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The Architectural Language of Mosques: A Semiotic Approach

Natheer Abu-Obaid

Department of Architecture, Jordan University of Science and Technology
Irbid, Jordan

Abstract: This paper considers the mosque a significant cultural symbol that represents its society. It is
based on the premise that understanding the expressive language of mosques depends on understanding its
interaction with their cultural content. The main goal of the study is to propose a method for understanding and
renewing the architectural language of mosques rather than proposing formal or expressive solutions, but rather
proposing.  This may be achieved through the semiotic approach, considering the “architectural language” a
system of signs. In its discussion, the paper adopted the semiotic approach of the American linguist Charles
Peirce.  Through its analytical semiotic discussion, the paper adopted the argument that the constants of the
mosque form are indexical relationships. It also adopted the argument that the symbolism of the inherited
mosque styles has regional referencing and it is not constant. Accordingly, the formal language of mosques, like
that of any other important cultural product, has the potentials of renewal in both expression and content. Then,
the paper concluded by suggesting two proposals for renewing the architectural language of mosques. The first
proposal is related to the formal and expressive level of the language, and it takes two alternatives; one is for
developing this language, and the other is for changing it.  The second proposal is focused on the relation
between the expressive and the content levels of language. It concentrates on the role of environmental
psychology and environmental sociology studies in discovering people's readings and perceptions of the possible
forms of the mosque, and within their specific cultures.



