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Extended Abstract

This article argues that the analogy between architecture and language, fun-
damental in Western architectural theory, has unique implications in Islamic
thought. By comparing the Western and Islamic approaches to the duality of
“word/form” and “meaning,” this study highlights how Islamic wisdom—par-
ticularly the science of rhetoric—can inform a dynamic, meaningful foundation
for Islamic architecture.

The Evolution of the Analogy of Language and Architecture in Western
Thought:

The analogy of architecture and language in the West has historical roots. Vit-
ruvius considered architecture to be related to language and interpreted it as
an attempt to restore natural harmony after the fall of man. In the pre-modern
era, this analogy was formed under the concept of “rhetoric”; architecture, like
oratory, was obliged to “express” and was evaluated based on the principles of
eloquence. The Renaissance, with the concept of “decorum” (the appropriate-
ness of form and meaning), took this idea to its peak and laid the foundations
of classicism. However, this view remained limited to the more dramatic and
structural aspects, reducing architecture to a tool for displaying social status.

Modernism transformed this approach. Architects such as Gropius and Sulli-
van, with the slogan “form follows function,” sought a universal and rational
language based on technology and functionalism. Decoration was considered
superfluous, and simplicity of form became an absolute value. This perspective
aligned with modern linguistic philosophy, particularly Wittgenstein’s picture
theory, which viewed language as mirroring the world’s logical structure. Inter-
national architecture thus favored standardized spaces and engineering over
artistic expression.
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Postmodernism arises as a critique of modernism’s pursuit of uniform, “univer-
sal” truths through functionalism. Rather than treating architecture as a purely
technical solution, postmodernism insists that form and meaning are insepara-
ble: buildings operate like sign systems whose references depend on context.
Drawing on structuralism and semiotics, it reads architectural features as pro-
ducing meaning through codes and relationships, not fixed essence.

Philosophically, this aligns with the idea that language shapes what can be mean-
ingfully said or experienced—so meaning is not simply “labeled” but emerges
from lived context (with affinities to Heidegger and later Wittgenstein). The re-
sult is an architectural stance toward pluralism, complexity, contradiction, and
ultimately polysemy—openness to multiple, competing interpretations rather
than one authoritative message.

The Place of Language, Form, and Meaning in Islamic Wisdom

Conversely, Islamic thought stems from a distinct worldview. In Islamic philos-
ophy, the world has levels of existence (lahut, malakut, and nasut). The ma-
terial world (nasut) is the manifestation and sign (ayah) of truths that exist in
higher worlds (malakut). Accordingly, meaning is something that already exists
and must be “discovered,” not “produced.” The “spirit of meaning” theory, ad-
vanced by thinkers such as al-Ghazali, Mulla Sadra, and Allameh Tabatabaei,
states that words are meant to represent the spirit and truth, and their ap-
plication to tangible matters is figurative. This view justifies the use of simile,
interpretation, and metaphor to move from the tangible to the intelligible. This
worldview is also reflected in Islamic architecture. In this view, form (zahir) is
a container for the manifestation of meaning (batin), and meaning transcends
form, but it is form that makes meaning communicable. Islamic art is often de-
fined in terms of a “descending course” of existence (from unity to plurality),
in which the artist, like a mirror, reflects the eternal beauty and truth. This ap-
proach leads to the repetition of traditional forms and patterns, believing these
forms authentically reflect Islamic principles.

However, this approach faces challenges in responding to the needs of con-
temporary architecture. In contrast, an “ascending course” of existence (from
plurality to unity) can also be emphasized, in which the role of the artist’s will
and creativity in transforming the environment to return to the original is high-
lighted. Drawing on lbn Arabi and Mulla Sadra, architects can create dynamic
and authentic Islamic architecture by employing existing materials and forms to
manifest transcendent meanings relevant to their context.

Discussion and Conclusion: The Need to Revive Islamic Rhetoric in Architec-
ture

This essay applies “language” as a broad philosophical framework to compare
the intellectual foundations of Islamic architecture with the Western modes of
thought that have shaped Western (and Westernized) architectural traditions.
Studying each tradition independently, it demonstrates a close theoretical and
practical correspondence between Western approaches to language and their
architectural manifestations.
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The Western tradition established an analogy between architecture and lan-
guage by using rhetoric to create an aesthetic foundation for architectural de-
sign. Within this framework, the treatment of meaning followed the rhetorical
concept of decorum—understood as the appropriateness or fitness of form to
purpose and meaning—and its ensuing adoption by architectural theorists.
However, rather than developing as a symbolic or meaning-centered enterprise,
this linguistic analogy gradually reduced architecture to a form of eloquence
aimed primarily at expressing status, propriety, and social order. In this respect,
architecture came to mirror the Western rhetorical tradition itself, which was
likewise narrowed to a primarily persuasive function.

A parallel debate can be found in Islamic thought—especially around language,
meaning, and their bearing on Islamic architecture. However, this link is much
less visible in the actual practice of contemporary architecture in the Islam-
ic world. In Western discourse, the architecture—language analogy has been
clearly developed and long reflected in built work, but a comparable framework
is harder to locate in scholarship or interpretation of traditional Islamic archi-
tecture. The situation becomes even more uncertain when trying to apply this
relationship to “contemporary Islamic architecture,” which often follows mod-
ern or postmodern design paradigms rather than a distinctly language-based
tradition.

The key argument is that many contemporary architectural works in the Islamic
world merely apply Islamic forms superficially but are underpinned by Western
concepts of form, meaning, and representation. Consequently, these works fall
short of being genuinely Islamic if “Islamic” is not defined by essential intellec-
tual and spiritual principles, and only by the apparent forms. Authentic Islamic
architecture must be rooted in rhetorical and conceptual foundations intrinsic
to Islamic culture to produce works that convey meaning and identity while
meeting contemporary needs.

This article, therefore, argues that much of contemporary architecture in the
Islamic world has distanced itself from its philosophical and intellectual roots
by imitating Western architectural styles without a critical engagement with
their underlying theoretical premises. To create architecture that is simultane-
ously “Islamic” and responsive to contemporary realities, it is necessary to re-
turn to the foundational principles of Islamic wisdom. The proposed approach
is the revival of the analogy between architecture and rhetoric, grounded in
the rhetorical theories articulated by Muslim thinkers—most notably ‘Abd al-
Qahir al-Jurjani. Jurjani’s theory emphasizes the centrality of artistic intention,
cultural context, and the intelligent and meaningful composition of elements
in the production of meaning. Drawing inspiration from this perspective can
contribute to the formation of a renewed architectural language—one capa-
ble of preserving identity and spiritual depth while engaging dynamically with
changing conditions—thereby achieving a meaningful unity between authen-
ticity, identity, and dynamism.
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1. Introduction

Language has been one of the most important fields of philosophy relating to
the existence and life of man on earth, which encompasses the most critical
philosophical subjects and questions of history. It has also been one of the main
grounds for developing architectural theories in the west; while being less di-
rectly mentioned in Islamic architecture theories.

Facing development and trying to keep up with the evolving world on one side,
and tending to stand with their national identity and its cultural and religious
values on the other, Muslim governments and societies have stood in serious
decision-making situations.

This essay has focused on the nexus of three concepts of architecture, language,
and meaning with a comparative study of the western and Islamic thoughts on
these issues. The purpose was to create a novel yet authentic ground for future
architectural and urban developmental decisions in Muslim societies relative to
their changing social and cultural conditions in the contemporary world.

| should note that the declarations and results of the essay in defining western
or Islamic are not outright views but rather general overviews based on the
most common perspectives.

The essay focuses on the relationship between language and architecture, the
notion of “meaning”, and how it could be conveyed in architecture since most
language-architecture analogies deal with this issue.

2. Literature Review

The history of the analogy of architecture-language in the west goes back to
Vitruvius. Since then, this analogy has nearly always been present and dynamic
in conformity with the philosophical approaches and architectural trends of the
time. The relation of architecture and language has started with superficial and
structural common aspects of architecture and language and moved towards
more meaning-based theories. The analogy has not remained in the theoretical
aspects of architecture and has also affected the practical outcomes of architec-
tural efforts. Many architects, architectural critics, thinkers, and philosophers
in western history have studied the relationship between architecture and
language. Some of these persons and their views are discussed in this essay.
However, in the Islamic context, we do not have such apparent attention to this
analogy. The attention towards the notion of language in architecture is primar-
ily seen in the works of a few writers like Mohammed Hamdouni (2011) or Titus
Burckhardt (2009). Hamdouni looks upon the relationship of architecture and
meaning based upon the theory of Jahiz, which looks upon bayan as a concept
that encompasses both production and expression of meanings and analyzes its
role in society, memory, and history, based on poetic practice and politics (Ham-
douni Alami 2011, 230-231). Burckhardt (2009), quite oppositely looks upon Is-
lamic architecture as a sacred art. He talks about a univalent formal language of
Islamic architecture based on principles like harmony and order; this language
is not developed by man but rather as what Islam has chosen itself.
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Most of the other works that have mentioned language can be counted as com-
parative studies of Islamic architecture by the western approaches to language.
The main reason for this is that there is no such apparent concept as the phi-
losophy of language in Islamic philosophy on which the research methodolo-
gies can rely. But the issues of the philosophy of language and their imprints in
architecture can be found under other topics and with quite different kinds of
literature in the Islamic literature and Muslim thinkers.

3. The Research Model and Methodology

We can look at the language-architecture analogy from different perspectives.
To avoid dispersion and due to the lack of an apparent Islamic philosophy of
language and language-architecture analogy, and to gain an analytical ground
the essay has looked upon the main related topics of thought, mainly focused
on the relation of words/form and meaning with a comparative look between
the western and Islamic thought. The research uses comparative and academic
library research methods and refers to significant textbooks and articles on the
issues of architecture and language.

4. Meaning, Architecture, and Thoughts on Language in the Western
Approach

The theoretical studies of architectural movements reveal a conformity be-
tween thought and architecture in both ways. Either the architectural changes
have developed the grounds for depicting the essential questions of philoso-
phy, or these developments originated in those questions themselves. |What
follows is a description of the conformity of western thoughts and architecture
about language and meaning and its comparison with Islamic thought and ar-
chitecture.

4. 1. Meaning, Language, and Architecture in the Pre-Modern Age:

The analogy of architecture as language goes back to Vitruvius and his Ten
Books (Crossley and Clarke 2000, 1). According to Vitruvius, language and archi-
tecture have common origins, similar to community and cooking around a fire,
which relate to man’s effort to harmonize with nature after the fall from para-
dise, and to build a shelter similar to his heavenly house and start a life on earth
(Markus and Cameron, 2002: 21-22, Harries, 1997: 137). The main concept of
the pre-modern analogy of architecture and language can be summarized un-
der the notion of rhetoric. As Frith (2004: 41) writes:

“Architecture takes on the character of oratory in Western traditions, such that
buildings are expected to ‘say’ something. In the Ten Books, the way we are en-
couraged to judge architecture is the same mode of reasoning that oratory was
to be judged by. Some of the keywords in the lexicon of architecture find their
way there from the teachers of rhetoric” (Frith, 2004: 39). What made these
two affiliated was the need for authority, order, and legitimacy for judgment,
which was followed after Vitruvius by the rules of rhetoric and eloquence in
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architecture. On the other hand, the notion of language was also looked upon
as something to be formulated and corrected. Similarly, the historical investiga-
tions about the issue of language show that after the pre-Socratic philosophers
who believed in an intrinsic relation between language and thought, the Greek
thinkers based a foundation on which language was always separate and sub-
sequent from thought. (Tafazzoli, 2013: 119) This view was set beside a quest
for an ideal and correct language which led to an instrumental and subjective
view towards language trying to use it in its ideal form, i.e. logic, as means of
defining the correct rules of thought. (Cooney et al. 1993: 3) The only difference
was that it was the language of logic and not rhetoric which was assumed as
the correct and ideal form of language according to the Greek philosophers.
Rhetoric had a negative account due to early Greek philosophers like Plato until
Aristotle began to look upon rhetoric’s usefulness and categorize it as a creative
art, and tried to define and formulate it (Herrick, 2016: 69-72). The architecture
of ancient Greece started to follow certain aesthetical rules related to grammar
on one side, and the rules of rhetoric on the other; influenced by the founda-
tion of the science of rhetoric by Aristotle, and his categorization of architec-
ture and rhetoric, alongside poetry, medicine, and painting as poiesis (Clarke
and Crossley 2000, 18).

This analogy happened to be one of the basic principles of architecture in the
renaissance period, during which the relation of architecture and language was
discussed as an aesthetical study under the notion of decorum, meaning “the
fitness of form to purpose and meaning”. This led to the movement of classism
in architecture which was based on structural and aesthetical rules, inspired
by the rules of rhetoric and “classified and clarified (but also limited) artistic
experience.” (Clarke and Crossley 2000, 1,6) These rules mainly dealt with or-
der, balance, scales, and rhythm. (Routio, 2007) Although the linguistic analogy
seemed successful at giving architecture “a theoretical framework and a vo-
cabulary of criticism” (Clarke and Crossley 2000, 1), the analogy seems to have
focused on superficial, structural, and aesthetical aspects of language, and the
notion of ‘meaning’ in the concept of decorum was undermined:

“Architecture is transformed as a symbolic enterprise, from the task of mimetic
representation to that of the demonstration of status and propriety: architec-
ture is reduced to eloquence, just as rhetoric is reduced from truth-saying to
persuasion” (Frith, 2004: 42)

The lack of a systematic method for inspecting the theoretical hypotheses of
the linguistic analogy slowed down the progress of the classical architectural
theory which “eventually failed to correspond to the requirements of modern
society” (Routio, 2007)

The theorists of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries began to note the
differences in architecture and language instead of their similarities. The low-
er level of clarity and accuracy of expression in architecture, less capability to
stand up to detailed analysis of the relation of the form(words) and meaning,
and not being able to “tolerate the same diversity of styles as the vernacular
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languages” were some of the differences the theorists noted between visual
and linguistic forms. These differences eventually set behind the metaphor of
language. Another difference was that the structure and elements of architec-
ture followed the “permanent, universal, and scientific laws” and were not ar-
bitrary as words in speech. According to them, architecture “tells no tale” and
“can be shown but not said”. It would be categorized in the presentative(visual)
rather than narrative(poetic) boundaries of art. (Clarke and Crossley 2000, 1-2)
Set aside all the differences, this separation of architecture and narrative can
be traced in the new approach to architecture and language and their relation
in the modern period which excluded most of the meaning and narrative based
aspects of life from architecture and language both.

4. 2. Meaning, Language, and Architecture in the Modern Approach:

The Foundation of Bauhaus school by Walter Gropius (1883-1969) and the
words and works of theorists and architects like Louis Sullivan (1856 - 1924) and
Ernst Neufert reveals an effort to bring about a new and univalent language for
architecture which its alphabet was based on technology and function of the
building. These efforts were well reflected in Sullivan’s famous slogan: “Form
follows function”(Routio, 2007). The main focus of architecture in this approach
was on the physical dimensions of man’s presence in space, and the aesthetical
and meaning-based extensions were mostly omitted from architecture. The re-
sult of this approach was the neglect of ornaments in architecture in defense of
simplicity of form and design.

Here we evidence another form of authoritative perspective over the language
of architecture, which sought a univalent and ideal language for architecture,
based on minimalism and functionalism. This perspective shifted the focus
from decorum to technique and function.

Language itself was looked upon from the same perspective, by the notion of
the superiority of thought over language, and the instrumental and subjective
view towards language, which tried to use it in its ideal form, i.e. logic, as means
of defining the correct rules of thought. (Cooney et al. 1993: 3)

Wittgenstein expresses this view in the picture theory of language in his first
thoughts on language in Tractatus, which declares that “the structure of the
world is mirrored in the logical structure of language” (Hunnings, 1988: 1).

In the modern perspective, truth and reality are defined by rationality and
empiricism. Words get their meanings from their reference to the real/natural
world. The correspondence between language and the world shapes the most
important linguistic thoughts of modern philosophy, especially reflected in
Wittgenstein’s suggestion of language as a picture of reality, followed by consid-
ering ethics, philosophy, religion, and philosophical metaphysics as nonsense as
not being able to be put into words. (Nordmann, 2005: 46, 166, 176-177)

There are other aspects of modern thought on truth and meaning reflected in
neglecting allegory and metaphor in language and concerning it as an orna-
ment. Efforts for reaching the truth and philosophical certainty, absolute think-
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ing based on reason and belief in comprehensive laws and general principles
for all human societies and different positions of life, the demystifying look to-
wards the world, and the focus on sense and experience (praxis) are some of
these aspects. (Grey, 2000)

These thoughts have been developed under a request for an ideal language
or manipulation of language for globalization means developed parallel to the
utopian dreams of the modern ideal world or a globalized culture. (Blumenau,
2002: 416; (Kumaravadivelu, 2008) This goal was followed by trying to demys-
tify the language and bring transparency to it to ease its scientific and techno-
logical use (Ashuri, 2008: 28, 33, 38). The modern view towards language also
claimed that the diversity of languages is disruptive to global modernization
and its unifying goals. Hence, the English language was perceived as the best
language to be globalized for modernity’s scientific discourse. (Yan and Chen,
2015)

This logic-based idealistic perspective towards language can be traced in ar-
chitecture in modular architecture and the stylistic regulations for modern
architecture. Also, functionalism, overrun of art by engineering, viewing ar-
chitecture and nature as an object to the human subject, transparency of the
structure and technological dimensions, neglect of ornaments, simplicity, and
transparency of the facade, exposed materials and interior, straight lines and
the neglect of referral to meaning by pure non-allegorical and abstract geome-
tries can be looked upon as the architectural implications of this line of thought.

As modern thought went towards cultural globalization, mastery of nature, and
conquest of man (Kumaravadivelu, 2008: 39, Leiss, 1994: 15), in architecture,
we witness the prevalence of specific principles like simplicity or transparency
acting as unifying factors. Functional and formalized spaces, dimensional stan-
dardization based on human physics, and the emergence of the international
style are the architectural trends correlative to the modern globalization ap-
proach related by its aims to cultural and educational studies of language as a
unifying factor. (Kumaravadivelu, 2008) This unity is found in science and logic
as the bases for an ideal global language to show the correct structure and
principles of thinking. More deeply and radically, it can be related to the ana-
lytical philosophy’s approach to language and the first views of Wittgenstein,
according to which there is only one perfect language, and that is the logical
language of the world’s picture, and the other natural languages obstruct the
true structure of thought (Hacker, 1996: 20).

Under the evolutionary theory of history and language, and the conjunction of
the idea of progress with science and technology, architecture was faced with
the neglect of the traditional forms and materials via the vast exclusive use of
modern elements and industrial techniques and strategies deliberately called
for by the modern leading architects like Le Corbusier (2007: 292). The indus-
trial revolution and technological advances lead to the emergence of high-tech
architecture, high-rise buildings, prefabrication, and eventually the internation-
al style in architecture.
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4. 3. Meaning, Language, and Architecture in the Postmodern Age

The concept of postmodernism finds its meaning in subsequence and as a re-
action to modernity. Pluralism, diversification, doubtfulness, relativity, denial
of any kind of truth or concrete reality, breaking up of metanarratives, and in-
credulity towards the idea of progress are the core characteristics of the post-
modern condition, which can all be considered as reactions to modern trends
of thoughts.

The relation of truth and meaning is reflected in the disputed twofold of form/
function and content in architecture. Inverting the modernist dictum: form
follows function, postmodern architecture gives more value to form, concern-
ing form itself as the essence or content of architecture. “This emphasis on
form as meaning parallels some linguistic developments in structuralism and
post-structuralism. In particular, challenges to the notion that language mirrors
reality find theoretical counterparts in self-referential architecture” (Nesbitt,
1996: 45). The postmodern movement has replaced the modern univalent ar-
chitecture and the idea of referring to a single inherent meaning with multiva-
lent and elusive architecture. (Jencks, 2016: 289)

Similarly, in part of language thoughts, we see that different languages are
welcomed in their diversities and as mentioned above, the efforts to govern
language are replaced by trying to understand it, which is relevant to the accep-
tance of plurality under the game theory of language.

we have the later thoughts of Wittgenstein about language games which put
behind the notion of a single common language and authenticate its diversity.
From this perspective every language is a special game, spoken as a form of life;
and just as there is not one absolute game without special rules, there is no ab-
solute language. No language is superior to others and the rules and principles
of languages shouldn’t be mixed up. (Bluemenau, 2002: 544) These views are
reflected in diversity in aesthetics and opposition of styles, complexity, and con-
tradiction in artistic and architectural forms, which were previously opened to
discussion by postmodern architects and theorists. Charles Jencks in ‘emergent
rules’ uses the term “different languages” for this architectural variety engaging
“different taste cultures” and defining “different functions according to their
appropriate mood.” (Jencks, 2016: 283)

Representation and figuration in architecture are other postmodern approach-
es to meaning based on conveying meanings by forms and using special histor-
ical styles or recognizable elements from them. Modern architecture following
its unification goals stood for the prevalence of technique and construction
conditions over function, yet neglected ornaments calling them non-functional
which made the buildings indifferent due to their functions. Postmodern archi-
tecture tried to amend this approach and fill in its gaps by representation and
association of meanings, using attachments to buildings.

Another perspective among the general themes of postmodern cultural the-
ory that influenced postmodern architecture was “historicism”; defined by
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Colquhoun both as “an attitude of concern for the traditions of the past” in
response to its absence in the modern approach and “the artistic practice of
using historical forms”. In this artistic approach, the classical or other past style
elements are utilized in “collage, pastiche, or authentic reconstruction” based
on the meanings to be conveyed (or deconstructed). (Nesbitt, 1996: 40- 43)
These meanings are no more the inherent meanings of forms but rather new
ones shaped by a mixed representation of the past forms. This approach has in
some cases been affiliated with irony, criticism of modern rigidity, and technol-
ogy as a mirror and means of progress.

Also, in the postmodern period, language comes up to be known as a product
of social conditions, cultural understandings, and shared meanings and finally
theorized under the notion of discourse by the shift of notion from “relations of
meanings” to “relations of power”. (Hall, 1997: 43- 44) In this view, language is
not a tool, but rather a social system with communication as its essence. (1997:
25) By concerning language as means of communication, the architects pro-
ceeded to compare architecture and language by their ability to communicate
meaning through nomination. For this purpose, architects studied the methods
of conveying meaning in language from the paradigms of semiology, structural-
ism, and post-structuralism in the 1960s’ philosophical approaches to language.
These views revived the concern towards meaning and symbolism and tried to
use them in architecture through linguistic analogy.

The postmodern turn involved the development and prevalence of semiotic ap-
proaches to urban perception, production, and interpretation of architectural
works. It also engaged other linguistic approaches to architecture such as con-
structivism or structuralism, post-structuralism, and deconstruction. (Nesbitt,
1996: 32-35)

Although these approaches to the language provided a more holistic view and
filled up the lack of attention to the social and cultural aspects of language in
the previous studies, they can be criticized for different shortages of the impli-
cation of meaning and its instability, its distance from historical explanation,
lack of concern about the author and audience and reducing language to its
structural aspects. (Hasani, 2011: 54)

Noticing these shortfalls, and with a critical view towards the whole history
of linguistics and philosophy of language, we have the thoughts of, Gadamer,
Heidegger, Nietzsche, and the later thoughts of Wittgenstein. Their thoughts,
based on questioning the essence of language, have sometimes been backed
up by architectural analogies. Here instead of having the language to back up
theories of architecture, it is the architecture that helps to talk about language.

In Heidegger’s view, it is not man, but rather language who speaks, and “What
has thus taken place”, is the “human being”, who “has been brought into its
own by language”. (Heidegger, 1971: 192, 205) The same notion can be traced
in the later theories of Wittgenstein. The highlighted implications of his book
philosophical investigations on neglecting his first theory of language as a mir-
ror of reality is that language is the way of our life. (Wittgenstein, 2009) He
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also neglects the thought of a single language and by criticizing Augustine’s
approach to language, opens up the concepts of linguistic games and gives the
language a wider meaning. Freed from the cage of special regulations and sin-
gle structure and form, language is now seen as being influenced by social life
and its different aspects.

In Wittgenstein’s view, the notion of “language-games” theory is associated
with the “form of life”:

“Here the term “language-game” is meant to bring into prominence the fact
that the speaking of language is part of an activity, or a form of life.” (Ibid: 15e)

According to Wittgenstein, “the language is itself the vehicle of thought”. (Ibid:
113e) In this view, meanings are created by their linguistic use, and language
is not a tool or a means for expressing intentions and pre-supposed meanings.
Words have no predefined meanings, which come to mind before them. Addi-
tionally, human agreements on meanings are not based on opinions but on the
language they use which is a form of life they have agreed on. (Ibid: 89e) So
words gain their meanings by their use according to their related aspects of life.
This is the same case when he speaks of signs.

According to Wittgenstein, signs are dead by themselves and the use is their
life. (Ibid:135e) Here, Signs, are related not only to verbal language but to all
symbolic systems which include architectural language.

Gadamer too points out that language is not simply a collection of signs that we
could use to communicate our thoughts with others. Any thinking and under-
standing take place in and by language. Language is not a tool, but a medium
where we and the world meet and is already present in our understandings.
(Gadamer, 2004: 391, 469)

Wittgenstein also has a different look towards grammar, as he places no role for
it in the construction of language:

Grammar does not tell us how language must be constructed to fulfill its pur-
pose, to have such-and-such an effect on human beings. It only describes and
in no way explains the use of signs. (Wittgenstein, 2009: 146e)

Now, to relate these thoughts to architecture, we must not go far. Wittgenstein
himself uses an architectural metaphor to explain the natural development of
language, as running in people’s everyday lives:

Our language can be seen as an ancient city: a maze of little streets and squares,
of old and new houses, and houses with additions from various periods; and
this is surrounded by a multitude of new boroughs with straight regular streets
and uniform houses. (Wittgenstein, 2009: 11e)

Heidegger is another philosopher whose thoughts can be looked upon for a dif-
ferent perspective on architecture-language analogy. According to Heidegger,
architecture gathers a world and allows for dwelling by bringing together the
fourfold of the earth, sky, divinities, and mortals. Similarly, he defines language
as “the house of being”, in which man dwells. Man dwells poetically in the
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world and poetry is the language’s nature. “When we use language poetically
the house is opened”; and “poetry speaks in images”. (Norberg-Schulz, 1996:
433-435; Heidegger, 1971, 209-227). Here we can see why Heidegger, like Witt-
genstein, looks upon architecture to describe language and not the other way.

Gadamer too gets help from architecture to explain his thoughts on language,
which is mostly related to the historicity of language, and the issue of interpre-
tation, focusing on the essence of understanding and the simultaneousness of
evolution and consistency of meanings through time:

Works of architecture do not stand motionless on the shore of the stream of
history but are borne along by it. Even if historically-minded ages try to recon-
struct the architecture of an earlier age, they cannot turn back the wheel of
history but must mediate in a new and better way between the past and the
present. Even the restorer or the preserver of ancient monuments remains an
artist of his time. (Gadamer, 2004: 150)

The importance of architecture, consumed as art in philosophical hermeneu-
tics, is that

“it too displays the element of mediation without which a work of art has no
real “presence” ... past and present are brought together in a work of art. That
every work of art has its own world does not mean that when its original world
is altered it has its reality in an alienated aesthetic consciousness. Architecture
teaches us this, for it belongs inalienably to its world” (Ibid)

Gadamer mentions the great monumental works of the past as live evidence of
the past which, being situated next to buildings of today’s commercial world,
act as a mediator between the old and new ways of life. (Ibid: 75)

Referring to architecture again, Gadamer tries to talk about the essence of art
and to show the relationship between architecture as an art and life. He shows
how common aesthetics is looked upon as a secondary issue, which is used as
a lens to look upon art and estrange us from its truth. (lbid: 74,76) Gadamer
notes the ability of arts, to extend beyond itself. Architecture, in his say, is “the
greatest and most distinguished” of all arts “whose own content points beyond
them to the whole of a context determined by them” (lbid: 149) To be such an
art, architecture must present a solution to “an architectural problem”, one of
which is to “attract the viewer’s wonder and admiration. At the same time, it
should fit into a way of life and not be an end in itself”. Architecture, “as the
art which creates space, it both shapes it and leaves it free.” He, points out
architectural decoration as an example of this twofold mediation, “namely to
draw the viewer’s attention to itself, to satisfy his taste, and then to redirect it
away from itself to the greater whole of the life context which it accompanies.”
Hereby, criticizing the instrumental view towards decoration in art theories,
Gadamer acknowledges representation, as what ornaments belong to, not a
peripheral value, but as a “universal ontological structural element of the aes-
thetic, an event of being” (lbid: 149-150)

The same critical view about the reductive perspective towards decoration can
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be found in Nietzsche’s criticism of the philosophers’ view about Rhetoric. He
criticizes the view of counting rhetoric as “simply a formal art, an art of artifice,
style, and ornament” and hence as a hindrance to accurate expression of the
truth, as philosophy’s main target. (Constancio and Mayer Branco 2012: 16)
He sees rhetoric and the metaphorical aspect of language, not as an artificial
and secondary issue, but rather as language’s inherent force and essential to
it. Words never refer to pure truth but are always only representative of an
image or an interpretation we have of things and that explains the diversity of
languages. (lbid-18-22)

Noting the architectural metaphors of the philosophers in the postmodern era,
and their views about the nature of language, we could say that the new rela-
tion of architecture and language is seeing them both as related to different
forms of life, and not something which could be constructed by predefined for-
mulas. Here, the architectural form would follow the use of the spaces, but
not as a predefined function as in the modern functionalism in architecture,
but rather as what happens in the spaces which could be different for different
situations relative to time, place, etc.

Practically, in contemporary architecture, attention towards meaning has
brought about allegoric or symbolic architecture, and re-noticing historical
and archetypal meanings in architecture. On the other hand, the diversity and
uncertainty of meanings have led to a revulsive view towards previous per-
spectives, focusing on the uncertainty of meaning in architecture, reflected in
post-structuralism and deconstruction.

The deconstructive architecture which has had the thoughts of Derrida on its
behalf is one of the most evident examples of the relation of language thought
to architecture.

In an overall view, we might be able to say that postmodern architecture, as
influenced by the late thoughts of Wittgenstein, and the critical perspectives of
Heidegger, Gadamer, Nietzsche, and Derrida, might have been able to show the
faults of the previous linguistic analogies on architecture; but it seems that it
fails to gain any reliable grounds for conveying meanings. What is gained is just
the importance of the notion of meaning and its diversity and complexity. Still,
the new perspectives on rhetorical and poetic aspects of language can be yet
again looked upon for new perspectives on architecture that see it more related
to the natural and cultural life of its inhabitants.

5. Meaning, Language, and Architecture in the Islamic Approach

The above discussions showed a close conformity of the modern and postmod-
ern trends of architecture with the theoretical approaches to language and
meaning in general. The essay now proceeds with studying this conformity for
Islamic architecture and the Islamic theological thoughts on language. This can
provide us with criteria to analyze the contemporary approaches to Islamic ar-
chitecture which are very much affected by the modern and postmodern styles
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of architecture under the globalization approach of modernism. Are these ap-
proaches still following Islamic thoughts on life and language or have they lost
that correspondence by blindly following the western styles without noting the
thoughts behind it? This question is important because by losing this accor-
dance, we may no longer be able to declare an architecture to be ‘Islamic’ refer-
ring to the religion of Islam and Islamic thought; and the word’s use would scale
down to some formal, or geographical aspects, without carrying the meanings
they should.

The basis introduced here to build our analysis upon is the Islamic perspectives
about meaning in Islamic religious texts like the Qur’an and other sources of
Islamic philosophy and theology.

The relation of words and meaning in Islamic studies usually takes us to the
notion of the origin of language and the Islamic view towards the world and
human nature and life on earth.

The Islamic Quranic worldview and its theosophical interpretations are based
on the idea of a hierarchical world with four stages called lahut, jabarut, mal-
akut, and nasut. The world of lahut is the world in which no words and defini-
tions can fit. The other upper worlds like jabarut and malakut which are the
region of the soul and the angels are the worlds of abstract meanings and the
level of the conception of meanings; whereas the world of nasut is the lower
world in which the truth and meanings are manifested in material or substantial
forms. (Isha, 2013) The theosophical interpretation of this view, discussed by
Islamic thinkers like Imam Khomeini in his interpretation of the first surah of
the Quran and Hasan Hasanzade Amoli, is that everything in the world is the
manifest or a ‘name’ (ism) for truth in the upper worlds. The truths are them-
selves attributes of God. (Sadeghi Arzagani, 2003) Thus, the truth is not limited
to the material world and scientific truths. The realities of the material world
are rather signs and descended forms of the truth from malakut. By this view,
meanings of words and names (linguistic or existential), are to be ‘discovered’
rather than ‘produced’.

One of the consecutions of this thought is the theory of ‘the spirit of mean-
ing’ on the relation of words and meanings about the resembling words of the
Quran(mutashabihat). This theory, proposed by Muhammad Ghazali and fol-
lowed up by scholars such as Mulla Sadra, and contemporary philosophers such
as Allameh Tatabatabaei and Imam Khomeini, claims that the words are estab-
lished for the soul of the meanings and are true in their abstract and oracular
exemplifications, while their implications to sensory matters are as a metaphor-
ical approach. (Shivapur and Kamelan, 2011). This justifies the use of allegory,
simile, and interpretation to move from sensible to insensible. Most interpre-
tations of this theory are based on the theory of the divine establishment of
language except for a few contemporary instances concerning the human origin
or the role of man and history in the meanings of words.

Another theory that can be of use in this context is the rhetoric theories of ‘Abd-
Al-Qaher Jorjani. His theories in his book Asrar Al-balagha (Jorjani, 1412AH)
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emphasize the “correspondence between the structure of thought and the
structure of language”, and looks upon poetic imagery and the implications of
the nature of metaphorical thinking for poetic as well as a religious language
and religious belief. (Abu Deeb, 1982)

In an overall view, although there are thoughts and theories reflecting rela-
tivity, the postmodern approach to meaning does not have any firm grounds
in Islamic thought which is mostly based on the belief in absolute truth and
the possibility to reach epistemological certainty (yagin), yet defined differ-
ently from the logical and empirical certainty and the scientific truths of the
modern thought. This difference and the simultaneousness of the relativity and
certainty of meanings in Islamic thought can be explained by the hierarchy of
the world in the Islamic view, as explained above, and also by the hierarchy of
the time. In Islamic thought, the time has levels aligned with levels of the world
acting as a container for them. Hence, the cause and effect relations are seen
longitudinally between these levels and not a transverse relation in the level
of natural time. These levels are called by Mirdamad, the Iranian philosopher,
Sarmad as eternity, Dahr as meta time or aeviternity, and zaman which is the
natural time. (Nasr, 2006: 215) The upper levels of time don’t comprise change
and evolution. The intellectual concepts at the level of dahr are stable and un-
changeable in their state of being. Language, in relevance with true art, can
come out of the reign of natural time through contact with the upper worlds
creating the poetic language, which from an Islamic theosophical perspective,
is what keeps the language alive and loyal to its origin and identity, throughout
its historical evolutions.

An architectural language, based on this Islamic worldview with a symbolic at-
titude, can act as a means to the expression of truth as held in this worldview.
(Masoodi Fard and Koochakian: 2013) The relation of words and meanings can
be transferred to architecture under the terms of form and meaning, discussed
widely in the theosophical approaches to art and architecture, and their read-
ing and analysis. It is also highlighted in the role of the architect and his/her
limits in using special forms and materials to convey specific meanings. In Is-
lamic thought, meaning is transcendent to form, yet it is the form that keeps
the meaning alive or possible to be conveyed. (Noghrekar, 2015: 149) So, there
is a need for interpretation, which is reflected practically in architecture as the
formal turn of the natural face of materials from a solid, dark, and hard matter
to their subtle, light, and clear essence. (Navai and Haji Ghassemi, 2012: 170)
Another facility for this return is the spatial account for stay and thought of the
audience or dwellers of a place examples of which were mentioned above.

By the belief in the intrinsic connection between word/form and meaning,
the architect as an Islamic artist is declared as a discoverer who needs to use
fixed patterns to reflect the discovered truth. Many interpretations of Islam-
ic architecture like descriptions of Ispahan by Henri Stierlin (1978) and Henri
Corbin’s preface on it, and many theosophical interpretations of mirror, light,
or geometry in Islamic architecture admit an unearthly origin for the forms and
elements. This view is based on the philosophy of illumination and looks upon
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Islamic architecture as a manifestation of Islamic ontology, which interprets the
early records of Islamic architecture as a descendant form of the world of imag-
ination (misal).

There is also the traditionalists’ and some other contemporary thinkers’ view
on Islamic architecture which declares it as a sacred art. It claims a sacred unity
and harmony between all works about Islamic architecture by following a com-
mon formal language. (Burckhardt, 2009: 78-80) Or,

The most spoken means of conveying meaning in these perspectives is sym-
bolism, based on manifestation and mirror theories, which back up repeating
the traditional forms and styles of architecture based on belief in a dominant
aesthetic approach divinely chosen as the grounds for reflections of Islamic
principles.

Believing a sacred origin for Islamic symbolism, the relation of the form and
the symbolized meaning is seen as an intrinsic relation that justifies repeat-
ing the same forms and elements for all architecture intended to be Islamic.
(Noghrekar, 2015: 306-307)

Hence, it seems that this approach stops at only opening the discussion of the
presence of a meaningful relationship between the two sides of the similitude
in the symbols, and is only discussable in the existing Islamic buildings. It also
fails to offer a basis for a dynamic architectural symbolism in concomitance
with the time and place conditions. Neither does it guide us to find the simili-
tude in the new materials, architectural elements, or a different combination of
them with the sacred meanings.

This is maybe because some theorists of Islamic architecture inattentively uni-
fy the belief in a level of time that keeps the truths and concepts safe from
change and evolution, with the claim or belief for sacredness and timelessness
of some forms, elements, and spatial configurations in architecture. And that
their approval and suggestion for them are repeated without considering the
changes of the social conditions. But the timelessness and sacredness are only
applicable to the spirit and the inner essence (batin) of the forms and not to
their material features which belong to the material world and following its
rules, are subject to change. This approach has led in some cases to copy the
old Islamic architecture in religious spaces, hiding the technical and structural
differences. Examples of this can be seen in some new courts of Imam Reza’s
shrine in Mashhad in Iran.

Another consecution of the discussed approach towards Islamic architecture is
undermining the role of the architect’s will in defining and choosing the forms
and spaces. |This is backed up by Islamic theosophy under the topics of cre-
ation, manifestation (tajalli), belief in God’s unity (Tawhid), and declaring God
as the cause of all causes. In all these views, man’s will is only expressible under
God’s will. (Ibn Arabi: 1988: 72; Mulla Sadra, 1989: Vol.7/ 7, Vol.2/ 357) This
marginal subjectivity under the true subjectivity of God is explained by the con-
cept of mirror-ness. Man, as the Caliph of God, mirrors his divine names and
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attributes including creativity. He has been given an inner and outer existence
with relevance to God’s hidden and apparent names (zahir and batin) and thus
can change matters in the worlds of matter and soul (nasut and malakut) (Mulla
Sadra, 1987: Vol.2/44, 302)

These views on man’s will, have strongly been noticed about art and artistic cre-
ativity following the role of the artist in the creation of artwork. By the mirror
theory, the similitude of man and God is not something aimed at the artist but a
reflection he/she has prepared him/herself for. This can be related to language
by looking upon the poem as a reflection of being in Islamic theosophy. The
poet does not create the poem but becomes a poet by the poem reflected to
him. The everyday language might be a result of social conventions but its con-
sistency and vitality are due to the poetical language which is affiliated with the
upper world. (Davari Ardakani, 2011: 153,170) However, quite different from
the postmodern or nihilistic placement of man’s will, decisions, and life, all un-
der language, here we can trace a kind of will to change the world, to uncover
the veils of language, and to go beyond its limits and “thorns”. This is reflected
in the abstraction and creation of poetical and metaphorical language, as Mau-
lana, the Persian poet, Says (Rumi, 2004: 108):

“Words aren’t for lovers to reflect upon:

What then are words? Around vines, they’re a thorn.
Word, sound, and speech | strike relentlessly

So | can talk to you without these three.”

Trying to say something by the forms, and meanwhile distracting the viewer
from focusing on the forms by carving them into delicate forms or by the means
of repetition of patterns is the twofold goal of Islamic architecture. This twofold
subjectivity of man can also be interpreted by his role in the descending and
ascending arcs of being (EI-Rouayheb and Schmidtke, 2016: 582-3). Islamic art
as discussed is most defined by the man’s role in the descending journey (from
unity to diversity). Its definition stands on manifestation and mirror theories,
which somehow undermine the artist’s will by backing up repeating the tradi-
tional forms and styles of architecture. This is based on a belief in a dominant
aesthetic approach divinely chosen as the grounds for reflections of Islamic
principles by beauty, harmony, rhythm, and order followed by all artists. (Burck-
hardt, 2009) Oppositely, man’s ascending journey from diversity to unity leads
to highlighting his role, in the light of his love for his origin, the will to return to
it and to change his environment in that respect. This approach can be found
in theosophical poetry and literature as well as the philosophical thoughts of
Ibn Arabi and Mulla Sadra. (1989: Vol.2/264) (Chittick, 1989: 285-286) It puts
more value on the artist as the source of decision besides the social and cultural
conditions, and welcomes new approaches to Islamic architecture responding
to the prevalent modern and postmodern styles of architecture.

In both approaches, there is fear of mere repeating and mimicking without
thought or actual pertinence to Islam. Finding the best approach needs pro-
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found studies into how identity, Islamic originality, and dynamicity can unite in
architecture. The solution can be inspired by the ways and means of language
for this union. Revival of the architecture-rhetoric analogy based on the Islam-
ic study of rhetoric might be a solution. The theories of ‘Abd-Al-Qaher Jorjani
about rhetoric based on Quranic or poetic language can be of use in this regard.
Jorjani stresses the simultaneous importance of the role of the intentions of the
poet and the audience to convey the intended meanings. The way the audience
would receive and understand the intended meanings, the poet’s intentions,
the linguistic context by which the words gain their meanings, and most impor-
tantly, the role of the thoughtful combination of the words need to be consid-
ered in this view. He also talks about different levels of imagery in the poetical
language and their role in the unity of form and meaning. The book of Kamal
Abu Deeb (2015) on “Al-Jurjani’s theory of poetic imagery” explains some of the
different forms of imagery like simile, metaphor, personification, etc. that can
be looked upon as ways of rhetoric for architecture. Similar to a poetic language
based on different levels of imagery and the thoughtful combination of them,
developing an architectural language based on the correct selection and syn-
thesis of forms and spaces inspired by the intended meanings and the way to
convey them in the chosen context may be the appropriate path for a dynamic
Islamic architecture.

6. Summary and Conclusion

This essay tried to use the concept of ‘language’ in its vast philosophical mean-
ing as a unifying basis for studying and analyzing the Islamic thoughts behind
Islamic architecture in comparison with the western thoughts influencing west-
ern and westernized architecture. Reviewing each approach independently, we
saw a close relation and correspondence, theoretically and practically, between
the approaches to language and architecture in the west.

The western approach to the architecture-language analogy started with the
use of rhetoric to develop an aesthetical basis to formulate and evaluate the ar-
chitectural design. The approach to meanings in this analogy follows the study
of the notion of ‘decorum’, meaning the fitness of form to purpose and mean-
ing, and its adoption by architectural theorists. However, rather than a symbolic
enterprise, the linguistic analogy reduced architecture to eloquence by aiming
to demonstrate status and propriety, the same perspective that reduced rhet-
oric to persuasion.

This correspondence was also discussed theoretically between Islamic thoughts
on language, meaning, and Islamic architecture with some references. But the
correlation is not so apparent in the practical works of contemporary architec-
ture in the Islamic world. While the architecture-language analogy has been
significantly reflected in the history of the west, we can hardly find a similar
approach talking about traditional Islamic architecture. Moreover, there seem
to be doubts in tracing this relation in the what-so-called contemporary Islamic
architecture throughout the world, mostly influenced by modern or postmod-
ern architectural trends. That is because most of these architectures use the so-
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called Islamic forms, elements, and patterns in the western approaches to form
and meaning, and so cannot be called Islamic if we are to define ‘Islamic’ by the
essence of Islam. If we want architecture to convey Islamic meanings, we need
Islamic-culture-based rhetorical grounds for it. This is vital to have architecture
both ‘Islamic’ and ‘respondent to time’ and its social, cultural, and technical
conditions and opportunities.

Comparing the approaches to language and architecture between western and
Islamic thought, we could see principal differences. The most spoken means
of conveying meaning in Islamic architecture is symbolism, standing on man-
ifestation and mirror theories, which back up repeating the traditional forms
and styles of architecture based on belief in a dominant aesthetic approach
divinely chosen as the grounds for reflections of Islamic principles. This view
is based on viewing Islamic art in concomitance with the descending journey
of being in Islamic theosophical worldviews, which is a journey from unity to
diversity. Oppositely, man’s ascending journey from diversity to unity puts more
value on the artist as the source of decision, by his love and will to change his
surroundings, according to his valued meanings. This journey is expressed in
Islamic theosophical poetry and literature as well as the philosophical thoughts
of Ibn Arabi and Mulla Sadra. Hence, by the difference in the social and cultural
conditions of the inhabitant, the linguistic approach to conveying Islamic mean-
ing could welcome new approaches to Islamic architecture responding to the
prevalent styles of architecture.

Islamic architecture, if to be defined by the essence of Islam, is not a formally
defined architectural style independent of time and environment. As a mirror
or maintainer of Islamic life, it should open the means of an Islamic approach
to life in its own time and place. Its originality lies in its perennial spirit and
meanings. The ways and methods of conveying these meanings may be sub-
ject to change by the different ways and means of language for different times
and places. This needs deep studies into the ways by which identity, Islamic
originality, and dynamicity can unite in architecture. Islamic architecture can
use the available materials, forms, and elements in its order to free them from
their common or unwanted meanings and give them the meanings it wants for
rebuilding its identity and reviving its heavenly soul.

The ways of this path can be inspired by language. Studying the interpreta-
tional theories of language in the Islamic context, like the theory of ‘the spirit
of language’ and other Islamic linguistic theories like the rhetoric theories of
‘Abd-Al-Qaher Jorjani can be of help in this regard. Viewing Islamic architecture
as having the same origin as poetry opens the use of talks about rhetoric in Is-
lamic literature. Jorjani’s views correlate with the critical views of postmodern
thinkers on traditional rhetoric, and applied to architecture, would help to see
the architect, inhabitant, and the cultural context altogether.
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