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Looking Ahead 

Workshop 1 

Islamic Culture, Modernity and Architecture 

Professor Arkoun focussed the discussion 
around three general points: What should 
be the spirit or philosophy of teaching in the 
schools of architecture? How should the 
curricula be reshaped in order to introduce 
these new ideas? Finally, how can this be 
implemented? 

Among the many new ideas and approaches 
presented regarding the spirit or philosophy 
of teaching in schools of architecture were 
the following salient ones: 

On the relationship between religion and 
Islamic culture: 

1) Some felt that it was indeed possible to 
speak of Islamic culture, without elaborating 
further on the concept. 

2) Others raised the question of the pro
blem of speaking of an Islamic culture in 
Egypt, for example, rather than an Egyptian 
culture which is shared by the Egyptian 
Christian community. 

3) Each cultural context must be examined 
individually, it was felt, and any concrete 
conclusions on the topic must be based on 
concrete cultural and historical situations 

On the relationship between faith and cul
ture: 

1) Faith appeared as a supreme reference to 
which there is no acceptable objection, and 
this creates a methodological and psycho
logical difficulty for further critical analysis. 

2) The question of what is sacred was also 
raised. Is it an eternal substance, or can it be 
submitted to what philosophers call change 
or historicity? 

On modernity, it was noted that many con
cepts have been used as empty bags in which 
one may put what one wants, needs or im
agines according to one's experience and 
culture. Relevant concepts are: tradition, 
traditional values, Islamic heritage, Islamic 
revolt, cultural roots, cultural identity and 
westernisation, and technology: new tech
nology, international technology, appro
priate technology, applied technology and 
human-oriented technology. 

For architects, modernity refers to the mod
ernist movement in architecture, regardless 
of the other levels of thought to which histo
rians of science and of ideas give greater 
consideration. This underlines the split be
tween architectural education and the gener
al history of thought This situation has not 
yet received a relevant solution in the curri
cula. 

On this point, no consensus was reached in 
the group. It was noted that there is a ten
sion between the need to discuss theoretical 
problems while, at the same time, there was 
a recognition of the pressing nature of the 



practical problems faced in schools of archi
tecture today. Some asked whether the 
search for practical solutions to practical 
problems should take priority over theore
tical discussions. Is it safe to adopt practical, 
immediate solutions outside an agreed 
theoretical endeavour to improve the effi
ciency of teaching and practising archi
tecture? 

On curriculum design and implementation, 
Professor Arkoun pointed out that the main 
problem to be addressed was how to provide 
young architectural students with a cultural 
awareness of what Islam represents in their 
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own society. It was generally agreed that a 
theological culture as seen, for example, 
through such disciplines as history, sociology 
or anthropology, could have a place in the 
curricula of schools of architecture, because 
there are now daily references made to reli
gion, God, Revelation, divine law, teachings 
of the Prophet, and so forth in all Muslim 
societies 

In relation to curriculum development there 
were comments concerning: 

1) The philosophical base should comple
ment the technical base. 

2) The issue ofteaching craft was raised. 
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Buildings, for example, can be seen as arti
facts and as tradition, but also as labora
tories of craft activities for the acquisition of 
knowledge in several fields. It was pointed 
out that a similar movement existed in the 
West, for example, with the Arts and Crafts 
Movement of William Morris, in the late 
nineteenth century. 

3) It was felt that there was a necessity to 
re-integrate and/or re-establish a link be
tween design theory and design practice and 
that this must be based on the actual modes 
of production in any particular environment. 



196 

The discussion was wide-ranging. It was 
hampered by a lack of a common voca
bulary and working concepts through which 
to carry out positive explorations. It became 
evident that even such apparently simple 
words as "religion", "culture", "tech
nology" , and even "Islamic tradition" were 
interpreted so differently that they became 
fragmented reflecting many different views 
as to their precise definition and connota
tions as conceptual tools of discourse. 

Finally, the discussion ended on a positive 
note. It was felt that had there been suffi
cient time, there could have been strong 
agreement on many of the complex issues 
outlined above. This points out, of course, 
the necessity to continue discussions of this 
nature. Until such concepts are worked out 
much more precisely, it will be difficult to 
make more concrete recommendations re
garding curriculum development and imple
mentation. Therefore it was proposed to 
recommend the establishment of some sort 
of association of architects and other intel
lectuals committed to following up the ideas 
and projects discussed in the seminar. 

An added comment from Professor Arkoun: 

The discussion carried out in the group 
could be considered as a model for free 
seminars which should take place within the 
schools of architecture. This could be con
sidered as a follow up of our Seminar and 
could be generalised as studio exercise in
cluded in the curricula, taking into account 
the new ideas, demands and needs for
mulated during the last ten years in several 
seminars organised by the AKAA. A net
work of relations amongst the schools of 
architecture in the Islamic world could be 
organised to exchange information and ex
periences which would improve the 
teaching. The proposals and initiatives aris
ing from these different seminars could con
tribute to promote a general trend favouring 
education in architecture which could be 
strengthened and applied throughout the 
Islamic world. Then, teaching, practising and 
research in the Islamic world could contri
bute positively to the evolution of contem
porary architecture and urbanism. We must 
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ask how to conceptualise today's social 
needs as well as what is needed in each 
society. 

Workshop 2 

Architecture and Art 

The workshop was lively, exciting, full of 
information and ideas. It would be quite 
impossible to summarise or to record all that 
was said in an open friendly, rarely very 
argumentative, discussion. On the whole, 
the workshop avoided very theoretical and 
abstract philosophical or aesthetic con
siderations and concentrated on the actual 
task of teaching. It was helped by the pre
sentation of student work from architecture 
schools in Tehran (Diba), Tunis (Djerbi), 
and Rome (Petruccioli) and by more infor
mal information on the situation in Rabat 
(Mouline), Hong Kong (Lye), Dacca 
(Mobashsher Ali), and Spain (Ramos 
Guerra). 

The results of the workshop can be summed 
up under two categories: 

General observations on the state of 
teaching (it being clear that our sample was 
hardly scientific, as the workshop had no 
representative from the three countries with 
the largest numbers of students), and issues 
for further discussion and thinking. 

General Observations 

1) The teaching staff in many institutions, 
themselves often quite new, tends to be 
young and energetic. Although usually 
trained abroad, at least in part, it is a staff 
which deliberately and vigorously leads stu
dents to examine and understand their own 
country. Methods for doing so vary, but the 
result is an awareness of one's surroundings 
which was almost absent ten years ago. 

2) Teachers of architecture face many pro
blems: a secondary education system which 
encourages passivity and, as a result, does 

not prepare students for the creative imagi
nation required in architecture schools; lack 
of flexibility and at times antagonism and 
misunderstanding on the part of the bureau
cracies of ministries; and, most importantly, 
a constant questioning of one's own objec
tives. But, as put by one participant, "inter
nal doubt is better than external certitude." 
Furthermore, as said by another participant, 
"you don't teach architecture, you learn it", 
as the student is already an architect in his 
own mind. 

3) The workshop identified three com
ponents in the teaching process: design; 
aspirations of society; and what was called 
the acknowledgement and perhaps the mak
ing of "myths", to the disagreement of some 
with respect to the word itself: that is, of the 
explicit or implicit operative dreams, ideals, 
visions, memories, monuments ofthe socie
ty or its appropriate segment. This last com
ponent was the central concern, and in
cluded in "myths" are history, ideology, 
identity, and at times, more fundamental 
cultural expression. 

4) We were reminded of the fact that very 
different futures await architecture students 
today. Any programme must bear in mind 
this variety of expected responsibilities as 
well as learn better the background of its 
students. 

Problems and Issues 

1) Much discussion was devoted to the web 
of feelings, emotions, and ideas encom
passed by the word "myth". The Steering 
Committee has more than once been con
fronted with it and it seems clear that a 
further elaboration of the concept and of 
whatever it is that it means would be a fruit
ful endeavour. Many of the queries under
lying both the notion of Art and the uses of 
history are part and parcel ofthe complex of 
myths which affect most Muslim cultures 
and influence their architecture. 

2) A second concept that emerged from our 
discussions was that of "appropriate criti
cism" of architecture. What is meant by this 
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is that the ways in which contemporary 
architecture in Islamic countries is discussed 
seemed to us to lack categories of judge
ment which are clear and generally under
stood. Often we think we know what we 
mean, but adjectives such as "mind
boggling" or "Fathy-esque" are not cate
gories of judgements, but merely para
phrases of emotions or immediate reactions. 
Part of the problem lies in architectural criti
cism in general, which, several speakers 
argued, has not reached the level of sophis
tication found in !iterary criticism. But 

appropriate criticism also means the identi
fication in Islamic history, as well as in con
temporary Muslim sensitivities, of terms, 
concepts, issues, and judgements through 
which an acceptable consensus of evaluation 
could be developed. 

3) A third point to have emerged, although 
perhaps not as fully expressed, was that re
gional, and in some cases clearly national, 
issues may well at this time have taken pre
cedence over pan-Islamic ones. This is not a 
new issue, but its full implications still need 
to be worked out. 

4) On a more concrete level, much dis
cussion took place around the ways in which 
proper expertise can be brought into studio 
teaching. It was agreed that design instruc
tors, who form the backbone of the training 
of architects, cannot be expected to act as 
historians, sociologists, philosophers, reli
gious leaders, psychologists, economists, or 
whatever else may be needed for a given 
project. In fact, it was argued by some that 
such expectations are quite harmful, be
cause they foster uniformed answers. Alter
native options were the availability of a staff 
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with needed competences (an expensive op
tion hardly likely to be approved by 
academic administrations), the use of other 
faculties (possible in some cases only, but 
also fraught with bureaucratic dangers), a 
programme of courses in appropriate fields 
(possible, but requires a staff attuned to the 
needs of architects), a programme of visiting 
lectures (runs the risk of being shunned by 
students and carries no follow-up). We did 
not come to an agreement on which would 
be the preferred solution, and in a way each 
institution will have to find its own best solu
tion. It is important to emphasise, however, 
that the problem is a real one which has to 
be resolved if the new training of architects 
is to achieve its expected results. In a deeper 
sense, the point here is that architects alone 
cannot resolve the complex problem of 
training the architects of the future. But, 
even though history is the main subject 
needed anywhere, it is not enough and much 
more thought must be given to what ancil
lary help is needed, at least for a while. 

5) Although perhaps biassed by the specific 
combination of its participants and noting 
once again the absence of participants from 
the largest countries and institutions, the 
workshop seemed to feel that the directions 
taken by the schools were the right ones and 
that the primary needs were in intellectual 
and pedagogical research more than in 
building up an infrastructure, in the 
development of people rather than things. 

Workshop 3 

Technology, Form and Culture 

The aspects discussed by the workshop with 
regard to technology and its implications for 
architecture education are briefly the fol
lowing: 

1) Technology seems to get second-rate 
treatment; it should not be taught as a ser
vice course. 

2) Students should be exposed to the full 
range oftechnologies available, including 
both the traditional and the modern. Design 
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oriented research can overcome the lack of 
information on traditional technology. 

3) Assessments of technology should be 
part of design courses. 

4) Students can learn by doing (model mak
ing and testing). In 60 per cent of architec
ture schools in Islamic countries some 40 per 
cent of the time is devoted to studios. The 
technology used relates to obsolete mate
rials or to materials that are not local. The 
gap between theory (classroom), design 
(studio) and experience can be bridged by 
using local craftsmen. 

5) Each locality/situation requires indivi
dual study. 

6) History/design/technology should be con
nected in order to teach students how form 
evolves. 

7) Special training courses for teachers of 
architecture should be provided. 

The workshop proposed the establishment 
of a pilot summer school in a selected insti
tution within a particular region. 

Teachers should be selected from the host 
school as well as other schools in the region. 
The content of the course should include the 
relationship of form and structure, how to 
teach it and ways of introducing such a 
course into existing administrative insti
tutions. 

Material for the course should be drawn 
from experience, both within and outside 
the region and should include both theory 
and practice. 

If the pilot programme were successful, it 
could be repeated in other institutions. 

Workshop 4 

Architecture and Society 

The workshop was concerned with the role 
the architect should and can play in society. 

It was stated that the architect is in fact only 
at the service of a small portion of society 
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and that many problems related to the built 
environment in its broad sense are generally 
not considered by the profession. 

The workshop agreed that the role of archi
tects can be broadly defined as one which 
calls for an active involvement in all aspects 
of everyday environment. It was regretted, 
however, that existing programmes in archi
tecture education are exclusively focussed 
on architectural design, and thus help to 
perpetuate a limited role for architects. 

In order to provide a differentiated set of 
skills for the future architect to meet diver
sified challenges, diversity and flexibility are 
called for in architectural education. This 
can be achieved through intervention at 
both institutional and curriculum levels. 

At the institutional level it is recommended 
to introduce the notion of diversity with 
each institution seeking excellence in re
search and training in certain specific areas, 
rather than having a rigid and compartmen
talised system in which all institutions in one 
country are reduced to imitating and repli-
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cating each other's activities. In a differentia
ted system the achievement of one institu
tion could be utilised by others through a 
system of networking, emphasising feedback 

At the curriculum level new courses should 
be introduced which provide training for stu
dents to be able to address particular needs 
of the societies and cultures in which they 
will be practising, including local economic 
and technological constraints. 

Amongst these are courses on measuring 
and interpreting social change and concom
mitant changing demands on space and 
forms which then would help the architect to 
view building activity as a process within a 
continuum. Also needed are courses focus
sing on community development and shelter 
provision, taking into consideration local 
technology, self-help, participation, local 
labour and financing through generating 
economic activity in the process Courses 
are needed to remedy the unfortunate lack 
of technological training of architects, whose 
input is essential to develop and utilise new 
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technologies particularly for local settle
ments It is proposed to introduce labora
tory training in building materials that are 
economically and climatically appropriate. 
Finally, in order for architects to be able to 
control and direct building activities in a 
coherent fashion, it is essential that they be 
trained in managerial skills 

While different programmes of architecture 
are proposed to develop particular strength 
in one of these areas, it is strongly felt that 
all training programmes include adequate 
consideration of architectural heritage and 
values. In this context architectural history is 
not to be treated in terms of aesthetics but in 
relation to social, economic and political 
conditions under which modes of operating 
such as conventions, decision making pro
cesses and responsibility are developed and 
disseminated. As in any branch of higher 
education, applied and theoretical research 
is essential in order to achieve these goals, 
and intellectual autonomy of higher educa
tion is essential for successful research. It is 
therefore proposed to establish research 
projects on the relation of society to archi
tecture and related design technology In 
this context cross-cultural research should 
be encouraged with the frameworks defined 
jointly by practising architects, teachers and 
social scientists working in Islamic countries. 
Cross-cultural and interregional components 
of such projects will best be achieved 
through regional workshops and pilot pro
jects. In order to disseminate the results to 
the profession as well as to schools and deci
sion makers it is proposed to establish a 
periodical on architecture, education and 
society in the Islamic world, reporting on the 
projects and their findings. The findings can 
be published in an international language in 
order to reach a maximum number of 
teachers. 


