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Viewpoint

Urban form in traditional
Islamic cultures: further
studies needed for
formulating theory 1

Besim S. Hakim
Albuquerque, New Mexico

A large number of random studies on traditional Islamic cities have been published over the past two
decades. This paper suggests 15 studies which need to be thoroughly researched and published to add to
our current knowledge base on this subject. Once this material is available, it would be feasible to construct
a comprehensive theory of urban form in traditional Islamic cities, which currently does not exist. 1999
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A steady growth of studies since the
early 1980s, including the occasional
dissertation, addressed aspects of
research objectives which I set out for
myself in early 1975.2 At this time in

*Corresponding author. Fax: 505-298-4711;
E-mail: arcan@sprynet.com
1The completion of the preliminary draft of

this article coincided with the passing
away of my dear father, Dr. Selim
Hakim, on 24 June 1995. This humble
contribution is dedicated to his memory.

2I first started studying the Islamic city in
the context of Arab culture in North
Africa in early 1975 when I was a visit-
ing professor during the Spring semester
at the Technical Institute of Architecture
and Urbanism in Tunis. The primary
objective of the study as I conceived it
at that time was: “To identify and record
the building and planning principles
which shaped the traditional Arabic –
Islamic city.” This evolved to include
the legal and customary laws as the basis
for the rule system which people
respected and followed in decisions
affecting their built environment. At that
time material directly usable for the
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the late 1990s, it is a valuable exercise
to acquire an overview of the currently
available literature for the purpose of
identifying further research topics
which are necessary as building blocks
for structuring a theory of urban form
in traditional Islamic cultures. For that
purpose I have been able, through a
continuous process of reading and
scanning the material, to identify gaps
in our knowledge. Studies designed to
fill these gaps should be undertaken by
individuals and institutions, and after

study was practically nonexistent,
although after extensive research, some
sources were uncovered which were
partly and indirectly valuable. For a dis-
cussion of objectives and related issues
see pp 11–14 of the “Introduction” of
my Arabic – Islamic Cities: Building
and Planning Principles, Kegan Paul
International, London and New York
[1979 (1986)], and pp 15–22 for sources
which were partly or indirectly valuable.
See also the results of my research on
customary law in Hakim (1994).

this is accomplished we will be able to
begin the task of constructing a frame-
work for theory.

The amount of published literature in
journals and books and the occasional
dissertation on various aspects of the
Islamic city which have appeared dur-
ing the 1980s and 1990s are not
focused enough to be directly useful as
building blocks for the construction of
theory. However, aspects of those
efforts may be valuable as secondary
sources. Generally the material, which
was and continues to be generated, is
by some MA and mostly PhD students
at various universities in the Western
world, with occasional relevant studies
from the Arab world. Scholars under-
taking research and teaching in the
Western world, whether they are of
Western origin or scholars whose ori-
gins are of the Islamic world, have been
and continue to generate articles and
occasionally books which are partly
relevant for our purpose. Those efforts
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are usually in response to call for con-
ference papers, invited chapters for
books on thematic topics, but very
rarely in response to the gaps in knowl-
edge of this emerging field of study.
This is also true of topics selected for
PhD dissertations. Those are randomly
chosen based on the student’s aware-
ness and interests in issues shaped by
the boundaries of the discipline to
which he/she belongs, and in response
to the interests and expertise of the
supervising professor.

What compounds this problem is the
lack of leadership in the field and parti-
cularly the lack of funding for relevant
research. This is further aggravated due
to the strangulating effect by the disci-
pline of art history on the majority of
research activities in this field. Art his-
tory tends to encourage work and publi-
cations related to that discipline’s goals
and parameters; thus the resulting work
is always skewed, wanting, or down-
right useless for the purposes of con-
structing theory. There are, however,
rare exceptions which are valuable as
indicated in the notes and references.

In an extensive review of the litera-
ture covering the period from the mid
1970s to the early 1980s (Hakim,
1990), I did point out the following
observations which unfortunately con-
tinue to plague the field.

—Ernst Grube’s question and answers
to “What is Islamic architecture?” as it
appeared in the introduction of the
book Architecture of the Islamic World
(Grube, 1978) continues to influence
good intentioned upstarts in the field,
particularly those whose experience
was limited to the practice of architec-
ture or whose studies was influenced by
the discipline of art history.

—The continued permeation of the
theme of power, which is a legacy of
art historian Oleg Grabar, passed on to
his students and their students.
Although it is a useful analytical tool,
it does have its limitations and can be
counterproductive if misused.

—The concern with origins continues
to be of interest but for the wrong
reasons. Trying to prove that certain
practices were not invented by Muslims
but are a result of cultural diffusion
from others is useful if undertaken for
scientific purposes, but useless if used
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as a tool of cultural discrimination.—
In my review essay (mentioned

earlier), the book Architecture and
Continuity: Building in the Islamic
World Today, edited by Holod and Ras-
torfer (Aperture, Millerton, NY, 1983).
was reviewed in detail as an example,
of the work of the Aga Khan Award
for Architecture and its affiliate pro-
grams at Harvard and MIT. Although
other publications from this organiza-
tion have appeared, rigorous scholar-
ship continues to be lacking and the
selection of participants who have not
undertaken serious research in this field
continues to be mystifying. This situ-
ation hinders the field from growing in
maturity and strength. The larger con-
text for architecture is dealt with super-
ficially, and the view of the built
environment as an integrated system of
all of its levels is not properly
addressed. My earlier recommen-
dations for the Aga Khan program and
for other similar existing and future
organizations are still valid today. They
are: (i) develop an agenda and frame-
work for research involving all major
disciplines, with the specific purpose
for developing theory; (ii) categorize
all published materials according to the
research framework established in the
first step, and identify gaps in research
for the purposes of constructing theory;
(iii) solicit and support top quality
research from the most able and quali-
fied people in the world; (iv) create an
award program for research and publi-
cations; and (v) allocate adequate funds
to translate key works from and to the
primary languages in the Islamic world,
with Arabic having the first priority.

The rest of the article will: (i) point
out examples of what we currently
have as building blocks for theory, and
(ii) suggest a list of studies which are
needed to be researched and developed
for the purpose of structuring theory.

Available knowledge for
theory: some examples

Although the built environment in tra-
ditional Islamic cities, as is the situ-
ation in other societies, is an integrated
system functioning at different levels
with systemic linkages from one level
to the other, it is helpful for research
purposes to examine it in at least three

levels: (i) the level of the single build-
ing, primarily buildings designed for
public use, such as religious, economic,
government and defense, health and
water works; and private edifices built
by the rich and/or powerful, such as
palaces, pavilions and gardens; (ii) the
level of clusters of buildings within
neighborhoods, such as clusters of
houses, streets and the access system
within clusters and quarters; and (iii)
the level of the settlement as a whole
is the level concerned with the various
physical elements and spatial units
which constitute a village, town, or city
and how those elements relate to each
other, and the rules governing their
aggregation in making up the whole
entity.

For illustrative purposes, I will point
out examples of studies which are valu-
able for each of the above three levels.
A thorough and extensive search will
be necessary to generate a comprehen-
sive list. Examples for thefirst level are
abundant. This is primarily due to the
efforts of Western scholars within the
discipline of art history. In that tra-
dition the study of the single monu-
ment, particularly its architecture and
decoration as a work of art, is the pri-
mary concern (eg Grabar, 1973; El-
Said and Parman, 1976; al-Faruqi,
1985). Although there is always a
desire for more studies dealing with
decoration and other aspects of archi-
tecture as art, what is not adequately
covered at this level of the built
environment are issues concerning con-
struction systems and especially tech-
niques of conception, design develop-
ment, and on-site decision-making
processes and related procedures.
Nevertheless, the knowledge for con-
structing theory at this level of the built
environment is more readily available
than for the other two levels.

Examples for thesecond level is
primarily the result of recent work
undertaken by individuals with
architectural/urban design backgrounds.
My work in this area has created the
impetus for others to follow.3 This
body of work provides the theoretical
building blocks for the workings of the
rule system, its underlying rational and

3For an account of the diffusion of my work
see Hakim (1988) and MESA Bulletin
(1992).
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how it functioned as part of the
decision-making processes in shaping
the built environment at this level of
the settlement.

Examples for thethird level is avail-
able through the work of historians and
geographers (eg Bonine, 1979; Ray-
mond, 1985). I have analyzed and
documented the physical components
of a typical city, and their relationship
to each other functionally and contex-
tually in making up the settlement.4

Those few references are illustrative
examples of the available knowledge
that can be used for constructing
theory. Two recent books should prove
valuable in identifying a large number
of studies which can also be used for
this purpose (Haneda and Miura, 1994;
Bonine et al., 1994). A more focused
and thorough examination of published
studies of relevance to urban form will
be a prerequisite for establishing what
is available for theory. However, and as
an interim measure, I am indicating a
group of topics which I believe will be
essential to study to fill the gap in our
knowledge and/or for further support-
ing evidence which is necessary for
making generalizations, an essential
necessity for constructing theory.

Studies needed for theory: a
preliminary list

The following suggestions for study
and research are not exhaustive, but
should be considered as an essential
preliminary list of topics which are
necessary to be undertaken for generat-
ing the knowledge and the building
blocks, so that a serious attempt can
take place in constructing a theory of
urban form in Islamic cultures. The list
was prepared by following a reverse
order of the previous section, ie by list-
ing topics dealing with the settlement
level followed by those of relevance at
the cluster/neighborhood level, and
then those of value at the single build-
ing level. Some of the suggestions are
of significance to all three levels com-
bined, and some to two levels.

(1) Pre-Islamic conceptions of the

4Tunis medina, in myArabic – Islamic Cit-
ies, full citationin note 2; and the village
of Sidi Bou Sa’id north of Tunis medina,
in Hakim (1978).
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urban settlement and the city in the
Near East and especially in the
western region of the Arabian pen-
insula. How did the Arabs, who
were converted to Islam, apply the
concepts in establishing new settle-
ments and in adapting existing
towns and cities, such as the case
of Damascus and Aleppo? No sub-
stantive studies, to my knowledge,
are available which addresse pat-
terns in land tenure, ownership
rights, and control of space. How
did those patterns affect the con-
figurations of buildings, streets,
and the alignment of shops in com-
mercial areas and markets?

(2) The process of land demarcation
and subdivision in the early forma-
tion of Islamic cities. This is the
initial process undertaken for allo-
cating land to public and private
uses. Did the allocation of private
land precede considerations for the
layout of public right-of-ways?
What was the technique in under-
taking this task? Or was the pro-
cess in reverse?5

(3) A detailed study of the principles
and workings of land allotment
(Iqta), and revivification (Ihya) of
land within and on the fringes of
settlements. The Prophet applied
the principle of Iqta in Madina
soon after he settled there. There is
abundant descriptions of that
example in the Arabic literature
and it should be possible to recon-
struct what occurred at that time
using a process of simulation
which is based on the available
information.6

5J. Akbar attempted to explain this in his
“Khatta and the territorial structure of
early Muslim towns”, in Muqarnas 6
(1989), pp 22–32. The effort addresses
important issues and should be viewed
as a good start. More extensive research
is needed. Here the techniques and skills
of archaeologists would be most valu-
able. A good example of an earlier study
is by archaeologist Schmidt (1964).

6See the bookWafa al-Wafa, by Nuraldin
al-Samhudi (died 1505), four parts in 2
volumes (Dar Ihya al-Turath al-Arabi,
Beirut, 1955). As for the principle and
implementation of Ihya, information
based on the legal literature of the pre-
dominant Islamic Madahib (schools of
law) aided by on site archaeological
investigations of cities which were
influenced by a specific school of law

(4) The process of territorialization of
land (Ikhtitat), in the initial and
early formation of the quarter
(Mahalla) or neighborhood level.
After land was allotted to a group
of people, they were responsible
for its territorialization into clusters
of plots, and allocating adequate
land for access which eventually
became the streets and cul-de-sacs.
Since this phenomenon occurred
during the early formation of most
Islamic cities, it is difficult to find
adequate and reliable information
describing this process. Yet it is
very important to develop a num-
ber of alternative scenarios for pur-
poses of constructing theory.

(5) How did the institution of Waqf
function in terms of its impact on
buildings and by extension on
urban form? What was the impact
on the processes of growth and
change? There are a large number
of studies on the institution of
Waqf, which originates with the
teaching of the Prophet. An
important saying is “If you wish,
retain its origin (habbasta aslaha)
and provide it as charity,” cited by
al-Bukhari. The Hanafi School of
Law defines the Waqf as: “the
detention of the corpus from the
ownership of any person and the
gift of its income or usufruct either
presently or in the future, to some
charitable purpose” (Cattan, 1955).
Most of the studies available deal
with specific buildings designated
as Waqf, but, to my knowledge,
there are no studies which attempt
to explain the impact of a large
number of buildings and real estate
on the city as a whole, its processes
of growth and change, and the
consequence on urban form across
time.

(6) What were the various types of ten-
ure and ownership of land and
buildings? What was the effect of
taxation on the various types of
tenure? There is a great deal of
information available regarding
these questions in the classical Ara-
bic sources, and more recently in
late 19th century Ottoman sources.

would clarify the workings of this prin-
ciple.
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A sketchy attempt to address these
issues was published (see Seragel-
din et al. (1980), but to my knowl-
edge no extensive studies are avail-
able which tackle these questions.

(7) The institution of Hisba—what was
its jurisdiction and responsi-
bilities?—and its impact on urban
management. What was the overlap
and/or interaction with the judge’s
(Qadi) realm of jurisdiction? There
are a number of well known Hisba
manuals from the eastern
(Mashriq) and western (Maghrib)
regions of the Islamic world which
should be carefully examined for
answering these questions. Further
clarifications will emerge from a
process of detailed study and
analysis of these manuals.

(8) Local customs (Urf) in design and
building construction practices
were a primary engine affecting
decision-making and the choice of
design solutions in a specific
locality. Those customs were sanc-
tioned by the School of Law
(Madhab) having the jurisdiction in
a locality, provided the custom did
not contravene principles of
Islamic law (Shari’a). Research is
required for a comparative analysis
of “solutions” which were gener-
ated within the umbrella of the
various schools of law, and the
manifestation of those solutions in
physical terms, particularly noting
the differences in solutions to simi-
lar problems. This research would
rely on cases of rulings by custom-
ary law as was recorded by local
judges (Qadis), and in the compi-
lations of specialists on law
(Muftis), aided were feasible by
on-site investigations.

(9) Field research of numerous cities
within major regions of the Islamic
world which are designed to docu-
ment the design language
(linguistic Urf), indicating the
sources for the terms, their mean-
ing, and the actual physical con-
figuration and arrangements which
the vocabulary of the local design
language referred to, including
their implication on the design of
buildings and the shaping of urban
form. Comparative study of the
results of these surveys would gre-
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atly enhance our understanding of
the built form qualities of those cit-
ies.7

(10) Symbolic manifestations occurs at
different levels of the built
environment, the design and
details of decorations in various
locations of a building, such as
part of the main entrance, around
windows, and on the walls sur-
rounding the interior courtyards.
In a locality embedded in
religious associations, the location
of a mosque, water wells for pub-
lic use, and other elements in the
settlement is influenced by his-
torical and religious associations.
Comparative research of such
example in various regions of the
Islamic world is necessary.8

(11) Mathematics, geometry, survey-
ing, and engineering techniques
which were used in building
design and construction. Little
serious research on these inter-
related aspects has been under-
taken. Very recent scholarship is
very encouraging; however, this
area of investigation is open for a
great deal of research possi-
bilities.9

(12) Building materials and construc-
tion techniques. What were their
attributes and limitations? How
and in what context were
materials used separately or in
combination with others? For
what purposes and how was
recycled material used? What
were the structural limitations of
materials, and how did builders
innovate within those constraints?

(13) Traditional energy saving prac-
tices and techniques, for example,

7For a detailed discussion of what is the
“design language” see Chapter 2 of my
book Arabic – Islamic Cities, full
citation in note 2 above. For what is the
“linguistic Urf” see Hakim (1994).

8See Chapter 4, “Symbolism and form”, of
Hakim (1978). This chapter analyzes
symbolism in the village at three levels:
(i) the village, (ii) entrances, windows,
and steps, and (iii) surface embel-
lishments such as plaster carvings,
stonework, and tiles. See also Abdel-
halim (1978).

9See the articles by Chorbachi (1989) and
Ozdural (1995) and the published manu-
script of Efendi (1987).

the utilization of water, cooling
devices such as wind towers, and
disposal methods of human and
animal excrement. Although
research on these topics are
mostly available on Iran, very
little has been done for other
regions. Comprehensive studies
are needed to understand design
solutions used for dealing with
conditions in different climate
zones and topographical features.

(14) A study which focuses on the use
of the courtyard in the design and
planning of houses, with parti-
cular attention to its use as a cus-
tomary inherited element, ie when
used unconsciously as a custom-
ary practice without concern for
its design potentials vs. its inten-
tional use as a device embodied
with design possibilities and
opportunities for climate control.

(15) An atlas of Islamic cities in vari-
ous regions of the Islamic world
which would document: (i) city
maps drawn in the same format,
using the same system of colors,
and supplemented by the neces-
sary aerial photographs; (ii) mor-
phological patterns at the levels of
the city, neighborhood, and build-
ing clusters and would include,
for example, the patterns of public
through streets and private cul-de-
sacs, and the analysis of the
typology’s strengths and weak-
nesses. Certain peculiarities
would also be studied, such as the
preference for the location of a
small mesjid at the strategic junc-
tion of a fork in the street sys-
tem;10 and (iii) study of building
types drawn to the same scale and
presented in plans, elevations,
and sections.

I hope that the above list of topics
will be valuable for those concerned
with the lack of theory. Other topics

10The utilization of this type of junction,
which results from the convergence of
two streets into one, within this morpho-
logical type can also be traced as far
back as 2000 BC in Ur, southern Meso-
potamia. See Exhibit 2 of Hakim (1982);
or Figure 1 in Hakim (1989); also the
street analysis in Chapter 3, “Spatial
structure and built form”, pp 19–56, in
Hakim (1978).
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addressing detailed aspects can be
developed and added. It is important to
stress that we are at a point in the
development of this field which
necessitates cooperative efforts to
address the above issues, so as to make
it possible to construct theory.
Cooperation can be achieved in many
ways, through (i) effective and access-
ible communication tools, such as
through the World Wide Web pages of
the Internet. Web pages can be created
by individual scholars and institutions
where the latest research is summarized
and/or made available for downloading
to personal computers; (ii) focused
symposia and conferences such as
those which were organized in Tokyo,
Japan in 1989 and 1990 under the co-
sponsorship of the research project
“Urbanism in Islam, a Comparative
Study”, which was a priority area
research project supported by Japan’s
Ministry of Education, Science and
Culture Grant-in-Aid and the Middle
Eastern Culture Center in Tokyo; and
(iii) testing in contemporary projects by
recycling the principles underlying tra-
ditional ideas and procedures.11 If the

11I have constructed a framework for action
which was published in the 1991 article
“Urban design in traditional Islamic cul-
ture: Recycling its successes” inCities,
8(4), pp 274–277. On 7 June 1997 I
delivered a keynote address at a Vision
symposium in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia
which was organized by Arriyadh
Development Authority (ADA), on the
occasion of the completion of phase 1 of
three-phase planning process known as
Metropolitan Development Strategy for
Arriyadh (MEDSTAR). One of the pro-
posals I made in that address was based
on the principle of bottom – up decision-
making at the neighborhood level. This
principle was operational in all tra-
ditional cities and settlements in the
Islamic world and was replaced, in the
case of Saudi Arabia, by a top – down
decision-making structure during the
mid years of this 20th century as a result
of Western influences and for reasons
related to local political preferences. My
proposal was to create neighborhood
organizations whose task would be to
coordinate decisions affecting the well
being of a neighborhood including mat-
ters related to design and planning. This
would create a situation where neighbor-
hoods would be encouraged to compete
with each other for the best ideas and
designs which would alleviate or solve
pervasive and common problems, such
as safety in neighborhood streets, green-
ing of streets by planting and main-
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suggestions made in this article are car-
ried out, then an achievement of this
magnitude will not only be of immense
value to the Islamic world and its
numerous subcultures, but it will also
be a significant contribution to our
understanding of urbanism and the
urban phenomenon as a cultural
expression within a global context.
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