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The working group on educational facili
ties emerged with two approaches: 1) The 
definition of a singular idealized concept 
of the Islamic university as a starting point 
for formulating and/or assessing real
world projects; and 2) Starting with the 
existing communities and their aspirations, 
and using these to define the parametres 
of a design process which would therefore 
be rooted in both experience and idea. 

Although an interesting effort to define 
the ideal construct was made, the second 
approach was the one deemed most appro
priate to the capabilities of the workshop. 

Islam and Society 

Islam, to Muslims, is more than a religion. 
It is an all-encompassing culture and a 
way of life. Islam defines a certain set of 
interrelationships between the members of 
a community; it is therefore an extremely 
powerful social force which interacts with 
local, regional, geographic and ethnic im
peratives and traditions to shape the char
acter and identity of a community. 

Islam and Architecture 

From this perception of Islam and society, 
two general points emerge. First, although 
Islam has a universal and all-pervasive 
essence, there is and has to be tremendous 
diversity in the socioeconomic and cultural 
expressions of Muslim societies. Hence, 
any search for a single set of universal 
criteria applicable from Morocco to Indo
nesia is bound to fail. Such a search will 
either yield a limited number of very 
general criteria devoid of operational con
tent, or will founder against the rock of 
geographic particularism. This point needs 
to be stressed. Classical architectural train
ing usually defines architectural "styles" 
by the presence of a certain homogeneous 
concrete expression. This approach brings 
a totally inadequate set of tools to the 
phenomenon of the "Islamicity" of build
ings. This is like bringing a yardstick to 
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measure the temperature of a room. There 
is nothing wrong with the yardstick per se; 
on the contrary, it is an extremely useful 
and essential tool, but no matter how 
precise it is, it is not the appropriate tool 
for measuring temperature. 

The second important point is that the 
essence of defining the architect's brief 
in a Muslim environment is the desired 
process of social interaction expected to 
take place in that building or group of 
buildings. This concern with people and 
community must precede concern for the 
programmatic definition of spaces and 
areas. 

Good Architecture: 
Muslim and non-Muslim 

Some of the most important characteristics 
of good design are universal-that is, they 
are shared equally between good Muslim 
and non-Muslim architecture. These in
clude such things as respect for the envi
ronment, integration with surroundings, ef
ficient functioning, cost-effectiveness, 
beauty, etc. There is no point in belabour
ing a sterile debate as to whether these 
features are Muslim or non~Muslim; let us 
turn instead to those additional features or 
criteria which are uniquely Muslim. These 
can sometimes be very few indeed. Some 
of them are fairly universal in the Muslim 
world, for instance those which cut across 
state and regional boundaries; others are 
more locally specific. Of the former, we 
may cite the respect for privacy and the 
nurturing of the sense of community. The 
respect for a human scale is another, albeit 
derivative, feature. 

Additional features must emanate from 
a careful assessment of the conditions 
and locale of the specific project under 
consideration. In order to define these 
project-specific criteria or features, the 
following sequential approach is suggested: 
1) Define the nature of the process that is 
to take place in the building(s); 2) Define 
the set of desired interpersonal (social) 
interactions implicit in, or at least con
sonant with, the process. These should re-

flect the aspirations and concerns of the 
ultimate users; 3) The scope of the proj
ect, its location and the target population 
should then be identified and policy issues 
raised if these call into question any of the 
fundamental questions raised in (1) and 
(2) above; 4) A conceptual framework for 
the building would emerge from this under
standing. Here questions of the appro
priate level of compactness/dispersal, 
high versus low-rise, density, etc. could 
be articulated; 5) The programming and 
design processes would then proceed nor
mally, with due care being given to balanc
ing efficiency and aesthetics. 

On Architectural Vocabulary 

In making any architectural statement, the 
designer calls upon a vocabulary drawn 
from his or her experience and from the 
tradition of the culture in which the design 
is being executed. A careful study of the 
architectural heritage of the Muslim 
peoples yields a rich harvest of powerful 
elements which lend themselves to 
modern use. 

We should, however, warn against exces
sive concern being devoted to the articula
tion of this vocabulary, lest it be miscon
strued as a prescriptive stifling orthodoxy 
of "the style." Architects should be 
encouraged to use the elements of such a 
vocabulary sparingly and with discrimi
nation; a powerful statement does not 
require the use of every word in every 
sentence. 

Educational Facilities 

Turning to educational facilities, the sug
gested approach can be applied with ease. 
For convenience, the workshop limited 
discussion to universities, although the 
process can be extended to other levels 
and types of educational institutions. 
There are four key elements to a univer
sity: student life, teacher life, student/ 
teacher interaction and relationship of the 



university community to the surrounding 
community. These four define the nature 
of the academic community and the 
pedagogic process to be housed in the 
proposed educational facilities. Judgments 
on other aspects of the project, such as 
the size of the campus, the locations of 
student and faculty housing, the com
pactness/dispersal of the units, density, 
etc., can be made more intelligently in 
light of these perceptions. 

In most cases, however, these thoughts are 
not clear in the minds of either decision 
makers or users. Sometimes the architect 
has to act as catalyst and even as in
terpreter, in order to help the sponsoring 
client (decision maker) and the ultimate 
users more clearly define their wishes and 
aspirations. This process sometimes 
reveals divergences of viewpoint that need 
to be reconciled before the work can 
proceed further. 

The importance of linking the university to 
the neighbouring community is dictated by 
a set of imperatives in the Muslim world 
today: 
1) In a poor world thirsting for knowledge 
and change, the university cannot be the 
refuge of the privileged. 
2) University communities are both cata
lysts for and the cutting edges of change in 
rapidly evolving societies. Thus they have 
a societal role to play beyond their purely 
educational functions. 
3) Universities in the Muslim world should 
seek to recapture the holistic vision of 
knowledge and skills which is prevalent 
today. Such a vision calls fOr a two-way 
communication with the real world sur
rounding the university. 
4) In lesser developed countries the univer
sities imply a substantial investment of 
national resources. They should serve 
broader segments of the community than 
that lucky stratum which has successfully 
completed twelve years of formal educa
tion and entered the ranks of university 
students. 

While the above may indicate a strong 
preference for locating universities within 
urban centres, we recognize that this is not 
always possible, even with the imaginative 
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reuse of old buildings in town. The avail
ability and/or cost of land are frequently 
insurmountable obstacles to the siting of a 
building. Yet it is important to underline 
that when economic costs are being as
sessed, they should be weighed against the 
social costs of physically separating the 
university from the community. 

Appropriate campuses for different sets of 
social interactions must have different spa
tial configurations. It is difficult to succeed 
in such a design task without a deep 
sympathetic understanding of the historical 
patterns characteristic of Muslim societies 
in the past, and of the conditions and 
aspirations of Muslim societies today. One 
element can be highlighted as an example: 
the role of the mosque. In most traditional 
Islamic universities the mosque was central 
to university life, with teaching frequently 
taking place within it. Today the mosque 
retains only its religious function; its social 
function has been taken over by new 
facilities physically divorced from it, which 
are variously referred to as "campus life 
centres," "student life centres," etc. Is 
this physical divorce of functions either 
necessary or desired? 

Toward Some Criteria 

Each project is unique, but one can still 
identify some general guidelines to help 
architects and clients define a pertinent 
brief and choose among competing design 
alternatives. High on the list will be those 
guidelines which are general in character 
and could be shared by good university 
designs in both Muslim and non-Muslim 
environments. Design efforts should be 
cost-conscious, based upon a very careful 
assessment of all the factors that affect the 
overall efficiency and cost effectiveness of 
a new university campus. Most prominent 
among these would be detailed review of 
the programme and a careful survey of the 
area requirements; control of balance 
areas to minimize the gross to net area 
ratio; ensuring the simplicity of the build
ings, thereby decreasing capital as well as 
operation and maintenance costs; careful 
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appraisal of the volumetric aspects of the 
building(s), a frequently overlooked factor 
which weighs heavily on the operation and 
maintenance costs; and review of utili
zation factors to make proper use of 
each square metre of space allocated for 
academic areas. 

Beyond these, it is clear that a campus 
should relate to and respect the physical 
environment, whether natural or man
made. It should also respect the tradi
tional architectural character, not demean 
it by a mindless replication of details. It 
should emphasize that the essential char
acter of university campus life revolves 
around interpersonal interaction at the 
pedestrian level. The perception of space 
should therefore be personal, protected 
and controlled. Spaces should also be 
designed to create personal comfort and 
convenience with minimum reliance on 
mechanical ventilation and cooling, in 
spite of the highly demanding climatic and 
physical environments which frequently 
characterize Muslim countries. 

Associated university functions should be 
clearly interrelated, and campus life 
should be enhanced by the proximity of 
student residences, faculty housing and 
academic areas. Such proximity would not 
only enrich the academic environment, but 
would also minimize personal travel, 
isolation and discomfort while emphasizing 
the concept of community. 

These design ideas immediately imply 
more compact university plans than those 
already developed for new campuses in 
Muslim countries. It would be possible to 
reflect compactness in a variety of ways, 
but Muslim campuses would be well 
served by emulating the organic and non
rectilinear character of most traditional 
Islamic urban environments. Many of the 
principles that guide the creation of the 
organic, human character of medieval 
Islamic urban environments-with their 
private and semi-private courtyards, clus
tered housing and meandering narrow 
streets-are being rediscovered and 
adopted. Such spatial articulations, as well 
as other features which act as passive 
environmental modifiers, are valuable 
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means of nurturing desirable social inter
action. They are increasingly recognized, 
valued and adopted in the West, as well as 
in the Muslim countries themselves. 

The dimension of time should not be over
looked. Designs for new campuses should 
reflect a quest for logical, phased develop
ment, a pattern that could ensure a 
properly functioning academic environ
ment prior to the full completion of the 
construction programme. The need for 
developing a campus life centre (whether 
integrated with the mosque or distinct 
from it) at an early stage, and tying 
academic and residential buildings to it, 
becomes self-evident. 

The question of time phasing raises two 
related issues. First, the concept of a 
master plan should not be interpreted in 
terms of a fixed "grand design." Such a 
vision would be totally inappropriate in 
the context of rapidly evolving conditions. 
What is optimal is a series of orches
trated action plans within the general 
course charted by the master plan, which 
remains an evolving, living document. 
Second, flexibility should be paramount in 
the minds of today's designers. The future 
is bound to dictate many new imperatives, 
whether technological, societal, organiza
tional or pedagogic. 

Among the societal imperatives which 
must be addressed is the changing role of 
women, and corresponding changes in the 
level and content of their participation in 
university life. These changes will have an 
impact on all aspects of university design, 
from campus location to student housing 
to academic facilities. 

New designs should also assess alternative 
building technologies which include the 
use of local resources, with a view to 
choosing the most suitable building system 
for each part of the university community. 
These appropriate technologies, when com
bined with relevant architectural designs 
that emphasize passive environmental mod
ifiers, should produce a more functional 
campus and more interesting architectural 
and urban design concepts and treatments 
which would also be economical to 
operate and maintain. 
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STUDENT LIFE 

Aspect 
Commitment to 

University 
Residence 
Size of Group 
Student-Student 

Interaction 
Student Organizations 

TEACHER LIFE 

Aspect 
Commitment to 

University 
Residence 
Numbers 
Teacher-Teacher 

Interaction 
Teacher Organization 
Exposure to Other 

Disciplines 

Old 
(Traditional 
Muslim?) 

Very strong 

On campus 
Small 
Very strong 

All-inclusive 
Affiliative 
Few layers 

Old 
(Traditional 
Muslim?) 

Complete 

On campus 
Few 
Rigid/ structured 

Tight within schools 
Minimal or 

not applicable 

STUDENT-TEACHER INTERACTION 
Old 

Aspect 
On Macro teaching level 
On Micro teaching level 
Pedagogic style 
Purpose of teaching 
Scope 
Specificity 
Frequency of contact 
Articulation in space 

(Traditional 
Muslim?) 

Customizing 
Hierarchical 
Apprentice/master 
Learning 
Personal included 
Specific pairing 
Frequent 

Continuous 
common spaces, 
multiple scale 

UNIVERSITY -COMMUNITY RELATIONS 

Aspect 
Proximity 
Physical linking 

elements 
Service to community 

Old 
(Traditional 
Muslim?) 

Often close 
The mosque 

Varies 

New 
(Western?) 

Weak (alternatives) 

On and off campus 
Very large 
Weak 

Exclusive 
Independent 
Many layers 

New 
(Western?) 

Partial 

Off campus 
Many 
Fluid or absent 

Loose 
Minimal (except in 

notable centres 
of excellence 

New 
(Western?) 

Assembiy line 
Presumed looser 
Formal norms/students 
Certification 
Seldom personal 
Fragmented 
Infrequent 
Organized, 

affiliation with 
space is lost 

New 
(Western?) 

Frequently out of town 
None 

Varies 

Desired 
? 

? 
? 
? 

? 
? 
? 

Desired 
? 

? 

? 
? 

? 
? 

Desired 
? 

? 
? 
? 

? 

? 

? 
? 

Desired 
? 

? 

? 

A comparison of old and new educational institutions in the Muslim world, in terms of 
various aspects of university life. It is the task of the architect to work with the client and 
the users to determine the "desired" aspects of individual educational complexes 



Conclusion 

In summary, design efforts for new cam
puses should carefully consider the five 
basic parametres of all university designs 
mentioned above: programme, balance 
areas, simplicity, volume and utilization. 
They should also address the choice of 
appropriate building technologies, opera
tion and maintenance costs, micro-climate 
and landscaping and the need to empha
size a desired pattern of campus life. This 
last can be achieved through careful at
tention to non-academic buildings, student 
and faculty housing and the interlinkages 
between these and academic areas. It is 
primarily this latter feature which contains 
the seeds for producing an environment 
that is true to the spirit of Islam. This 
demanding set of tasks will require a high 
level of responsible judgment by clients, 
architects and builders alike. Within this 
triad the architects have a pivotal role. 
They must reaffirm their role as catalysts, 
interpreters and articulators of the client's 
brief. They must heed their consciences 
and ensure that proper attention is given 
to the needs and aspirations of the com
munity they serve. Only then can the great 
potential of the architecture of Islam come 
to full flower in the Muslim societies of 
tomorrow. 
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