 
between human beings and the Supreme Being and in relation to 
earthly life. 

My primary concern is that the focus of attention among observers 
of Islamic expression tends to be misdirected and biased towards 
the ruling classes' perception of Islam as the elite strata of society. 
When you talk about a mosque, you talk about a big mosque, a 
huge building, a huge construction. This sometimes misses the Islamic 
value; as a matter of fact, if we look at some well-known mosques 
in Istanbul, for instance, we notice that the very premise of Islam, 
that all men are created equal and the only thing that differentiates 
people is their taqwa, is not respected. In the older mosques of 
Istanbul there is a special place for kings and dignitaries which is 
different from the space allocated to other followers. This is what 
I mean by the failure of architects in catching the real, the true, 
spirit of Islam. How can we draw the attention of architects and 
planners to transpire the "popular" and "common Muslim" 
expression of Islam and make their creations not only connote but 
also communicate truly with the Islamic community? 

I can understand, unlike Professor Arkoun, why a community 
destroyed a beautiful mosque, which was formerly a church, and 
built a new, if very distasteful, building instead. Because, however 
beautiful it was, it did not communicate with the spirit; it did not 
reflect the slightest reference to the perception of Muslims in that 
community. 

Finally, to take up the international tragedy, I think it is worthwhile 
to find out what is the general sentiment among Muslim intellectuals 
to the recent developments in the Middle East, particularly in relation 
to the Iraq-Kuwait problem. There is a great deal of ambivalence 
but also empathy for our Muslim brothers living in the Middle East. 
On the one hand, God has given them the privilege of being in the 
birth-place of Islam and of the Prophet Muhammad who brought 
the most modern religious teachings, the teachings of moral conduct, 
yet have been deprived of the benefit of progress in the social, 
cultural, political, and economic spheres for many years, for many 
different reasons. Thus, any effort to get out of the vicious circle 
of social, economic, and cultural backwardness inflicted by their 
leaders, draws empathy and sympathy from us, the young Muslim 
intellectuals in Indonesia. However, as members of a civilized 
humanity, we would like to see that our brothers eventually find 
ways and means to overcome their challenges without disregard to 
universal values of conduct, the universal values of Islam, which 
teach us the values of peace and harmony. 



Clad in white or in black, women 
are traditionally covered from head 
to toe when entel ing a mosque. 
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Comments 

Hayat Salam 

Rather than commenting directly on the preceding paper, I would 
like to complement it by introducing other dimensions of the 
multifaceted world of "women, piety and architecture", as this is 
the only time the topic will be addressed. I will therefore discuss 
two aspects directly related to women and religious architecture, 
namely, the usage of architecture by women and the patronage of 
architecture by women. 

Usage 
How do women use public spaces of piety in Islam and what 

public spaces do they use?! The mosque today is essentially a man's 
world and is still a highly gendered entity where women are tolerated 
rather than integrated by having access to a mezzanine, or a side 
entrance, or a specific corner. According to regional variations this 
secondary role may vary: in Jakarta, women go to mosques but 
are covered (preferably in white); in Iran, women always go to 
mosques but do not intermingle with men; in Turkey, older women, 
considered unattractive, move more freely in mosques; in most of 
the Arab world women usually do not participate in mosques, while 
in parts of the world where Muslims are a minority, the mosque 
becomes a multipurpose building where women have to be 
accommodated. 

If the mosque is a man's world, there is one space of piety in 
Islam which is considered neutral and where women can participate, 
that is in pilgrimage at the time of the Hajj, a time when the propriety 
of normal conduct is suspended. In the Haram women are treated 
equally but this is rather a unique situation which is not part of 
daily life. There are, on the other hand, settings where Muslim women 
can express their piety and feel totally at ease, namely, in cemeteries 
and in shrines. In these two instances women feel more at home 
than men. 

Cemeteries are used as public places of religious expression where 
women feel safe and secure, where there is a lesser awareness of 
their gender. In Islam, the dead should be visited, especially twice 
a year during feast times and also on weekdays (preferably on 
Thursdays and Fridays).2 Men go briefly to cemeteries to perform 
a duty, but women make an outing of it, and the visiting of the 
dead becomes a woman's domain. The cemetery becomes a place 
of religious expression for women where they participate actively 
and where they often go to spend the day. 

Apart from cemeteries, shrines become spaces and active centres 
for religious expression, places where women congregate. They are 
used as havens of peace and quiet and as places where women feel 
they can go to solve their problems and be with other women. A 
study by Fatima Mernissi of activities in shrines in North Africa 
in general and Morocco in particular3 describes the shrines as very 
active places where women go for a variety of reasons: to be left 
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At the time of the Hajj the 
propriety of normal conduct is 
somewhat lifted and men and 
women intermingle more freely. 
The Jeddah airport terminal. 
Architects: Skidmore, Owings 
and Merrill & Partners 
Photograph: Courtesy of S.O.M. 
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alone; to ask for favours from the saints, for example, help in solving 
problems usually related to marital issues and infertility; and to offer 
sacrifice if their wish is granted. In shrines, men come and leave 
quickly, but women, especially those with problems, stay much 
longer. In shrines, women cry and scream feeling totally at ease 
in communicating directly with the saints. In that sense the shrine 
has a very therapeutic effect on women. Women not only go to 
solve their problems and talk to the saints but also to seek comfort 
from other women and to socialize. A great variety of experiences 
reflecting individual needs takes place in a shrine. But most 
importantly, there women are the secure owners of the premises 
and the sanctuary gives them an escape, a setting where they can 
assert themselves.4 

In a patriarchal society, women seek through saints a greater share 
of power and control. This is further strengthened by the fact that 
there are many women saints in Islam. In a thirteenth-century 
manuscript there is mention of women saints enjoying the same rights 
and privileges as male saints, and in the fifteenth century a book 
was written in Damascus about women saints, thus indicating the 
existence of a large enough number to justify such a book. 5 

Some were saints because they were the mothers, sisters, or 
daughters of saints, while others were saints in their own right and 
were known for the deeds and miracles they performed, usually on 
children and the sick. Two examples of women saints in Cairo are 
Sayyidah Nafisah, an eighth century saint who created a space to 
which women flock. Much respected in her own day, she was buried 
in a tomb which she herself had built. She had suggested Sunday 
as a special day of visits to her shrine, and this has continued until 
today with crowds gathering at the time of evening prayers. The 
second example is that of Sayyidah Zaynab, the granddaughter of 
the Prophet, who gave her name to a whole quarter of Cairo. The 
mosque named after her, although new, is much frequented. 6 

Patronage 
The second point I would like to present in relation to women 

and architecture is that of patronage and women's historical 
participation in the built environment of the Muslim world. 

If we take the reign of Suleyman the Magnificent for example, 
considered the golden age of Ottoman culture and a topic of recent 
interest, we have Suleyman as the most important monarch of the 
sixteenth century and his court architect Sinan building an impressive 
number of remarkable monuments; it was also a time when women 
were actively as well as passively involved in architecture. Suleyman's 
wife Hasseki Hurrem was the first to commission Sinan in 1537. 
He constructed for her a kulliyeh, a complex of buildings including 
a kitchen, a madrasah, a mosque, and a hospital endowed for sick 
women of any creed or colour. This was the first monument built 



The mosque of Mihrimah, a 
masterpiece of Ottoman 
architecture, was built by Sin an 
in Istanbul for Mihrimah, the 
daughter of Suleyman. 
Photograph: O. Bates 

The Ishrat Khaneh in Samarkand is 
a mausoleum endowed by the wife 
of the Timurid ruler Abu-Said to 
ensure a burial place for women 
of the family. 
Photograph: Hatice YazarlAga 
Khan Program Archives 

Women and Architecture 

by Sin an in the capital, and with that commission she was 
instrumental in the nomination of Sinan as court architect, a position 
he was to keep for half a century.? The same Hasseki Hurrem, some 
twenty years later (in 1556), commissioned Sinan also for a hammam, 
or bath, near the Topkapi Palace, a symmetrical building half for 
men and half for women. Not only did Hurrem commission two 
important buildings herself, but Suleyman also endowed several 
religious and charitable institutions in Hurrem's name and established 
waqfs in towns and villages for their upkeep.s Another woman of 
the time involved with architecture was Mihrimah, Suleyman's 
daughter, for whom Sinan built an impressive mosque, one of his 
masterpieces in terms of light and unity of space.9 

Another city in the limelight today is Samarkand, and we find 
there also two perfect examples of Timurid architecture associated 
with women. One, a mosque, the most perfect example we have 
of a four-iwan plan, is known as the Mosque of Bibi Khanum; the 
other, a mausoleum, the Ishrat Khaneh, was endowed by the wife 
of the Timurid ruler Abu-Said to ensure its maintenance as a burial 
place for women of the family. When the capital moved from 
Samarkand to Herat, a woman again, Gawhar Shah, wife of Shah 
Rukh, distinguished herself as a true patron of the arts and of 
architecture with madrasahs and mosques built by her both in 
Mashhad and in Herat. 10 Elsewhere, there are many well-known 
monuments built by men for women as, for example, the twelfth
century Abbasid octogonal tomb of Sitti Zaynab built by aI-Nasir 
for his mother, and others by women for men as, for example, in 
Mughal India, the case of Nur Mahal Begum, wife of lihangir, 
erecting in Agra a tomb for her father I'timad al-Dawla. l1 

It is true that the examples above are from large cities, and their 
patrons were important influential women, but there are also in 
small villages and towns as well as in rural areas a very large number 
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The Mausoleum of /'timad al
Dawla in Agra (top) was built by 
his daughter Nur Mahal Begum, 
wife of Jihangir. The Khatuniyyah 
(top, right) is a funerary madrasah 
built in Tripoli, Lebanon, in A.D. 
1373-74 in accordance with 
the will of Arghun Khatun, the 
freed-slave wife of the Mamluk 
Amir '/zz aI-Din Aydamir. Typical 
oj Anatolian tomb-towers is the 
Doner Kumbet (above) built for 
Shah Jihan Khatun in Kayseri, 
about A.D. 1275. 
Photographs: ACSAA/Aga Khan 
Program Archives; (j Bates 
Plan: Courtesy of H. Salam 
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of monuments associated with women patrons. In Syria and Palestine 
numerous small mosques and madrasahs of the Mamluk period were 
endowed by women - wives or daughters of local emirs. In Anatolia 
many of the typically Seljuk turbes and tombs dotting the countryside 
were built by women or for women. A study by Ulkii Bates shows 
that 20 percent of all funerary structures, built before the Ottoman 
period and perceived as architectural symbols of dominance in 
formerly Christian territory, belong to women. This indicates that 
the social and political participation of women in Seljuk society 
was greater than their formal political status would suggest. 12 

So, historically, women have played an active role in the creation 
of the physical environment of Muslims and have endowed major 
as well as minor building programmes. My question now is the 
following: is this involved patronage, whatever its reasons, still 
present in our contemporary world? I am afraid the answer is in 
the negative and we may want to try and explain the reasons behind 
such a change. 
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Comments 

Dogan Kuban 

In the first part of my presentation I will underline and discuss 
the main points of Hasan-Uddin Khan's paper. In the second part, 
I will offer my own ideas on the development of mosque design 
in the modern period to which I have contributed as a young designer 
since the early fifties. 

Hasan-Uddin Khan's paper deals with the typology and forms 
of contemporary mosques which he has developed with Renata 
Holod. Their basic observations can be summed up as follows: 
• Although greatly diversified by their form, contemporary mosques 

are still central public ritual spaces. 
• In recent years they have become nodal points in the organization 

of public space or building complexes. 
• In most cases they are formally connected with past models: 

imitation or interpretation. 
These observations are correct. The second point is more specific 

for some Arab countries but because of the growing sense of the 
specificity of the Muslim culture, it attracts more and more attention 
in public space design. 

Hasan Khan affirms that sacralization of the space of the mosque 
proper comes with the isolation of its main function, i.e., from a 
multipurpose space to a space for prayer. But I wonder whether 
"sacralization" is the correct word. Unfortunately I am afraid it 
is more "profanation" of the religious spirit. For Muslims, the 
mosque may become a sacred object if treated adversely by non
Muslims, but I believe that it is un-Islamic to confer a certain holiness 
on any artifact. 

The mosque in the everyday life of the Muslims is a place of 
common prayer. People treat it as they treat their house, and this 
is the best tradition in the way of the Prophet. This is the most 
beautiful part of the mosque in the Islamic community. All added 
significance to it has much to do with state politics. 

The Umayyad Caliph who destroyed the Prophet's house, against 
the protests of the people of Medina, and built a larger new mosque 
instead, did not do it out of disrespect for the Prophet, but rather 
for the glorification of both the state and himself. Since that time, 
that practice has prevailed, except for the lesser masjids built by 
the community or by private individuals for charity. 

The history of the mosque has to be considered with this political 
bias in mind. Although we cannot doubt the sincerity of Muslim 
rulers, from a purely religious and spiritual point of view, it remains 
that insignificant masjids or great musallas with simple minbars and 
mihrabs are more intimately related to the devotional practice of 
the common people. The great mosques with eminent forms are 
symbols of their time, more important for their cultural and aesthetic 
significance, but I cannot accept them as pure expressions of faith. 

Hasan Khan speaks of a rupture of symbolic language in the design 
of mosques. I would recall only that the history of mosque 
architecture offers a number of instances in which radical rupture 
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of formal and connected symbolic language has occurred, such as 
between the early Islamic and later Iranian mosques, the Seljuk and 
Ottoman mosques in Anatolia, and finally between the Irano-Central 
Asian tradition and later regional variations in the Indian 
subcontinent. 

Another remark on the ideology as a primary factor of this rupture 
of symbolic forms: secularism should not be seen as the agent of 
destruction of the traditional mosque design. Indeed, in secular 
Turkey, we are building mosques almost unequivocally traditional, 
mostly hopeless imitations. Whether built by individuals or by public 
agencies, the decisive factor is the cultural image or cultural policy 
of the client or the power-holder. 

The idea of a state mosque is part of the scheme of legalization 
of the political power by referring to Islamic symbols. In recent 
Islam, only Ataturk, the founder of the Turkish Republic, veered 
away from this politicization of the religious symbols. 

Hasan-Uddin Khan discussed in detail the mechanisms of building 
mosques. His observations are essentially correct. But I should 
underline that this does not apply to the Turkish situation. In Turkey 
we build more mosques maybe than any other Muslim country, but 
they are built by the community. 

I must point out again that the separation of functions which 
were combined in the early mosques is not the legacy of 
Westernization. It is a practice that already existed in fifteenth-century 
Turkey. We may perhaps observe that the Ottoman Empire was 
the most Westernized of the Islamic states. 

I would also like to insist that placing the mosque in the centre 
of the city, or a complex, is a symbolic act but it is not functional. 
It does not mean that the mosque becomes central in our everyday 
life. Some radicals may believe that by doing so, it will, but this 
is a mistaken emphasis. And it has its dangers for the symbolism 
of the mosque itself. Because great business skyscrapers, great hotels, 
shopping malls tend to take away the formal dominance from 
mosques, one must place more emphasis on quality and genuine 
feeling rather than on dimensions. I think the present approach, 
which is totally political, must be reconsidered in favour of one 
emphasizing a healthier design. It is correct to observe that with 
modern planning the organic relationship between the mosque and 
the urban fabric has been lost. Except for the hypostyle Arab mosque 
surrounded by shops and houses and intimately integrated with the 
urban fabric, the great imperial mosques of later Islam, with their 
large courtyards, imposing domes, and monumental iwans were 
already in dialectical contrast with their flat surroundings. In fact, 
even with the Abbasids, in the building of great mosques political 
expediency had a primordial role. In that period of blissful simplicity 
the mosque could dominate the landscape: a medieval feature. This 
old image should be forgotten; it is not repeatable. 
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The King Paisal Mosque in 
Islamabad, Pakistan, resulted from 
a competition open exclusively to 
Muslim architects. The objective 
was a mosque that would express 
the modern aspirations of the 
Islamic Republic of Pakistan. 
The mosque, designed by Vedat 
Dalokay of Turkey, can 
accommodate 7500 people under a 
tent-like structure with four 
Ottoman minarets. The 
implementation of the design was 
considered a technological feat. 
Photograph: Courtesy of the 
architect 
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Hasan Khan's emphasis on Southeast Asia concerning the pan
Islamic character of mosque design has its virtue. But this idea of 
pim-Islamic design is more an intellectual rather than a practical 
aspect of mosque architecture. Despite the discourse on the Islamic 
ummah, mosque design remains essentially regional. Even in the 
colonial period regional traditions prevailed. Actually, strong 
regionalism of mosque design, in all periods of history and in all 
countries (China, Indonesia, India, Iran, Turkey, Arab countries), 
indicates that the form of a mosque is not decided by "Islam" as 
such. Muslims converted any space for their religious use. It is like 
converting people to Islam. 

The forms become symbolic by long usage. But this long usage 
indicates that there is an underlying quality which made them survive. 
This quality should be an aesthetic one. As such, the shapes of 
mosques in our history negate the term "Islamic design". 

Hasan-Uddin Khan presents a classification of contemporary 
design approaches. The style (or approach) is a complex phenomenon: 
• It may be dictated (political ideology). 
• It may be suggested (cultural ideology). 
• It may be borrowed (cultural ideology or image status). 
• It may be created (only in self-sufficient and original phases of 

culture). 
Today historicism is prevalent. Although the idea of individual 

creation is valid, its flexibility is limited within the attitudes of 
contemporary historicist culture of Islamic societies. Despite the urge 
to an Islamic ecumenism, this historicism is fiercely nationalistic 
in the majority of cases. 

The most important parameter, as stated, is technology and a 
technological society. But we cannot say that modern technology 
has yet influenced mosque design. The closest example may be that 
of Dalokay in Islamabad. Great domes in ferro-concrete are not 
what we intend to say. Even a superficial observation of con
temporary mosques indicates that changes in the social structure 
barely affect the form of mosques. There are always dominant social 
groups who impose the use of established models. 

Hasan Khan has discussed the idea of sacred space, and I 
understand that he emphasizes more multi functionality rather than 
sacrality. Whether the mosque would reach its former pre-eminence 
in the Islamic cityscape is a moot question. For my part I think 
it is very doubtful. But I believe - notwithstanding Mohammed 
Arkoun's remarks on the search for new symbols - that a mosque 
built by the community still remains the most genuine expression 
of contemporary Islam in this society; it reflects its biases, cultural 
standards, and aesthetic sensibility. The intervention of political 
decision-makers in this process changes this direct relationship 
between culture and architectural form. Thus a project by Bofill 
or Venturi for the Baghdad State Mosque is not a genuine expression 
of contemporary Iraqi society. It is a politico-cultural gesture of 
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rooj and domes oj Robert 
Venturi's design jor the Baghdad 
State Mosque competition. 
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the ruler. In fact the whole process has been rightly cancelled. This 
seems inevitable. As in the past, no genuine design could be expected 
from the present situation of Muslim societies, owing to populism 
and disturbing politicization. 

In the second part of my discussion I would like to present other 
thoughts on mosque design. 

Looking at mosque designs, we recognize two basic attitudes: new 
design (only by radical architects and very rare) and design with 
traditional vocabulary (common public demand). 

Among architects only a minority believe in a totally new design. 
The reason for the use of traditional vocabulary, as stated in the 
seminar notes sent to participants, is "to create emotionally and 
spiritually charged visual and spatial effects". Similar statements 
have been discussed by a great number of architects and critics. 
But we should not accept this statement literally without questioning 
its premises. If traditional architectural vocabulary is charged with 
symbolism which is sought by the public at large, why is this only 
specified for the mosque and not for dwellings? Does it mean that 
there is a dichotomy between feelings for the house and the feelings 
for the mosque? Does this dichotomy exist between religion and 
everyday life? Or does it mean that the symbolism of the traditional 
mosque form stems from the trans-individual sphere, while the form 
of the house stems from the individual sphere of life? 
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If there is a dichotomy between the characteristics of the mosque 
and other buildings, we must then postulate that ideas about modern 
architectural forms cannot be applied to mosque design, or vice 
versa. Ideas concerning the forms of the mosque are not relevant 
for other building programmes. This first point needs further 
elaboration. 

If a skyscraper or a modern building can easily replace traditional 
buildings by its status and its aesthetic approach - thus creating 
an emotional if not a spiritual appeal - why can't a modern mosque 
have the same effect? In a museum, in an old building, or in any 
memorable form, if there is a poetic appeal, spirituality can be 
experienced as in a mosque. I believe that to assign certain 
psychological qualities to mosques or other artifacts is a 
rationalization which has less to do with architecture than with 
religious dogma or nationalistic fervour. 

I would like to add a few remarks on modernity and tradition. 
History informs us that the Muslims created mosques of different 
forms. In each period and in each region there are highly original 
concepts of space. How did tradition affect the design of ancient 
mosques? This is well known. The early mosque forms were borrowed 
from the pre-Islamic cultures and were adopted to Islamic 
requirements and eventually Muslims developed their own style. The 
modern period, however, does not need to borrow from extra-Islamic 
sources. But can we produce new forms for our mosques or is this 
effort superfluous? Some may say that it is so, since the mosque 
is no longer the centre of social life. But radical opinion is different: 
as it considers the mosque as the centre of everything, at this point 
we have to confess that this is not a design problem. But if such 
a radical view would dominate the political life, I believe that it 
should demand new forms for self-esteem in a modern world. To 
stick to old forms is a clear confession that Muslims are unable 
to create, to renew, and therefore to survive. Their old material 
order will be unable to defend itself against the onslaught of a Western 
system. 

Evidently we can discuss problems of preferences, the place of 
the traditional forms, regional or universal Muslim backgrounds, 
or innovation versus modernity, but with the provision that the 
foregoing remarks should not be forgotten. 

The use of traditional forms or patterns is directly related to the 
demands of the clients and of society at large. The preference for 
traditional forms in mosques is the expression of radical Islam's 
attachment to tradition and the surviving symbolical value of the 
old forms. Whether this is a sign of healthy regeneration is a problem 
for extra-architectural discourse. 

In contemporary mosque design it is common to follow an old 
model. Through the use of known patterns and motifs, a straight 
copy or a modified one is obtained: domes, arches, courtyards, 
minarets, musharabiyyas, muqarnas, etc. 



The small Mosque of the University 
of Petroleum and Minerals, in 
Dhahran, was begun in 1963. The 
architects Caudill, Rowlett and 
Scott designed a building based on 
a traditional mosque plan yet 
departing from tradition in its 
exterior design. 
Photograph: Courtesy of the 
architects 
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In most cases architects follow the directions set forth by the client. 
Recently I participated in a limited private competition for the Great 
Mosque at Abu Dhabi. In the brief the final mosque was already 
succinctly described showing the desire of the client for an Indo
Muslim model. We abided by the brief's main image and we presented 
an eclectic, simplified, and stylized interpretation of an Indo-Muslim 
mosque. We won third prize. 

The only reasonable defence for this conservative attitude may 
be formulated as follows: history presents a great number of solutions 
which have never been exploited to their full potential. There are 
still possibilities for developing ancient themes. Their aesthetic appeal 
has not necessarily been exhausted, and they are moreover charged 
with the symbolism of the past, as well as religious significance. 
In a mosque, this concentration of memories, feelings, and emotions 
is a considerable asset for the final impact of the building on the 
beholders. Thus the use of traditional patterns has its valid rationality. 
In this approach one may exclude or allow direct imitation. 

These kinds of design experiences may eventually reach a stage 
of experimentation in which new forms could earn acceptability. 
That the new is acceptable by common people is seen in the case 
of the Great Mosque of Islamabad, the University Mosque at 
Dhahran, and many small modern masjids in various Muslim 
countries. But under the influence of resurgent radicalism in Islam, 
the imitative approach is more pronounced today. For dogmatists, 
the old models are interpreted as a sort of sunna to follow. But 
we know that the historical models did not follow the Prophet's 
mosque, the true sunna. 

I would like to add two more comments on the themes of regional 
versus universal and innovation versus contemporary. In terms of 
the regional versus universal, the demand for a universal Muslim 
background corresponds, theoretically, to the Islamic ummah. The 
totality of Muslim historical experience may be taken as reference 
for modern design. This approach may be accepted by non-Muslim 
architects working for Muslim clients because as outsiders they see 
Islam as a whole - they learn Islamic architecture from books. 

But in practice this universalism is unacceptable if we argue that 
the traditional forms have significance because they represent 
continuity. Accordingly we cannot offer Indian models to the Turks. 
This would be alien to their experience and taste. Tens of thousands 
of new mosques built in Turkey attest to the regional background 
of their design. The competition for the Madrid Islamic Centre in 
which more than four hundred architects participated was won by 
projects consonant with Spanish tradition. Likewise, most of the 
participants in the competition for the Baghdad State Mosque sent 
interpretations of Abbasid mosques. Only on an intellectual platform, 
as in our case of the Abu Dhabi mosque, a more syncretic approach 
may be considered. On a conceptual framework, however, the 
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The winning project in the "Islamic 
Cultural Centre for Madrid" 
competition was the one presented 
by Jan Czarny, Jolanta Singer
Zemla and Marek Zemla. Of the 
455 submissions from almost 2000 
architects, the jury awarded this 
project first prize as it came closest 
to fulfilling the objective of 
"making a meaningful contribution 
to the advancement of current 
expression of Spanish-Islamic 
architecture". See Jury's final 
report in Madrid Islamic Cultural 
Centre Competition, Union 
Internationale des Architectes, 
Paris, 1980. 
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regional base is more relevant, and in actual practice constitutes 
the majority of cases. 

Innovation versus contemporary: genuine contemporary design 
may be created if Muslim societies could have complete confidence 
in themselves, and would accept the modern world as it is. But this 
perspective seems very remote. Thus the only alternative that remains 
is innovation, or interpretation. It will be conditioned by the image 
of the past. This does not sound like a comforting perspective because 
it excludes creativity. On the other hand, even the greatest styles, 
in the last analysis, are interpretations of past experiences. 
Architectural history always confers a special and respected status 
to old models. Thus, outside of the theoretical approach, to accept 
the past as an unfinished thesis and to improvise on old themes 
is conceivable as a temporary guideline. But formulas, we should 
not offer. 

A short remark on aesthetics: aesthetic quality is neutral and 
independent of style Whatever form you adopt, you mayor may 
not have it. This is the problem of taste rather than a cultural sign. 

To conclude I want to say that the real strength of modern Islam 
will be expressed only when Muslim architects will feel free to build 
in whatever form they choose and that kind of architecture is not 
what has been shown here on the screen. 



The Baghdad State Mosque, model. 

Site study of the Baghdad State 
Mosque. 

Comments 

Rasem Badran* 

Using three different mosques I have designed for three different 
cultural milieux (in Baghdad, Doha, and Riyadh), I would like to 
emphasize four aspects of mosque architecture: 
• The design of the mosque in the social context; 
• Imagery and symbolism of mosque architecture; 
• The design of the mosque as an act of innovation within the context 

of tradition and history; 
• The mosque as a generator of spatial quality and meaning in the 

urban tissue. 

Reflections on the Design of the Mosque in the Social Context 
The Baghdad State Mosque sponsored by the Iraqi government 

is a large-scale mosque which requires a large piece of land. The 
intention of the client, surely a political decision, was to create a 
monumental structure outside Baghdad. Since most of the large 
mosques in Islamic cities are in the heart of the city and fully 
integrated spatially and functionally within the urban fabric, our 
intention was to re-create this situation in the hope that the future 
expansion of Baghdad will give the mosque its appropriate 
environment. This humanizing process was achieved by creating a 
buffer zone between the mosque periphery and the surroundings, 
which are not yet populated or even completed with an urban fabric. 
This buffer zone will contain different functional facilities to provide 
for a balanced fulfilment of spiritual, physical, and mental needs 
of Muslims in an Islamic society. 

* This text is a composite of Mr. Badran's presentation and of his 
elaborations during the open discussion session. 
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Expressions of Islam in Buildings 

A buffer zone containing different 
functions is projected between the' 
State Mosque and its periphery. 

The design of the Doha Mosque 
(above) tries in a similar fashion to 
avoid a physical and social isolation 
(right). 
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In a similar fashion, the design of the Doha Mosque (not yet 
built), takes into consideration the same issues but in a different 
way, the objective being to avoid the temple-like situation in order 
to avoid isolation. The Riyadh Mosque, on the other hand, in the 
very heart of the old city, replaces the old Qasr Alhukm Mosque. 
The client's intention is to emphasize the mosque along with the 
adjacent Justice Palace to make it a focal point for the city. It will, 
at the same time, be integrated into the surrounding urban and social 
fabric by the help of structures such as shops, public services, 
educational and administrative institutions. 

I would say therefore that the objective is not to undertake surgical 
measures to superimpose what I call the humanizing process of 
mosques, such as adopting communal functions and facilitating the 



The Riyadh Mosque (above) 
replacing the old Qasr Alhukm 
Mosque (top, right) will be 
integrated to the urban social fabric 
through commercial and public 
services (top). 

The Mosque 

interaction between the mosque complex and its surroundings, but 
rather the mosque should be understood as a fulfilment of the socio
cultural and physical demands of Muslims in their own settlements. 
I disagree with the idea of searching for new models and concepts 
of "mosque buildings"; I would rather call for courageous steps 
by decision-makers and planners towards implanting mosques in 
the urban fabric of our towns. 

Reflections on the Imagery and 
Symbolism of Mosque Architecture 

In this regard I will go through the typical elements of the dome, 
minarets, etc. In the Baghdad Mosque, the dome in particular 
represents a dialogue between the architect and the form with its 
functional, historical, and symbolic meanings. Functionally, it 
indicates the location of the mihrab through intensive natural lighting; 
symbolically, it may satisfy the onlooker; historically, it may give 
some identity to the object. Different attempts were made using 
one dome for the main prayer hall and a smaller one for the daily 
prayer space. The same happened with the minarets. 

In the Doha Mosque, because of the scale of the mosque, the 
dome was depressed in order to allow for the mihrab. However, 
in the Justice Palace, the case was different because in this region 
domes are associated with tombs by the Wahabi sect. The dome 
was therefore not adopted in the design scheme and was replaced 
by small light towers in order to lighten the mihrab area. We designed 
two minarets to act as landmarks identifying the city centre and 
marking the direction towards Mecca. 

Here, I consider architecture as a cultural manifestation of a 
continuous dialogue between "constant" and "variable", which leads 
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Due to the scale of the Doha 
Mosque (top, left), its dome was 
depressed (top, right), to allow for 
a mihrab area (above, right). In the 
case of the Justice Palace Mosque 
(above, left) in Riyadh, the dome, 
usually associated with tombs in 
this area, was replaced by a light 
tower in order to lighten the 
mihrab area. 
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to semiological references, solutions or references to social, 
environmental, and mental values that communicate with the essence 
and faith of the Muslim community. 

Mosque buildings should not be reduced to a set of generalized 
rules but rather be seen as a never-ending evolutionary process of 
variables which we can conceive through a continuous dialogue of 
how and why. The dome, for example, has been used, reduced, 
or eliminated in the proposed mosque models of the Baghdad State 
Mosque, Doha Mosque, and Riyadh Mosque. Nevertheless, there 
is a common denominator between those schemes, which is the spatial 
organization of the entire product which obviously follows the rules 
of praying, which confirms the geometrical and architectural quality 
of the spatial arrangement that can be experienced instinctly by the 



In the Doha Mosque (top, left and 
right) the "windcatcher" is 
incorporated with the wall slit to 
allow proper air circulation. In the 
Baghdad State Mosque (above), the 
mechanical system is integrated 
within the structural system. 

The Mosque 

worshippers. It provides the most effective lesson for mosque planners 
and architects. 

The Design of the Mosque as an Act of Innovation 
within the Context of Tradition and History 

I consider tradition as a living norm in which the design process 
becomes an innovative act. 

In the case of the Baghdad State Mosque, the mechanical system 
is integrated within the structural system; in the Doha Mosque, the 
"windcatcher" is incorporated with the wall slit which is required 
for proper air circulation and to house the air-conditioning system, 
and, in the Justice Palace Mosque, the structural system in the main 
prayer hall relies on prefabrication technology that resembles 
traditional methods of the past. We learn the act from history but 
we do not borrow the product. 

The design of a mosque is an act of innovation within the ccntext 
of tradition through which a mature perceptive approach to 
precedents will provide a rich environment for a dialectic discourse. 
One can visualize the moral and mental human innovative act through 
the decades, which prepares man for contemporary events. 

The Mosque as a Generator of Spatial 
and Architectural Quality in the Urban Tissue 

This means that we can use the same lessons and design methods 
which guide and influence, to a certain extent, the conception of 
mosque architecture for other building types. In Baghdad, for 
example, the Presidential Complex relates dialectically to the State 
Mosque; in Riyadh, the Justice Palace follows the same thinking 
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In the Justice Palace Mosque the 
structural system relies on 
prefabrication technology (above) 
that resembles traditional methods 
of the past (top, right). The 
Presidential Complex (right, centre) 
of Baghdad relates dialectically to 
the State Mosque. The Justice 
Palace (bottom, right) in Riyadh 
follows the thinking process of the 
Justice Palace Mosque. 
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The headquarters of the Chamber 
of Commerce in Dammam (above) 
follow the climatic theme of the 
Doha Mosque (right). All 
photographs, courtesy of Rasem 
Badran. 

The Mosque 

process as the Justice Palace Mosque; and, in Doha, the headquarters 
of the Chamber of Commerce in Dammam follows the climatical 
theme emphasized in the Doha Mosque. 

Why have we become overwhelmed by inherited achievements of 
the past? There is a common device through various building types 
that encompasses a sense of uniformity and excellence, which is 
not necessarily irrelevant for our present evolution in contemporary 
architecture. I believe that the dialectic and thought gained by the 
analytical methods which were carried out through the three mosques 
have sacred values, which can have a great expressional quality in 
other building types, as shown in the Dammam Chamber Offices 
or in the Presidential Palace in Iraq and finally the Justice Palace 
in Riyadh. 
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Layout plan (top right) of the 
Asian Games Village showing the 
evolution of pedestrian pathways. 
Parking is confined to the 
periphery. Based on the precedence 
of the traditional morphology of 
Jaisalmer, the clusters of the village 
(top) provide a spine of pedestrian 
movement and private courtyards, 
creating a cool and refreshing 
ambience. The village's entrance 
doorways (above), darwaza, define 
semi-public courtyards in the 
manner of historic cities but are 
built in the language of 
contemporary materials. 

Comments 

Raj Rewal 

Architectural expression is based on architectural language, which 
has undergone considerable change during the last century because 
of new construction materials and different lifestyles. We are now 
designing buildings for which there are no precedents in our part 
of the world. Take, for example, genetic engineering laboratories, 
television studios, and offices equipped with computers: do they 
imply a complete break with the traditional language of building? 

I will try to explain this with four of our building projects, which 
show how the link with the past is continued in a different language. 

The Asian Games Village built in 1982 in New Delhi illustrates 
the idea of change within continuity. The design rejects the false 
embellishment of reinforced concrete structures with domes, arches, 
and carvings. Instead, an attempt has been made to reinterpret the 
traditional morphology of Eastern cities to meet present realities. 

We have explored the underlying principles that have relevance 
for our times. The wisdom of Traditional Architecture concerning 
climate and community needs has important lessons to teach us for 
contemporary mass-housing schemes. The city of laisalmer with 
its dense fabric demonstrates the ideas of building cool, shaded, 
airy structures in a hot dry climate. We have evolved on these 
principles while designing the low-rise, high-density housing scheme 
of the Asian Games Village. 

The project of the National Institute of Immunology for scientific 
research follows the meticulously functional requirements of 
laboratories. However, the complex comprising housing for staff 
and scholars follows the principle of interlinked courtyards with 
close affinities to historic citadels. Individual buildings and clusters 
of the complex are built around courtyards of varying scale and 
functions and are linked to each other through gateways and shaded 
paths across enclosures with distant vistas and shifting axes. The 
design evolved from the havelis (courtyard residences) and civic 
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Plan of the National Institute of 
Immunology (right) based on a 
series of interlinked courtyards The 
clusters of the institute (above) are 
built around pathways with shifting 
axes and distant vistas. 

Communal enclosures of the 
institute are defined in the manner 
of traditional havelis. Structural 
beams are reflected on the far;ade 
with red sandstone grit. 
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complexes of traditional cities but follows a rational structural system 
and modern building methodology. 

The Media School in Delhi, Central Institute for Education 
Technology, with television studio facilities for educational purposes, 
carries the conceptual values of madrasahs in a new setting. The 
entrance courtyard and the central square reflect the principles of 
traditional educational and religious buildings, but are 



Plan of the Media School (top). 
The courtyard forms the central 
feature and is used as an open-air 
television studio. View of the open
air amphitheatre (centre). The 
circular R.C.C. columns and the 
coffered ceiling follow a structural 
order; the infill brick walls are clad 
with red standstone. View of the 
Media School's courtyard (bottom) 
from the surrounding upper-level 
terrace. 

Space and the Practising Architect 
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Bird's-eye view of the SCOPE 
Complex (top, right) showing a 
series of internal courtyards at 
different levels. View of the 
complex (above, centre) showing 
interlocking polygonal work spaces 
supported by a cluster of four 
columns. View of the internal 
courtyard (above) of the complex. 
Alt photographs, courtesy of Raj 
Rewal. 
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metamorphosed into an entrance foyer and an open-air television 
studio. 

The SCOPE Office Complex demonstrates similar principles. It 
is designed for the large, autonomous, public sector oganizations 
with a working area for 7,000 persons. It is a fully air-conditioned 
building with all the facilities for computers and electronic gadgetry. 
However, the form of the building echoes some of the principles 
learned from the past, of building around courtyards on several 
levels, to reduce the glare and cut down the cost of air-conditioning. 

On the external periphery of the complex, the building mass 
overhangs on the top floors, obstructing the sun rays and creating 
deep shadows. But towards the internal protected courtyard, the 
building recesses at different levels providing protected terraces. The 
building also follows some of the underlying values of Delhi's 
polycoloured red and beige historical buildings, without in any way 
copying their embellishments. 

I hope the four building complexes illustrated here draw upon 
the relevant wisdom of architectural principles established in the 
past but also attempt to solve truthfully the structural and functional 
requirements of today. The growth of the techno-industrial basis 
of our societies has triggered an evolution, and even a metamorphosis, 
in terms of architectural language. 



Comments 

Darmawan Prawirohardjo 

We are reminded here of the problems still encountered in newly 
independent Muslim countries and their efforts to develop their 
countries in harmony with their cultures and the environment. 

The statement by Professor Arkoun that Muslim intellectual vitality 
waned after the twelfth century seems to coincide with the advent 
of colonization of most of what is now called the Third World 
countries including the Muslim ones. In the process of colonization 
most of the cultures, and to some extent the religious communities, 
lost the ability to transform the Muslim society into a contemporary 
one without losing its inherent identity, vitality, and self-confidence. 

The contention that Muslim space resembles the abode of our 
Ruh within our body wall with only the door to enable people to 
enter the house is valid only in environments and cultures where 
such a spatial arrangement lends itself to the desired bodily comfort 
and the community's concern for privacy. 

Understanding and eventually having the ability to find solutions 
to problems in the multiple cultures within Islam is the challenge 
facing architects and scholars alike in shaping the new Muslim society 
and its architecture. 

It was said that aesthetism, like religion, is a spiritual experience. 
It may therefore be quite safe to contend that if a direct intellectual, 
cultural, and even ritual link can be established between religion 
and aesthetism, much can be expected in the result of our endeavour 
to create an architecture that exudes Muslim spirituality. 

One case which can be studied closely in the above context is 
the Balinese culture, which is not based on a Muslim society. There, 
the integration of the arts and religion is almost total. No important 
religious ritual of the community is complete without some artistic 
expression, usually dancing, and no work of art is far from religious 
significance. The result is a society in which all parts are in harmony 
with each other and the whole. 

The Aga Khan Programme for Architecture has been, and I am 
sure will continue to be, an important and excellent endeavour to 
promote the quality of the built environment in the Muslim world. 
Whilst it has made a significant step in that direction already, it 
is still possible to do more. Therefore I propose that this programme 
should expand and take a more activist role in shaping the Muslim 
world. 

One such new programme could take shape in a social engineering 
of a Muslim community with the aim of bringing closer together 
the arts and religion within the context of Muslim philosophy. This 
may sound blasphemous to many ulamas, but if it should yield the 
desired result, then it would also be our ijtihad. 
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The Al-Khayria Complex in Riyadh 
Architect: Kenzo Tange 
Photograph: Courtesy of 
Al-Khayria 

The John Hancock Tower 
in Boston 
Architect: I.M. Pei 
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Comments 

Ali Shuaibi 

The challenge of architectural design for minority Muslim 
communities is somehow similar to the challenge of contemporary 
architectural design in Muslim countries. This situation has arisen 
because architectural design education in these countries is mostly 
dissociated from the traditional experience and new traditions have 
not yet developed. To illustrate the above, I wish to present a synthesis 
of the issues. 

When my colleagues and I at Beeah started our practice in the 
late seventies, the revision of history began with the works of 
architects of the early seventies. As an illustration, compare the AI
Khayria Complex in Riyadh by Kenzo Tange with the John Hancock 
Tower in Boston by I.M. Pei. These designers received the highest 
honours in international circles. Architecture at that time was reduced 
to sculptural forms, void of consideration to local climate, materials, 
resources, urban context, or culture, but relied heavily on engineers 
to solve most problems. 



The General Organization for 
Social Insurance (GOSI) in Riyadh 
Architects: Beeah 

The Science Complex in Riyadh 
Architects: Beeah 

Space and the Practising Architect 

Confronted with that attitude, we felt the need to identify the 
areas that required serious attention if appropriate architecture was 
to be achieved, and to look for satisfactory solutions. Four such 
areas were identified and solutions provided in projects designed 
by our office. 

The first was to reconcile the functional aspects of architecture, 
such as the treatment of climatic factors (e.g., the GOSI offices 
in Riyadh), or solve social problems, such as the maintenance of 
large facilities for women by men (e.g., the Girls University in 
Riyadh). 
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The Embassy of Saudi Arabia in 
Sana 'a, Yemen 
Architects: Beeah 

The Sapico Tower, Office Building 
in Islamabad, Pakistan 
Architects: Beeah 
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The second area was to emphasize the quality of the space of 
movement inside the building (e.g., the Science Complex in Riyadh). 

The third was to incorporate local arts and crafts in buildings 
and open spaces (e.g., the Saudi Embassy in Sana'a, Yemen). 



The Al-Kindi Plaza in Riyadh 
Architects: Beeah 

The Justice Palace District in 
Riyadh 
Architects: Beeah 

All photographs, courtesy oj Ali 
Shuaibi / Beeah unless otherwise 
indicated. 

Space and the Practising Architect 

The fourth was the need to humanize the architecture of tall 
buildings (e.g., the Sapico Tower in Islamabad, Pakistan). 

The first attempts were limited to single buildings or complexes, 
isolated, by the planners, in suburban settings. They had relatively 
little social value. So our next step was to deal with the issue of 
creating the context and fabric that gives a sense of place, time, 
and purpose in new urban developments, where buildings, instead 
of competing for attention, would complement each other and the 
public spaces between them (e.g., the AI-Kindi Plaza in Riyadh). 
We also had to deal with the issue of humanizing those centres of 
existing urban areas that had been lost to modern vehicular circulation 
(e.g., the Justice Palace District in Riyadh). 
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