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I N T R O D U C T I O N  

208 Behind the Award Ceremonies lies a major effort at identification, documentation, 

analysis, and evaluation of a large number of projects, of which only a select few 

make it to the pinnacle of receiving an award. But beyond this vast enterprise, the 

Award staff and Steering Committee, under the guidance of His Highness the Aga 

Khan, undertake an ongoing search for excellence, and continue probing into a 

series of important issues that confront the Muslim world and its built environment. 

Their tools for so doing include small gatherings of specialists, referred to as Think 

Tanlis for their free wheeling and far reaching debates, regional seminars that are 

more focused and structured in their approach and that deal with problems of 

immediate interest to a large community within a sub-region of the Muslim world, 

international seminars where luminaries from all over the world are brought to discuss 

themes of major interest, research papers that report upon faraway, misunderstood or 

little known parts of the Muslim world, as well as think pieces dealing with philo

sophical or technical issues of relevance to this ongoing search for a more meaning

ful architectural response to the needs of the built environment of the Muslim 

world. In this section, a sample of some of these activities will be reviewed. For 

purposes of clarity, the selections are grouped under four broad headings: 

Conceptual Foundations. As was explained in Part One of this Book, the third cycle 

witnessed a renewed effort at probing the intellectual foundations of the Award's 

work. This enterprise involved two parallel streams of research and thinking: Firstly, 

philosophical issues related to Islam and the Muslim societies and their built envi

ronment; and secondly, the nature of the design process. 

Cultural Continuity. An abiding concern of the Award, this set of issues is ad

dressed both in terms of historical issues and in terms of active involvement in 

historic conservation efforts. 

Social and Institutional Issues. No building activity takes place in a vacuum. The 

social context of architecture and the institutional framework within which deci

sions are made are fundamental dimensions of understanding the end result of the 

built form. 

Contemporary Architectural Expression. So many of the Award's activities touch 

upon this that selections are difficult to make but key components of regionalism, 

building technology, and the cultural expression of particular Muslim communities 

are all represented here. 

The extracts from this rich source of materials have been grouped under the main 

themes identified above. They represent only a very small part of the activities of 

the Award, but like the proverbial "tip of the iceberg", they indicate to the inter

ested and the perceptive, the nature and extent of the remaining materials. 



CONCEPTUAL FOUNDATIONS 

P H I L O S O P H I C A L  I S S U E S  O N  I S L A M  A N D  B U I L D I N G  

That everything changes is a truism. And yet, there are elements that are fixed and 

eternal, that help us, like compass points in the wilderness, to find our way and to 

remain true to our identity. Professor Arkoun addresses that question in his "Muslim 

Character: The Essential and the Changeable," an extract from his address to the 

Cairo seminar of November 1984-

In another extract from the same conference, Ismail Serageld in underscores the 

links between Islamic artistic and societal expression and that of contemporary 

Christian and Judaic communities, highlighting the similarities that point to a very 

cosmopolitan character in what we have come to consider the peak of medieval 

Islamic culture in Cairo. 

But for those who would go back to the fundamental sources of Islamic doctrine 

with a view to define guidelines for action in the domain of architecture the task has 

been ardous. 

Where are the sources of Muslim inspiration, and what does authentic Islam tell 

Muslims as to their built environment? Are there prescriptions in the Quran, the 

Sunna, or the early examples of the 'companions' that distinguish the original 

concerns of Islam as a system of values and ethics, from Islam as a culture practiced 

by Muslim societies whose manifestations of pomp and grandeur may well contrast 

with the simplicity, humility, and the directness that characterised the early Muslim 

eras? This has been one of the questions that has concerned a large number of 

Muslims practicing architecture, as well as those who practice architecture in the 

Muslim world. Clearly, there are no easy answers to these questions but, in a separate 

report for the Steering Committee, Ismail Serageld in has tried to address that 

question in looking at "Faith and the Environment" and reflecting on the built 

environment of Muslims. That unpublished report is reproduced in full here. 



Muslim Character: The Essential and the Changeable 

Mohammed Arkoun 

Rarely do we have enough time to deal with an aspect which is really essential to us 

in the framework of the Aga Khan Award for Architecture. Everything that has 

been said up to now, everything that we do in this great enterprise, is underlined by 

many problems related to what I call the Muslim character, to what is essential and 

what is changeable in the Muslim character. 

How shall we approach this problem of the essential and the changeable in the 

context of the problems of urbanism and architecture? I shall put it first in an 

ontological way which is the approach given by the Quran itself, and then I shall 

consider it from an historical perspective. 

The ontological way taught by the Quran could be summarised by one verse: 

"All that is on the earth will perish, and only that will survive which is under the 

care of the Lord, Majesty and Magnificence" (LV, 27-28). 

We have in this verse two important words: fana and baqa. Fana is the annihi

lation of all existing beings on earth; and baqa means duration, eternity which 

applies to God. This is a way of looking at our existence, in a specifically religious 

way. We can say that baqa, the permanent and unchangeable, the essential, repre

sents the way in which man viewed his existence, and all that he produced during 

his existence, through a vertical look at the transcendence of God. 

What we call modernity...brings a historical way of looking at our problems 

which is a rupture with the ontological framework in which civilisations have 

developed according to the teaching of the revelation as they received it from the 

Bible, the Gospels, and of course, the Quran. 

This change is fundamental. The problem for us is to face this rupture which is 

imposed on us from outside Islamic history. How do we face this rupture in terms of 

our own thinking? Do we face it with rich and original munazarat like the Muslim 

thinkers when they had to face, as we do today, modernity coming from the West? 

They had to face the philosophical thought coming from classical Greece which had 

nothing to do with the ontological framework of the revelation. Muslim thinkers 

faced this intellectually. But what do we do in our Muslim thinking and social 

behaviour today? 

This is the main problem we are trying to discuss within the Steering Committee 

which is a very original gathering of specialists in history, sociology, architecture 

and urbanism. We try to develop a new vocabulary to approach the wide divergence 

between two frameworks of thinking. We find that we do not have an adequate 

vocabulary to express the problems of today. We try within the Steering Committee 

to provide these new ways of thinking and research and a new vocabulary. This is 

the original enterprise of the Aga Khan Award for Architecture, because we do not 

have this approach at all in the university, where we have a special academic 

approach to problems. 

I would like to give you two examples to illustrate this rupture inside ourselves, 

* Extract from Proceedings of The Expanding Metropolis: Coping with the Urban Growth of Cairo, 
Seminar Nine in the series - Architectural Transformations in the Islamic World, Cairo, Eygpt, 
Nov 11-15, 1984. Published by Concept Media for The Aga Khan Award for Architecture, 
Singapore, 1985, pp 233 - 236. 



inside our traditions in Islamic thought; between the intellectual and the spiritual 

outlook on the one hand and the ideological outlook on the other. Take for example 

Gamaliya, a place which is exceptionally well preserved. The people of Cairo, love 

it; they want to live there; they are attached to it. 

Why is there such a continuity in such a place, in such a quarter, in a Muslim 

town? I think that here we can touch upon one aspect of what could he considered 

as essential in our tradition. The essential here is the ethical force of Islamic 

tradition developed throughout history, especially in al-Azhar. There are leading 

Muslim figures symbolising religious values and attitudes, transmitting it to average 

people through schools, mosques, festivals, daily language, social institutions and 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  A l l  t h i s  h a s  c r e a t e d  a  t y p i c a l  I s l a m i c  e t h o s  w h i c h  e x p l a i n s  t h e  p a r t i c u -  2 1 1  

lar attitude and sensibility we find in Cairo and in Egypt more than anywhere else. 

We are all struck by the dignity of Egyptians: even when they are very poor 

economically, they are so rich ethically. We do not find in Cairo the same violence 

that we find in other so-called very advanced cities. 

Why is this? Because this ethos, this Islamic ethos exists here in Cairo. There is 

something essential which is linked to the environment, to the special design 

preserved in Cairo. We must pay attention to this through thinking that takes into 

account the special framework symbolising the whole existence of man with his 

built environment. 

Today we do not adequately understand this richness of symbolism of Islamic 

thought as it has been developed and as we find it exceptionally preserved in such 

places. That is why I insist always on a framework for our thinking when we deal 

with designing, with planning and urbanism, because we are totally confused about 

this concept of symbol and symbolism. We, more often, use two other concepts: 

those of signs and signals. The former is essential to our thinking, since a place such 

as Gamaliya is becoming one of signs or even of signals more than of symbols. The 

whole framework of the city is destroyed but this place has tried to preserve the 

symbolic expressions taught by Islamic traditions. We do not pay enough attention 

to this rupture between the symbolic and the ideological expression of existence; the 

latter is now becoming more and more powerful, even among the intellectuals 

The second example I would like to give you is two sentences we have heard and 

which we repeat very often. We have heard that Heliopolis has no Islamic character, 

and that it is a colonial creation. These two propositions are correct. But if we use 

these two sentences only and stop at that, then we are clearly looking at problems 

through an ideological framework, because the concept of colonialism is linked to 

our ideology of having to fight against colonialism. But today we have to consider 

the problem of Heliopolis within the context of the time in which it was created. 

We should not forget architectural and urban problems associated with Heliopolis 

just because we happen to think first of denouncing and rejecting the colonial aspect 

of the place. This is then one of the ways of distinguishing between the ideological 

approach on the one hand, and the technical, historical, symbolic approach to any 

city on the other hand. 

As for the second proposition that Heliopolis has no Islamic character, it is true, 

but who knows, who can give us the definition today of an Islamic character? Do all 

the buildings in Cairo and other Muslim cities today, or Muslim cities themselves 

have an Islamic character? How does onè define it? 

When we start asking such questions, we reveal a set of problems which have not 

yet been previously raised, either in Islamic thought as such, or in the ways of 

thinking about Islam encountered in architectural conferences and seminars. We 

must underscore the fact that architects are trained as professionals in special 

programmes. We see over and over again that architects cannot speak: they cannot 

give any explanations without slides. I do not mean to criticise them but they need 

slides to point out problems. 
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Tilework, Tomb of Shah Rukn-i-

'Alam, Multan, Pakistan. 

Historians, philosophers, linguists, semioticians do not need slides; they speak 

with words; with concepts. Concepts have very, very precise contexts; they are 

instruments of thought. Here we have a problem of communication between archi

tects and other specialists. I have experienced this problem as an historian. We 

cannot speak about any culture without a precise definition of what a myth and 

what a symbol are. 

Many books are written about myths and symbols. We have not yet found an 

operational definition of these two concepts in spite of the fact that these concepts 

are keys to enter into any analysis of architectural, urban, artistic or historical 

problems. This is one of the greatest difficulties we face in trying to create the new 

space which we need in order to approach the problems raised with intellectual 

responsibility. These problems have been raised in connection with the architec

tural approach to the city of today, and I would even say in connection with the 

civilisation of today. 

Islamic thought is cut-off from two dimensions which it is absolutely essential to 

restore and to revitalise. We are speaking of revitalising Gamaliya. We are speaking 

of rehabilitation of monuments. But we must first rehabilitate our tradition of 

thinking. We are cut-off from our tradition of thinking as it was established by 

Muslim thinkers in the classical age of Islam. One can go to all our universities and 

look at the programmes of teaching philosophy, theology, or Islamic thought. One 

will find them weak and irrelevant to the new ways of thinking which we need. 

It is also a problem of historical research. We have not yet acquired historical 

knowledge of all the dimensions of thinking developed in the classical ages in what 

we call the turath, the legacy of Islamic thought. 

The other point is that our Islamic ways of thinking developed today are much 

more under pressure from economic, political and social problems and are hence 

ideologically oriented. Islamic thought has not yet benefited enough from all the 

new trends of research that have appeared in these new sciences developed in the 

West. We must master all the methodologies developed in human and social 

sciences and think how it is relevant to apply them tò make our Islamic thinking 

today operative. We must define problems correctly and analyse all the difficulties, 

such as the megalopolis and its related problems of demography and economy. 

This problem of demography also has an impact on our way of thinking, in that 

it reinforces the pressure of ideology on Islamic thought. This is not conducive to 

the open way of scientific intellectual thinking. Today 50 per cent of our Muslim 

population are younger than 20 years of age. This young population has been 

brought up in an ideological atmosphere, created by political discourse and its well-

known redundant slogans. They are not in touch with Islamic thinking in its 

tradition. The gap between classical Islamic thought, the present ideological thought 

and scientific thought has been increasing, especially since the 1970's, because 

political pressures are becoming stronger with the new regimes. Under these re

gimes, everything is controlled by the state, and the leaders are more oriented 

toward secularism than religious culture. At the same time, they claim to protect 

Islam and to restore its cultural and spiritual heritage. Intellectuals who could help 

to clarify this complex situation are very few in number, marginal in society and 

looked upon suspiciously by the ruling elites. 

How can a new architecture linked to a new way of thinking and to culture 

appear in these conditions? 


