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Introduction

The Changed and Changing Field of ‘Islamic Architecture’

Mohammad Gharipour and Daniel E. Coslett

 

 



The architecture –​ historic and contemporary –​ of the Islamic world has attracted increas-
ingly significant attention in non-​specialist circles during recent decades. Indeed, as 
the eyes of the world have focused on the Middle East and North Africa –​ whether in 

the aftermath of 9/​11, lured by stunning Persian Gulf  ‘starchitecture’, or amidst the excite-
ment of the so-​called ‘Arab Spring’ –​ questions regarding what constitutes Islamic identity 
and architecture have surfaced again and again. Many minds immediately turn to mosques in 
Mecca and medieval Egypt, and perhaps to Ottoman Turkey, but there is of course so much 
more. ‘Islamic architecture’ appears in the United States, Brazil, France, Australia, and else-
where far from the traditional epicentres of historic Islam. Depending on one’s definition, it 
includes both sacred and secular built environments, as well as those with long histories and 
those that may be brand new. Skyscrapers, hotels, schools, cultural centres, boulevards, and 
even whole cities might be considered ‘Islamic’ by today’s scholars and practitioners of design.

Since its establishment as a specialist field by art historians in nineteenth-​century Europe, 
Islamic art (and architecture) has captured the attention of visual and cultural historians, urb-
anists, designers, preservationists, tourism professionals, and others. Initially deeply satur-
ated with dominant orientalist and colonialist perspectives, the field has changed quite a bit 
as it has become more inclusive, diverse, and geographically diffused.1 Indeed, many scholars 
have wrestled with the meaning of ‘Islamic architecture’, acknowledging the inadequacy of 
traditional conceptions that –​ despite significant changes –​ remain tied to orientalist notions 
of ‘the other’ and fail to capture the diversity of Islamic contexts in our increasingly intercon-
nected world.2 When considering the critical areas of authenticity, identity, symbolism, style, 
agency, and function, one is struck by the field’s breadth, potential flexibility, complexity, 
and relevance, both in assessing its past and plotting its future as a living, changing arena. 
Adding to the dynamism of architecture and the global Islamic context today is the move-
ment toward historiographic critique on the part of scholars who define the field and educate 
future researchers, teachers, and designers. Calls for revisions to global histories, along with 
increased awareness of the entangled nature of the postcolonial world, further complicate 
assumptions about a field that was once envisioned quite narrowly as exclusively medieval, 
sacred, and Middle Eastern.3
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Defining ‘Islamic Architecture’

While some readers may be expertly acquainted with Islamic art and architecture, many will 
be unsure of the field’s nature, likely recognizing some imprecision in the meaning of ‘Islamic 
architecture’. What constitutes ‘Islamic’ built environments? From where and what time do 
they come? Are they exclusively sacred? These remain in many ways open questions and most 
attempts to define the terminology related to the field still end up retaining some degree of 
ambiguity or flexibility. Indeed, as Nasser Rabbat has noted, the idea that ‘Islamic architec-
ture’ is the ‘formal expression of Islam’ –​ despite the absence of a consensus on what that really 
means and a durable denial of Islam’s heterogeneity –​ remains ‘the background of every major 
debate within the field, or in the larger discipline of art history as it tries to accommodate its 
structure and epistemological contours to the age of postcolonial criticism and globalization’.4 
While traditional interpretations of the field have been seriously challenged since the publica-
tion of Edward Said’s seminal Orientalism in 1978, the legacies of orientalism, periodization 
based on ruling dynasties, and longstanding emphases on religion have remained inexorable 
and some regions are still often overlooked.5 In the words of Sheila Blair and Jonathan Bloom, 
‘Islamic architecture’ persists as an ‘unwieldy field’ encompassing ‘much, if not most, of the art 
produced over fourteen centuries in the “Islamic lands”.’6 Hasan-Uddin ​Khan, mindful of geo-
graphic and temporal limitations and assumptions carried by the ‘Islamic’ label when referring 
to the culture and religion of Muslims, considers ‘Islam as a civilization, encompassing the 
secular and the religious’, and thus prefers the term ‘arts of Islam’ in an effort to be as inclusive 
as possible.7 In search of a fully decolonized art history, Wendy Shaw urges scholars to think 
beyond the enduring Hegelian structure of art history that views objects through the lenses of 
construction and content, and to consider sensorial experience in what she calls ‘perceptual 
culture’ while prioritizing ‘reception over production’.8

As we have done in our capacities as editorial team members at the International Journal of 
Islamic Architecture (IJIA), in this volume we aim to expand readers’ ideas about built envir-
onments in the Islamic world by inviting them to go beyond the conventional boundaries of 
‘Islamic’ architecture and by exploring architecture through an interdisciplinary lens in relation 
to a wide range of factors (e.g., social and cultural histories, geography, politics, aesthetics, tech-
nology, and conservation). Using this transdisciplinary framework reveals new perspectives 
within the field and acknowledges and engages experts from disciplines outside of architec-
ture, thereby expanding understandings of Islamic architecture today. It also encourages new 
ways of thinking about lived and experienced spaces rather than museumified objects in isola-
tion. As noted above, this work has been going on for some time. The volume thus reflects and 
extends some of the ‘new approaches, greater crossdisciplinarity, and an increasingly sophis-
ticated engagement with theory and criticism [that] are repositioning Islamic architecture in 
a more reflective place’, described by Rabbat, despite growing political and social hostility to 
Islam in some parts of the world.9

This emphasis on transdisciplinary collaborations has led to some interesting outcomes, 
as can be seen in the pages of IJIA, where we have worked with contributors from diverse 
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academic disciplines, including art history, urban planning, landscape design, sociology, 
anthropology, and archaeology. These partnerships can be challenging, since disciplinary bar-
riers can make us sensitive to criticism and resistant to alternative viewpoints on the subjects 
we study, but they have produced some refreshingly original essays. We admire and appreciate 
the bravery of scholars who welcome such opportunities, sharing their expertise and know-
ledge while tearing down disciplinary barriers. Many of the authors here have undertaken 
this type of inspiring work in IJIA and elsewhere. Indeed, this collection, in its totality, may 
be read as an endorsement for even ​more collaborative transdisciplinary research, teaching, 
publication, and design work.

Ultimately, we therefore advance a comprehensive definition of ‘Islamic architecture’ that 
embraces different historical and contemporary contexts, geographies, scales, functions, and 
meanings. It recognizes the inseparable nature of the secular and sacred and the significance of 
experience and perception in studying, understanding, and designing built environments within 
the Islamic world and beyond. Like the world it describes, the term’s definition is changing.

Re-​envisioning the Field

Reconceptualizing terminology is of course but one step. In order to change –​ to expand, diver-
sify, globalize, decolonize –​ one must first know (what one can) of the existing field. The future 
of Islamic architecture should be transdisciplinary, inclusive, responsive to contemporary 
events, historically cognizant, and future-​oriented. Significant progress has been made, but 
there is ample room to expand and diversify the field.

Any paradigm shift would require bold collaborations and stepping outside academic and 
intellectual comfort zones. We need to redefine the notion of research and scholarship, to 
go beyond our conventions, admit and appreciate diversity in scholarship, and to encourage 
critical thinking by engaging new platforms and venues. This may be quite challenging in a 
strained academic world dealing with budgetary restrictions and driven by tenure criteria that 
afford insufficient value to publishing in newspapers, magazines, and encyclopaedias, and 
for documenting endangered sites, conducting creative pedagogical projects, and promoting 
innovative study-​abroad programs. It is obvious that we need to become more entrepreneurial 
and inclusive in order to maintain our position as contributors to important scholarship and 
critical thinking. While expertise remains vitally important, there is so much to learn from 
scholars in other fields and with different backgrounds and experiences. Our biggest achieve-
ment –​ the research framework within which we operate –​ has been shaped throughout decades 
and even centuries; however, longstanding practices and systems of inquiry become substan-
tial liabilities when they impose limitations on creative thinking and the productive use of 
holistic and global approaches.

The relegation of Islamic architecture to the past –​ the denial of its contemporaneity –​ is 
merely one such limitation. Related to this historicizing tendency is the separation of architec-
tural history/​theory and the practice/​experience of architecture in the Islamic world today.10 
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How can architectural research inform and educate the professional audience across the Islamic 
world while raising consciousness about creativity, good design, global vision, and meaningful 
preservation in the Islamic world and beyond? How might the consideration of contemporary 
design processes help historians better understand the past, and vice versa? Much of the archi-
tecture in the Islamic world is indeed a living, changing practice that is deeply rooted in his-
tory. Whether architects today embrace or reject that past (or some understanding thereof), it 
remains relevant. ‘Local versus learned’ knowledge matters.11 An emphasis on the importance 
of transhistorical connections –​ architectural, material, spiritual, experiential, or otherwise –​ 
might open new avenues for creativity and deeper understandings of today’s built environ-
ments, both historic and new.

This Volume

Here we present a selection of short critical reflections on the field of Islamic architecture by 
scholars and practitioners, many of whom have helped define its contours over the past several 
decades. Many of the essays contained in this volume first appeared in IJIA’s tenth anniversary 
issue, the theme of which was ‘“Islamic Architecture”: Reflections on the Field’.12 Several others 
included here are revised versions of thematic commentaries previously published in IJIA. 
The remainder have been commissioned specifically for this volume, drafted to fill gaps and 
further explore certain critical areas. This collected set of commentaries ultimately explores 
issues of pressing scholarly and professional concern for the wider field of Islamic architec-
tural studies, including the related arenas of art, architectural history, design, urbanism, pres-
ervation or conservation, historiography, and education. The volume reviews past efforts and 
responds to new trends and innovations in both scholarship and practice. It explores changing 
methodologies, identifies new challenges, introduces creative approaches to old questions, 
asks new questions, and addresses contemporary issues and on-​going controversies relevant 
to the field and, arguably, to the broader public as well.

The volume’s 30 essays are grouped into nine sections that cover the realm of architecture in 
the Islamic world, from its study and publication to its preservation, creation, and use. These 
are not mutually exclusive categories and inevitably some degree of overlap exists between 
them. While some essays are more specifically place-​ or context-​focused, their insights offer 
avenues for the exploration of other related areas and issues, leaving the reader to explore con-
nections through comparison and extension. Authors have written their chapters in a manner 
intended to be accessible to both specialist and student alike.

Contributors address research and scholarship in the first section, exploring the nature 
of Islamic architecture as a changing intellectual field of inquiry. The next section, on scope 
and scale, includes essays that advocate for the expansion of that field through the consider-
ation of both overlooked spaces and geographies. The writing of architectural histories on this 
material is considered in the following section on historiography and context. Authors then 
consider the state of fieldwork, archives, and documentation in today’s complicated world 
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wherein conflict and technology can bring challenging instability. Education and pedagogy 
are the themes for the next section. There authors consider both classrooms and museum 
galleries as spaces of learning for students and members of the public, for whom some of 
the scholarly developments in recent decades may be less known. Museums and written 
works are considered next in a section on curation and publication that explores how visitors 
and readers interact with information and visuals. Authors then explore neo-​liberalism and 
preservation in a section on globalization and change in Islamic cities and at tourism sites. 
Demonstrating that architecture provides a setting for activity and is a vector of agency rather 
than just an object to be studied, authors in the subsequent section on experience and use 
address heritage management and displacement. Finally, chapters on professional practice 
consider the wider field of design today, and close attention is paid to the personal experi-
ences and identity of architects.

No single volume can capture the full complexity of the field, nor can one answer all the 
existing questions regarding its past and future. However, this one does consider much of the 
current state of affairs in terms of research, publication, teaching, and design across the wider 
Islamic world. The assembled collection thus indexes the field of Islamic architecture and 
offers suggestions from scholars –​ established and emerging –​ on where it might be headed, 
highlighting the messiness and widening inclusivity of a once-​narrow field. Rather than a 
definitive conclusion, it is therefore both a snapshot and an invitation for continued dialogue 
and expansive thinking.

Notes

	1	 Orientalism remains influential in the field of architectural history. See, for example, Nasser 
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ture as a Field of Historical Inquiry’, Architectural Design 74.6 (2004): 18–​23; Finbarr Barry 
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(London: Routledge, 2007), 31–​53; Nasser Rabbat, ‘What Is Islamic Architecture Anyway?’, 
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Nostrand Reinhold, 1994), 127–​46. Several chapters in the present volume include more sub-
stantial literature reviews that detail the wider development of scholarship on Islamic art and 
architecture.

	3	 Vikramaditya Prakash, ‘The “Islamic” from a Global Historiographical Perspective’, Inter-
national Journal of Islamic Architecture 6.1 (2017): 17–​24.

	4	 Rabbat, ‘What Is Islamic Architecture Anyway?’, 2.
	5	 Ibid., 12; Rabbat, ‘Islamic Architecture as a Field’, 19–​21; Shaw, What Is ‘Islamic’ Art?, 3–​20. 

The latest edition of Robert Hillenbrand, Islamic Art and Architecture (London: Thames and 
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	6	 Blair and Bloom, ‘The Mirage’, 152.
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Islam’, International Journal of Islamic Architecture 1.1 (2012): 6.
	8	 Shaw, What Is ‘Islamic’ Art?, 27.
	9	 Nasser Rabbat, ‘Continuity and Rupture in Islamic Architecture’, International Journal of Islamic 

Architecture 10.1 (2021): 47.
	10	 This assumption rests on the notions that ‘Islamic architecture’ is exclusively religious in nature 

and therefore incompatible with today’s allegedly secular society. Both premises are faulty.
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