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Contemporary Expressions of Islam in Buildings: 
What Have We Learned? 

Azim Nanji 

In attempting to answer the question: What have we learned?, 
I am conscious that, in part, we have, during this seminar in 
Indonesia, revisited and continued the conversation begun in 1977 
at the first of these gatherings on the theme "Architecture in the 
Spirit of Islam". It might therefore be more appropriate if I were 
to begin by highlighting what we have "unlearned" over thirteen 
years of discussions, particularly in regard to the understanding and 
construction of meaning of key concepts and terms that have been 
invoked throughout the seminar. 

Islam, Islamic, Muslim ... These terms have of course been at the 
heart of the discussions. The abundance of data growing with every 
seminar has revealed the complexity and variety of the relationship 
that exists among historical traditions, indigenous social and symbolic 
structures and built forms in Muslim society. By resisting the use 
of closed theological or juristic formulations of Islam, and remaining 
open to interpretations based on a broader ensemble of "texts" 
(including the architectural, oral, and artistic), the central terms have 
emerged as enabling, historically resonant, and richly polyvalent 
tools for comprehending the totality of the experience of Muslim 
peoples all over the world. More than ever, the seminar has taught 
us to reject perceived dichotomies between what might be broadly 
conceived as intellectual history (Le., Islam as expressed in 
theological, philosophical, and legal modes) and social and cultural 
history (including the architectural, broadly ethical, and humanistic 
expressions) of Muslim life and thought from Morocco to the 
Philippines and now also from Alaska to Australia. 

Space, Buildings ... A couple of years ago, I was very fortunate 
to be part of a discussion in which Charles Moore helped me to 
understand the notion of "space" more clearly. He suggested that 
one might conceive of space as being analogous to fabric. Just as 
dresses are "fabricated" as specific expressions out of material, space 
is utilized to create built forms. Such a notion of space might indicate 
the common resources for the creation of built forms in Islam, namely 
the Quran, the life and example of the Prophet Muhammad, the 
lived historical experience of Muslim communities, the creative 
imagination of architects, builders, and others, all of which come 
together in an ongoing interaction within specific local environments. 
Buildings are consequently not merely forms of spatial organization, 
which can be regarded as a container of specific theological or 
symbolic meaning in Islam, but as living expressions, articulating 
conceptions of ethical, ritual, and social order. 

Contemporary, Western, Traditional ... All of these expressions 
have been problematic in contemporary terms, particularly because 
they engender perceived dichotomies between the past and the present, 
tradition and modernity, and, by implication, Islam and the West. 
The discussions of the past four days have demonstrated the need 
to rethink the ways in which we have geographically and intellectually 
"mapped" our world. Past Muslim legal constructs such as Dar 
ai-Islam and Dar al-Harb have become irrelevant, which is not to 
say that they cannot be invoked for ideological reasons. The manner 
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in which the "West" perceived the Muslim world, from its presumed 
pre-eminent position at the centre, as the "Near East" or the "Middle 
East" led to the marginalization of large concentrations of Muslims 
who did not inhabit that geopolitical space and came further to 
be reflected in the way scholarship on Islam was exercised. The word 
"contemporary" stands at the juncture of all these revisions of 
previous modes of mapping. It is a category that allows us to place 
ourselves in a historical context which reflects a continuum 
encompassing traditional and modern. In addition, it can engender 
a revised world-view that is less Eurocentric and which adds reality 
to the interconnectedness of life and people in what has been called 
the "global village". Our discussions have demonstrated the 
dichotomies and false dualities that can be generated by a narrow 
focus on difference and a mistaken view of the modern as a prelude 
to the obliteration of tradition. 

What We Have Learned. Having made these general points, I 
can now go on to be more specific about what we have indeed learned. 
I would argue that what we have learned has not simply taken place 
in this room. It is not the product simply of the papers that were 
presented and the discussions that were held, but we have learned 
equally from the significant experience of being in Indonesia. Our 
understanding has been enriched by its spaces, its people, its food, 
its arts, and particularly through the social interactions that we have 
had with communities in the kampungs, the mosques, and elsewhere. 
Those experiences constitute an additional set of texts available to 
us. When we put together all these texts, they enlarge the resources 
out of which our learning experience has come. 

A New Discourse? We have been invited first of all to initiate 
a new intellectual discourse, to initiate one that is integrated with 
the past, but not limited by it. It envisages two fundamental tasks: 
• To develop a historical perspective on the past that may have 

been "frozen", "mythologized", or distorted. 
• To seek an engagement with an intellectual modernity that clarifies 

and deconstructs such an imagined past, but also moves us beyond 
formulations tied to the dichotomies referred to before. 
There are problems with this invitation, and some of these problems 

have been noted. One issue is that intellectual modernity is not a 
homogeneous construct. Intellectual modernity itself participates in 
many discourses, some of which challenge the very notion of rational 
discourse. I do not need to remind you that we live in a world where 
modernism has become post-modernism and that post-modernism 
itself is being revised so that it is not entirely clear in which realm 
one finds oneself at any given point! We are, to put it mildly, in 
the midst of a chaotic period in intellectual discourse. The existence 
of a methodological "Tower of Babel", particularly in the universities 
and intellectual centres where we function, ought not, however, cause 
us to withdraw from an engagement. The task at hand is not to 
lock ourselves into anyone discourse, but to be open to the way 
in which we can create an equilibrating intellectual discourse of our 
own. This rethinking, which is part of the conceptual framework 
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that the Award has engaged in for the past thirteen years, is 
particularly critical for our discussions on building, because it is 
not an activity that stops, waiting for some definitive discourse to 
emerge; it carries on in spite of it. It has also been emphasized 
throughout the discussions that architecture and building ought not 
to be divorced from the larger social and intellectual discourse that 
is going on outside itself. Architecture, like all other forms of cultural 
engagement, inquiry, and practice, is linked to all facets of human 
life. And it seems to me that one of the other important lessons 
that we have learned in this process is that we ought to seriously 
engage in developing mediating categories that allow us to negotiate 
the space between concept and practice. One such category is the 
idea of culture, modulated so as to allow us to view Islam in all 
of the diversity and richness of its visual, artistic, literary, and spatial 
engagement with various local contexts. In exploring issues of the 
relationship between architecture and the spirit of Islam, such a 
notion of culture represents buildings as one facet through which 
Muslim identity is expressed and materialized. 

The bulk of the discussions as far as buildings were concerned 
tended to focus on the mosque. Some of our speakers have attempted 
to justify this focus. It is well known, however, that mosques are 
not the exclusive form of building, even for purely spiritual and 
ritual activities, within the Muslim world. Neither have they 
historically been limited to such use, but have also functioned as 
economic loci and centres of cultural interaction that have always 
been fundamental to the ethical purpose of Islam. While such 
traditionally multi-purpose spaces may have been reduced to a facility 
for a single purpose in our time, we may already be witnessing a 
form of reversal of certain historical patterns in the use of the mosque. 

The mosque has also been the focal point of contemporary Muslim 
efforts to establish an architectural identity. Very often this has led 
to attempts that simply keep improving upon images of the past 
and of resisting attempts at discovering newer images in altered 
spaces. The mosque, perhaps more than any other form of building 
in contemporary Islam, reflects the inherent tension between two 
aspects of the modernization process: the growing differentiation 
in and separation of spheres of activity and life and the seemingly 
contrary desire to reintegrate these spheres with "Islam". During 
the course of the seminar, this tension became apparent in the 
discussion relating to the new relationships and orientations evident 
in the move of women from the traditionally perceived sphere of 
the private space to that of the public. Given some traditionalist 
Muslim orientations regarding the role of women in the life of the 
mosque, it was suggested that such marginalization was neither 
consistent with the ethical ideals of the Quran nor indeed in 
conformity with the aspirations of women to recover and articulate 
their own sense of identity as contemporary Muslims. Part of the 
ongoing dilemma may be further confused if the choice were made 
to define the problem of marginalization of women simply within 
an exclusively feminist discourse. It might at this stage be more 
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appropriate to highlight the issues within the wider Muslim ethical 
and social perspective of the family. This also has the advantage 
of linking conceptions of building to the needs of children and their 
psychological and social development under circumstances of stress 
and alienation generated by the disruptions in contemporary rural 
and urban life. The context of family permits a discourse of 
integration rather than opposition. In addition to the mosque and 
other buildings, particular attention also needs to be given to the 
question of adequate housing for the family and for the poor, 
increasingly the most marginalized group in most societies, because 
in many cases, as we know, they tend to be literally "home-less". 

In its contemporary context, architectural discourse, with its sister 
discipline of architectural criticism in Islamic studies, has to be 
rethought with historical self-consciousness and in the framework 
of a critical intellectual modernity. Intellectual modernity as 
modernity in architecture, however, ought not to be seen as a 
totalizing discourse, but as a perspective, as a set of tools of 
comprehension which unlock creativity and release the potential for 
a constructive dialogue with the community in its contemporary 
environment. But one must be careful not to disengage this discussion 
from the ground level at which architecture operates, the way in 
which it is generated in urban and rural contexts. And here it is 
worth remembering that architects work within the context of the 
historical experience of the physical and cultural environment of 
the people for whose needs they build. 

Muslim architects, like many of their counterparts in the rest of 
the developing world, seem to carry a double burden. One is the 
burden of a past which is perhaps not yet clearly understood and 
which for ideological and other reasons is often mythologized or 
at the other extreme simply discarded. The other burden is a product 
of contemporary reality and professional training, both dominated 
by a Eurocentric perspective, where the primary experience of 
modernization and the architectural education to cope with it have 
emerged from the West. This double burden creates the condition 
of double jeopardy, because most of the contemporary experience 
of building takes place within limits imposed by the reality of the 
nation-state, not simply as a new boundary of social and political 
order, but also as the decision-maker and source of funding. Islam, 
of course, continues to persist in this new context, but the relationship 
of Islam becomes linked to the growth of nationalism and cultural 
identity. These relationships tend to vary among different nation
states, ranging from instances where Islam is increasingly dissociated 
from the national myth or elsewhere where it attains a symbiosis 
with nationalist aspirations. In the case of Indonesia, for example, 
a differentiated notion of religion acts as a source, and indeed a 
support for, a differentiated national culture. 

Let me now go on to characterize the learning experiences that 
have come to us from the Indonesian context of our discussions. 
We have learned that Islam came to Indonesia peacefully and situated 
itself on a continuum, a continuum which had, among others, deep 
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Javanese roots. But along that continuum one found in subsequent 
phases of history, Hinduism, then Buddhism, and then Islam. I think 
what I have heard and seen leads me to suggest that instead of dealing 
with polarities and distinctions among traditions, what we might 
want to address is the issue of the generative ambiance within which 
Islam finds itself, within which Muslims find themselves, where there 
is a conversation among many cultures. Out of these conversations 
has emerged the visual and spatial language reproduced in the various 
buildings and monuments that we have seen. One finds this in the 
early mosques that have integrated features drawn from Javanese, 
Hindu, and Buddhist traditions, or in extensions of space to 
encompass lifestyles which blend an Islamic ethic with ritual and 
human concerns drawn from past traditions to which that ethic is 
sympathetic and not in contradiction. That generative ambiance has 
led to a convergence of various dialects. This is a new language, 
but the convergence of dialects manifests itself artistically and in 
an integrated manner. This language is not fixed because it is 
constantly evolving; it is changing and perhaps one of the most 
interesting lessons that we may have learned here is how Indonesia 
has creatively managed cultural and religious differences to permit 
the coexistence of faiths, traditions of building, and encouraged 
simultaneous conversations to proceed and interact. It is salutary 
to think that pluralism of this kind, as the negotiation and peaceful 
contestation of "difference", may still be possible. 

Complementing the experience of diversity in Indonesia is the new 
frontier of Islam, where Muslims are settling and growing in a 
relatively peaceful manner. This new frontier is Europe and North 
America. It may be appropriate for Muslims who are living there 
to look at the Indonesian cultural experience and to ask whether 
they too wish to situate themselves creatively along a continuum 
to which they can contribute their vision. But in doing so, Muslims 
need to be self-conscious and critically aware of the fact that they 
come to the West from different parts of the Muslim world, carrying 
their own separate memories of a visual and cultural past. The 
dilemma for Muslims who live in the West is whether they will allow 
those fragmented recollections to block their path towards an 
intellectual and cultural discourse with the West and retard a process 
of integration or respond by making their contribution along a 
cultural continuum. What we have learned is that architecture can 
cross borders. We have seen images that portray new spaces and 
buildings embodying fresh concerns, aspirations, and technologies. 
If buildings are to be extensions of a certain way of articulating 
space in Islam outside of an area that is no longer dominated by 
Islam, then why cannot that happen in Western contexts? Why cannot 
Muslims conceive of making a contribution to the evolving visual 
language of architecture in the West? There is nothing monolithic 
about current architectural form or practice in America or Europe. 
Why cannot contemporary Muslim concerns be situated within that 
continuum so that the search for architecture within the spirit of 
Islam is not limited to the Muslim world but is practised and shared 
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globally, enriching other cultures as Islam has done throughout its 
civilization and history? It is this possibility that could make the 
work of Muslim architects living in the West an exciting endeavour. 

Among other issues concerning the role of buildings for Muslims 
in the Western environment is whether mosques in particular can 
embody the multiple needs and activities that Muslims engage in, 
or whether their purpose and use are to be restricted to ritual 
expressions of piety. For example, in Canada, the United States, 
France, and England, people do not simply gather to worship. They 
come to mosques so they can learn, socially interact, eat, celebrate, 
and even mourn. In rethinking mosque architecture and function, 
Muslims will also have to reconceive the design and purpose of such 
buildings and some of these may not be consistent with the memories 
they carry with them. Just as in the Indonesian experience where 
Muslims learned from and appropriated elements of Javanese and 
other local cultures and experiences, it may be appropriate for 
Muslims, as they think about new mosques and the future role and 
function of these buildings in the West, to learn from traditions 
that are already established there. The Christian and Jewish 
communities with their long experience, the new communities of 
Buddhists, Hindus, and others who have made homes in the West 
and changed the landscape of religious life and building, may indeed 
prove helpful in instructing Muslims of the challenges that lie ahead. 
In any case, the opportunity exists for Muslims to contribute to 
this diverse landscape and to find in it a distinctive and visually 
unique place. 

Future Directions. Let me now try to speak about what we have 
learned with regard to some of the new directions that lie ahead. 
The creation of a new discourse and the architectural education and 
imagination to support it are taking place in a context of immense 
technological change, the emergence of needs unthought of in the 
past, the everyday effect of demographic change, and a growing 
concern with the environment and its erosion. The new set of 
relationships and orientations very often contrast with the past and 
may even be in conflict during a period of transition. One of the 
casual ties of the process is historical memory, which, when it leads 
back to several histories, may be invoked wrongly or for the wrong 
reasons. It is therefore worth remembering a distinction that Jaroslav 
Pelikan, a historian from Yale, makes between "tradition" and 
"traditionalism". The first he regards as the living faith of the dead 
and the second as the dead faith of the living. Muslims today are 
not only in greater contact with each other, but they are in greater 
contact with everybody else. This has led to common aspirations 
to discover a shared architectural heritage at the same time as the 
discovery of new spaces and ways of building. Often a common 
style might emerge. We have heard references to a pan-Islamic style 
as one representative pattern that has emerged. This idea of a pan
Islamic style of architecture emerges as a result of cooperating and 
competing forms of local and regional Muslim architectural styles. 
Styles, however, can be imposed by states, and by states on other 
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states and other communities. Thus, one obvious product in 
contemporary Muslim society is a hotchpotch of styles that very 
often do not respond to the cultural or national needs of a 
community. However, in accepting this, one also accepts the dual 
dimension of plurality, which can be an enabling and positive concept 
but can also result, as has been pointed out, in bad architecture. 
But while this may give rise to a lot of bad buildings, it also leads 
to good buildings. The issue, however, of how to sustain the creation 
of better buildings remains and is significant, since it is such buildings 
that become markers for the sort of language that has been attempted 
at the seminar and which depends ultimately on the continuation 
of such meaningful dialogues across the Muslim world. 

Finally, I think we have to remind ourselves of one of the most 
important lessons that we may have learned in the last four days: 
that the word "Islam" is a verbal noun. It is about acting and 
thinking; it is about engagement; about responding; and ultimately 
about equilibrating. If our conversations have hinted at some future 
directions, the hints are in a context that is still blurred. But we 
are in the midst of a thinking process and a thinking process is 
always a quest. It is a quest where our conversation is in dialogue 
with all of the realities that we have observed, not only in Indonesia, 
but in all parts of the world in which we live. In that sense, what 
we have done today may very well be an indication of the sort of 
future that can be envisioned architecturally and culturally for 
Muslims wherever they live. 
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Farewell 

Syahrul Syarif 
Indonesian Institute of Architects 

Without realizing it, we have been gathering for almost one whole 
week, deliberating, exchanging, and expressing our different views 
and convictions as intellectuals and socializing with each other as 
individuals. Now we have come to the inevitable of all beginnings, 
which is the time when we have to say goodbye. 

As the official host of this distinguished gathering, I am sincerely 
most happy to have had you all here, and on behalf of the Indonesian 
Institute of Architects I would like to convey our deepest gratitude 
to His Highness the Aga Khan and the Aga Khan Award for 
entrusting us to be the host and local organizing committee of this 
seminar. 

Our gratitude is also addressed to the Government of Indonesia, 
represented on this occasion by the Ministry of Religious Affairs 
that has so graciously consented to provide patronage and guidance 
in conducting this seminar. To His Excellency the Minister of 
Religious Affairs, as member of the Aga Khan Award, I do beg 
from Your Excellency forgiveness for any shortcomings and errors 
which we may have inadvertently committed during the preparations 
and during the seminar itself. 

I would also like to extend my personal respect and gratitude 
to my colleagues: Adhi Moersid, Michael Sumarijanto, Adhy Thaher, 
Mrs. Lenny Tanod and her staff, and to the many others who have, 
behind the scenes, done their utmost in supporting the Indonesian 
Institute of Architects during this seminar. 

Lastly, to all of you who have come from outside Y ogyakarta 
and especially you who have come from abroad, I say Selamat lalan; 
have a safe and pleasant journey back home, to your families and 
friends. May the Almighty and All-loving God be with us now and 
always. 



Islam and Indonesia 

His Excellency H. Munawir Sjadza/i 
Minister of Religious Affairs, Republic of Indonesia 

Once again it is indeed a great honour for Indonesia to be chosen 
as the venue of this seminar, the second to be held in this country. 
If one ever said that Islam is the most misunderstood religion, it 
is equally true to say that the religious outlook and the cultural 
life of the Indonesian Muslims are the least known and therefore 
the least comprehended by their co-religious brothers in the other 
parts of the Muslim world. 

Last year, I had a guest, an American professor. He complained 
about what he found in the American academic world today. On 
the one side there is a group of scholars who are highly informed 
about Islam and the Muslim world but who know nothing about 
Indonesia. To them, the Muslim world with the Middle East as the 
heartland extends to the east only as far as Pakistan. On the other 
hand there is another group of scholars who are very familiar with 
Indonesia but who know little or nothing about Islam. That professor, 
being himself an outstanding scholar on Indonesia, is trying to erect 
a bridge to fill the gap. 

In August 1985, an international seminar on the new approach 
to Islamic studies was held in Jakarta, sponsored jointly by the 
Ministry of Religious Affairs and the Indonesian Institute of Science. 
One of the conclusions of the seminar was that in the field of Islamic 
studies, Southeast Asia, particularly Indonesia, deserves to be treated 
as a separate entity. 

Yes, we are Muslims, the same as our co-religious brothers and 
sisters in other parts of the world, but there are factors that make 
us different from them. Some of those factors might be historical, 
i.e., that Islam came to Indonesia not through a military conquest, 
but by peaceful means. For that reason, culturally and socially, we 
have never experienced a complete break with the past. The arrival 
of Islam as a newcomer did not necessarily destroy the other 
established cultures, and the interrelationship between the new and 
the old is very much coloured by peaceful and mutual accommodation 
and adaptation. In this picture, I would like to give just one small 
example. The architecture of our mosques, particularly those in Java, 
is not the same as the architecture of mosques in the Middle East. 
I hope that in the course of your seminar, one of the Indonesian 
participants has related to you the story of the construction of the 
Demak Mosque. 

When the first Muslim Sultan of Java in Demak was constructing 
the first mosque, his father, who happened to be the last Hindu 
King of Madjapahit, contributed to the construction of that house 
of God some building materials, including the four columns. This 
is a reflection both of the peaceful introduction of Islam and the 
harmonious co-existence of different cultures, which became a model 
to be followed by the Indonesians, Muslims, and non-Muslims in 
modern times. 

May I relate to you another story. In one of the eastern parts 
of Indonesia there is a region by the name of Maluku. In that region, 
the tolerance between the adherents of various faiths has reached 
such a level that if a Muslim section of the community is building 

227 



Expressions oj Islam in Buildings 

228 

a mosque, it is then exclusively the right of the Christian section 
to fix the roof of the mosque. On the other hand, if the Christian 
part of the community is building a church, nobody can question 
the right of the Muslim part to finish the floor of the church. 

For that reason, my government highly welcomes the convening 
of your seminar in this country. I am full of confidence that in 
the last four days, the non-Indonesian participants have had an 
opportunity to learn much about Indonesian Muslims and to get 
acquainted with their culture. 

In this connection, my heartfelt thanks and deep gratitude are 
due to His Highness the Aga Khan and the Aga Khan Award for 
Architecture who have made this seminar possible. I would not mind 
at all if in the near future, another seminar of this kind were to 
be held in this country. 



Closing Remarks 

His Highness the Aga Khan 

In making these closing remarks I would like to begin by thanking 
His Excellency the President of the Republic, His Excellency the 
Minister of Religious Affairs, all participants, and the Indonesian 
Institute of Architects, for the kindness and courtesy, the generosity 
and consideration, with which they have welcomed us to Indonesia. 

It goes without saying that an institution such as the Award and 
a forum such as this can only be genuinely creative for the ummah 
and those concerned with our built environment, if they receive 
recognition of wise and mature leadership. And this is what we have 
received here in Indonesia and for that I express your thanks, the 
Award's, and my own thanks. 

Obviously after four days of intense discussion I am not going 
to try and summarize what has been summarized already, but I would 
simply like to comment on the fact that the Award, as a matter 
of policy, does not bring to seminars issues that are simple. And 
if some of you may leave this evening with the feeling that these 
issues deserve more discussion of greater depth, please do not go 
away frustrated because the nature of the issues that we bring up 
for discussion at the seminars are issues that are ongoing. They 
deserve and need continual discussion by intellectuals, architects, 
thinkers, and others from within and outside the Islamic world. 
It is a process; it is not a one-time exercise. And I simply want 
to underline that at the beginning of these comments because I think 
it is an important process. The objective of the seminar was to try 
to identify some notions impacting building in the Islamic world. 
And we have looked at notions, we have discussed them, and I think 
that we have perhaps not exhausted them, but we have certainly 
come up with some that deserve further reflection. 

We have discussed ritual, we have discussed spirituality, we have 
discussed aesthetic experience, we have discussed normatism, we 
have discussed societal ethic, and we have discussed humanism. All 
these are concepts, all these are notions, which are part of our 
everyday lives - they are part of the everyday lives of everyone 
who is building within and outside the Islamic culture. And in that 
sense, I think that this seminar, at least from my point of view, 
has been extremely helpful because probably the question we asked 
more often than anything else is: what is Islamic architecture? To 
try to find some clearly thought-out answers is not an easy exercise 
and yet I personally am convinced that we must continue to seek 
these solutions. And some of the concepts, some of the notions, 
we have discussed at this seminar clearly stem from the essence of 
Islam and deal with the future of Muslim communities and people 
who practise the faith of Islam both in the Islamic world and outside. 

In these last remarks I would simply wish to widen the context 
of our thinking. I have often heard it said, and I think that it is 
an undercurrent of aspiration widely held in the Islamic world, that 
it will regain its position of universal recognition. But I think that 
if that is one of our concerns, we have to be honest about the fact 
that in order to achieve that, we have to attain political, economic, 
social, and cultural standards no lower than those of the industrialized 
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world. We will have to accept to be measured by their standards. 
And after having been measured by their standards, we will have 
to excel. In order to achieve that, I think we have to accept that 
it would be a long and demanding course, but I hope and pray 
that at least in the domain of the built environment, the forum of 
the Aga Khan Award for Architecture will assist everyone involved, 
in determining the signposts, or at least some of the signposts, which 
will help us to revive and revitalize one of the most important pillars 
of Islamic culture and tradition. Perhaps one day around this pillar 
will come up a multifaceted humanism to which Muslims and non
Muslims will contribute and which hopefully one day Muslims and 
non-Muslims will be able to stand up and admire. 

I thank you for your presence and I ask you to continue to think 
about the issues that we have discussed and bring to bear upon them 
all your wisdom, your creativity, and your convictions. 


