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In the built environment, a public building 
does four important things: it stands as a 
landmark, it transmits a message, it per
forms a function and it fulfills a need. The 
designer shapes the performance of the 
building by creating its visual expression, 
organizing the use of its spaces and articu
lating its programmatic requirements. But 
in the end, it is user response that spells 
the difference between success and failure 
As a landmark, the building must generate 
a sense of pride, the message it conveys 
must be comprehensible to be understood, 
its functions must be coherent to be 
efficiently discharged and the need it 
fulfills must be one which the population 
actually feels. 

The process of modernization has created 
a growing alienation between the users of 
public buildings and the procedures by 
which the buildings are provided. In 
essence, the provision of these facilities 
has become programmatically routinized. 
Their function tends to satisfy a bureau
cratic interpretation of the public's need, 
their location within the urban fabric is 
based upon specified planning standards 
and their architectural form has become 
standardized. These tendencies can be 
found in all countries, as government has 
assumed a broader range of responsibili
ties and replaced the religious authorities, 
community associations and charitable 
individuals who traditionally provided such 
public facilities as places of worship, 
schools, hospitals, parks and fountains. 

In the West, the institutionalization of 
public facilities began in the late eigh
teenth century, and was essentially com
pleted by about 1900. In the Middle East 
and other Islamic areas, this process began 
later and is still occurring to some extent. 
Western countries developed building 
prototypes suited to their institutions and 
culture as part of this institutionalization 
process. Most developing countries, in
cluding Islamic ones, have adopted these 
Western prototypes or adaptations of 
them, either as a result of the direct 
influence of colonial governments or as 
part of the process of technology transfer 
from more to less advanced countries. 

The extent to which these imported build
ing types have satisfactorily met the needs 
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of their users has lately been subjected to 
a growing scrutiny. Some of their deficien
cies are obvious, such as their unsuitability 
to local climatic conditions and disregard 
for such prime requirements as the provi
sion of communal prayer areas in certain 
public building types. Other deficiencies 
are more subtle, insofar as they relate to 
the user's perception of the public building 
and his willingness to make full use of the 
services housed there. This relationship 
between user and building is complicated 
by the cultural stratification of societies 
whose populations present a full range 
from illiterate to highly educated, from 
traditional to modern. The manner in 
which public services are offered may thus 
be understood by some strata and not by 
others. Furthermore, Islamic cultures are 
highly dynamic. Education and moderniza
tion are altering traditional concepts, in 
particular those affecting social and geo
graphic mobility as well as the use of 
space within the neighbourhood and city. 
These changes in turn affect the relation
ship between the user and the many public 
services provided by government. 

This paper argues that the widespread use 
of Western prototypes for public buildings 
has to some extent prevented their full 
and proper use by the population they are 
intended to serve. The institutional factors 
which led to the selection of Western 
models in the delivery of public services 
are examined and the consequences for 
the indigenous building process analyzed. 
Finally, a critical evaluation of the 
adequacy of selected public building 
standards leads to suggestions for the 
revitalization of the participation of users 
in the design process. 

Changing Roles in the Supply of 
Public Services in the Near East 
and North Africa 

Institutional Evolution 

The modernization of the region's institu
tions started in the early nineteenth cen
tury as traditional trade relationships with 

Europe were transformed. The al!lvantages 
of the Western model were clearly demon
strated by the profusion of inexpensive 
manufactured goods that flooded the 
eastern Mediterranean area, as well as by 
the military superiority of the European 
powers. A few countries launched major 
institutional and economic reforms in 
order to compete with the West. Others 
succumbed to European colonialism. Still 
others, though able to retain their inde
pendence, became increasingly subject to 
the economic dominance of the West. In 
any event, Western institutions, whether 
adopted willingly or imposed by force, 
proliferated throughout the region, start
ing with a reorganization of the central 
administration. 

Development programmes, regardless of 
when they were initiated or under what 
circumstances, entailed fundamental 
changes in the role, functions and opera
tions of the State. The necessity to muster 
resources and technical capabilities on an 
unprecedented scale mandated the estab
lishment of an administrative framework 
capable of implementing these pro
grammes. The traditional concerns of the 
dfwiin al-saltana-the army, the collection 
of taxes, the appointment of high officials 
and the administration of the public 
treasury-proved totally inadequate in a 
world dominated by modern industrial 
powers. 

Inevitably, the process of economic devel
opment led to increasingly centralized 
decision making in the provision of public 
services, and gradual expansion of govern
ment functions through new, specialized 
line ministries and executive departments. 
The sequence and scope of this State 
takeover of the service functions tradition
ally provided by community associations, 
kin groups and wealthy citizens was dic
tated by the path and rate of development 
and by the nature and urgency of the 
problems encountered, rather than by 
ideological considerations or resource 
availability. 

The transfer of responsibility from the 
private to the public sector and the con
comitant decline in the role of community 
associations can be traced back to the 
economic impact of the West, the early 
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Cairo, Egypt. Khalij Street, built over the Khalij Canal which was filled in 1879 
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attempts at modernization and specific 
colonial policies. It was spurred by three 
convergent forces. 

First were the resource requirements of 
economic development. The infrastructure 
needed to support production activities 
increased in complexity at an unprece
dented rate, as technological innovations 
rendered older facilities functionally ob
solete while still physically sound. The 
human resources needed for the develop
ment effort required a panoply of educa
tional facilities to provide skilled 
manpower. 

Second were the political exigencies 
created by the development process itself. 
Development opened avenues for upward 
mobility based on new factors: the acquisi
tion of skills and knowledge required by 
the modern economic sector. Islamic social 
principles of equity demanded that the 
means to acquire these skills be made 
available to as wide a spectrum of the 
population as possible. 

Third was the welfare function of the 
Islamic State. It is, by law, the 
responsibility of the State to supply basic 

needs to those unable to secure them on 
the open market. The definition of what 
constitutes "basic needs" expanded 
beyond medieval concepts of mere sus
tenance to encompass an array of goods 
and services once thought of as privileges 
but today recognized as fundamental 
rights. 

The emerging bureaucracies either incor
porated older institutions or paralleled 
them. In both cases the result was the 
same. The ascendency of the State under
mined the role of the community groups 
and associations which had formed the 
basis of the traditional structure of society. 
These associations were extremely diverse 
and offered the population a full range of 
participation in their activities. Some were 
formal, like guilds, others informal, like 
groupings of relatives, friends and neigh
bours. They could be geographically de
fined, like the administrative 'arafa, 
shiakha, hiira, khit(a or malJalla, or un
defined, like Sufi associations. Some were 
restricted by lineage, like the ashriif, while 
others had looser membership criteria, like 
provincial affiliations. Their common 
feature was a clear economic, social or 

religious bond which permitted a complete 
identification of the individual with the 
group. People belonged to one or several 
of the associations and defined their roles, 
rights and responsibilities accordingly. 

Erosion of this social structure resulted 
from changes in the outlook and way of 
life of the local elites, a natural conse
quence of constant exposure to the 
Western world. Colonialism accelerated 
this trend, as economic and political 
domination created an incentive for emula
tion, and even vehement nationalism could 
not altogether prevent ambivalent atti
tudes. Traditional community associations 
were thus deprived of elite leadership, 
patronage and protection. Physical dys
function became evident as new patterns 
of urban expansion followed Western 
design standards and were totally unre
lated to the traditional Islamic urban 
fabric organized around khiuas, lJiiras and 
suqs. 

The final disintegration of the community 
associations occurred mainly as a result of 
the expansion of the State bureaucratic 
machinery, which gradually took over their 
administrative, fiscal and regulatory func
tions. Government came to regulate all 
key services through licensing, taxation 
and pricing policies. The expansion of 
governmental functions through line 
ministries and executive departments ter
minated the public service role of the 
awqiif, and dealt a severe blow to similar 
functions undertaken by community asso
ciations. Their roles became sharply 
limited, although they continued to build 
and administer mosques, ziiwiyas, kuttiibs 
and various charities. 

With national independence came a deter
mined effort to embark on large-scale 
development programmes. Forceful State 
intervention and the transfer of Western 
technology were deemed crucial in bridg
ing the economic development gap. The 
use of imported Western institutional 
models met with varying degrees of suc
cess, but in any case they hampered a 
possible revitalization of traditional com
munity associations. These were left to 
redefine their roles and coexist as well as 
they could. The imperatives of develop
ment today dictate an expandmg scope for 
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government action in the provision and 
delivery of public services. In light of this, 
it is difficult to envisage the role of 
community associations extending beyond 
the provision of specific personal services, 
mutual aid and charities. 

Sources of Public Building Prototypes 

In expanding the public service functions 
of the State, Muslim countries have looked 
to the West for physical standards, build
ing models and organizational frameworks. 
This demanded planners, architects and 
engineers capable of designing new types 
of facilities, contractors capable of under
taking large-scale projects involving new 
building techniques and administrators 
capable of managing a new functional Rome, Italy 1930's public housing 

apparatus. Source W Hegemann, City Planning and Housing, Vol III (New York, 1938) 

The adoption of a prototypical plan for 
institutional buildings has certain clear 
advantages. It permits the development o~ 
functional spaces interrelated to ensure . 
efficient utilization. Moreover, the limited 
range of uses for each space, the uni
formity of usage regardless of where the 
building is situated and the need to build a 
large number of buildings with similar, if 
not identical, programmes are pervasive 
arguments for the standardization of de
sign norms. For example, in European 
countries where the central government 
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Alfortville, France: courtyard of school, 1930s 
Source W. Hegemann, City Planning and 
Housing, Vol. III (New York, 1938) 

Cairo, Egypt contemporary public housing 

Photo FCH International 
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had assumed responsibility for education 
and had established uniform curricula, 
school buildings were rapidly standardized. 
The size of the school, its location within 
the community and its plan and elevations 
had to conform to national norms. 

The standardization of other public build
ing types occurred more slowly, but was 
also essentially complete by the end of the 
nineteenth century. Their design was 
determined largely by technological and 
economic factors. Hospitals were shaped 
not only by considerations of medical care 
but by construction costs and ease of 
maintenance. Public housing embodied 
hygienic norms of ventilation and space 
per resident, as well as budget constraints 
that required a dense grouping of four to 
six-story walk-up blocks. In most 
instances, adherence to bureaucratic norms 
dictated the plans and the selection of 
specific building materials and gave little 
leeway to designers to search for more 
innovative solutions. 

The extent to which the public building 
types that evolved in Europe were satis
factory solutions has been the subject of 
some debate. In spite of their stylistic 
modernization in the last few decades, 
their programmatic durability seems to 
indicate that they have adequately met 
institutional needs. The minimal involve
ment of users in their design has been 
chief.ly symptomatic of social structures 
that have rarely stressed the participation 
and collective responsibility of communal 
groups since the centralizing of govern
ment functions started to gain strength 
after the fifteenth century. It was thus 
accepted that the provision of new public 
services, and the extension of govern
mental responsibilities to include commu
nity facilities previously provided by 
religious and charitable institutions, would 
take place in what had become an ex
pected "governmental style" characterized 
by centralized decision making and little 
concern for user participation. 

Though the standardized European public 
building prototypes may have been suit
able for their indigenous conditions, at 
least insofar as they were part of a stylistic 
and institutional tradition, their trans-

plantation to the Islamic countries of the 
Near East and North Africa was culturally 
traumatic. 

User Needs in the 
Design of Public Buildings 

State control meant equal access to ser
vices. It also meant that the process by 
which these services were provided and 
administered, as well as the standards for 
their physical plant, were formulated by 
government and could be altered at any 
time in the public interest. While services 
had traditionally been provided to fulfill a 
need commonly defined by provider and 
user, the relationship between people and 
public services was henceforth regulated 
by the statutes of administrative law. 

The government replaced the users as the 
"client" for whom public buildings were 
produced by an array of architects, engi
neers, builders and procurement contrac
tors. The staff providing the services 
became government employees, while 
users were categorized as general, pro
spective or actual beneficiaries. This classi
fication offered little guidance to the 
providers of public facilities, be they 
ministry officials or design professionals, 
since users rarely constituted a homogene
ous group. As an added complication, 
Islamic societies are today in a highly 
dynamic phase of their evolution. The 
process of modernization has complicated 
the economic stratification common to all 
countries by superimposing sharp differ
ences between the educated and the 
illiterate, urban and rural populations, 
men and women, and modern and tradi
tional occupations. This is reflected at all 
levels of society. The best indicator of this 
dynamism is a growing generation gap in 
attitudes and lifestyles, which has over
shadowed the ancient cultural gaps 
between social classes. 

The implications of these trends for the 
programming and design of public build
ings are evident. User attitudes toward 
public facilities differ among various seg
ments of the population. Therefore the 

adoption of uniform standards for service 
areas, building prototypes and building 
plans is totally inappropriate. The concept 
of social space for men and women 
provides a dramatic example of these 
differences in all three categories of 
standards. 

The service areas of schools, mother and 
child clinics and welfare centres used by 
women are markedly smaller than those of 
comparable facilities for men. In the more 
traditional Islamic countries and among 
less educated, older urban women in 
general, there is a marked reluctance to 
venture alone out of the immediate neigh
bourhood. Recent experience has shown 
that facilities for women fail to reach the 
outer bounds of their targeted service area 
where it extends beyond the maximum 
distance a woman is willing to walk alone. 
Inadequate public transportation and the 
inability to keep facilities open at times of 
day when male family members can ac
company their womenfolk have com
pounded the problem. The siting of public 
facilities must therefore take these atti
tudes into consideration, rather than fol
lowing the more usual international cri
teria based on an efficiency formula for 
maximizing utilization ratios and minimiz
ing construction and operation costs per 
unit of population served. 

Building prototypes accommodating vari
ous facilities, particularly multi-service 
centres offering a broad range of social 
services to all segments of a popUlation, 
have had uneven success. Modeled after 
European examples which have demon
strated the economy of sharing expensive 
facilities, they have failed to recognize the 
deeply ingrained reluctance to come into 
contact with members of the opposite sex 
in unfamiliar surroundings. Separate facili
ties, from schools to health and social 
service centres, are still required for 
certain social strata, even though mixed 
facilities may be acceptable for others. 

Building plans must also recognize the 
desire for a separation of men from . 
women, or families from single youths, in 
common areas. Thus, separate waiting 
rooms may be required in clinics, hospitals 
and facilities such as railroad and bus 
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Cairo, Egypt: the railway station prior to its 
expansion and remodeling in the 1960s 
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stations which are used by all social strata. 
It is worth noting that common waiting 
areas have been readily accepted in airport 
terminals, which until the large-scale 
interregional labour movements of the 
1970s were used primarily by the more 
affluent and better educated. Where only 
one waiting area is provided, it is not 
uncommon to find a de facto segregation 
of the common space, with men congregat
ing at one end and women at the other. 

In general, considerable re-programming. 
of Western prototypes for service facilities 
is required. This does not seem to be 
easily comprehended either by Western
trained designers or by the technocrats of 
national and international agencies which 
provide funding. Moreover, the program
ming and design effort must recognize that 

the different expressions of user needs are 
evolving. With education and exposure to 
different lifestyles, traditional attitudes are 
changing. The formulation of standards is 
thus complicated by the need to anticipate 
change and accommodate it. This is not an 
easy task, as the rate of social change 
varies not only among countries and 
between urban and rural populations, but 
also according to level of education and 
economic upward mobility. It is clear, 
however, that the mechanical application 
of uniform standards, whatever their ori
gin, is a disservice to users of public 
facilities. 

Changing Nature of the 
Commissioning and Building 
Process 

The Institutionalization of the Contract 
System of Labour Recruitment 

Paralleling the case of mi'miir officers 
whose functions were taken over by 
the ministries of public works, trade 
guilds-the most formal of all community 
associations-proved unable to supply 
government with the manpower needed to 
execute large-scale and technically 
sophisticated projects. By the end of the 
nineteenth century, colonial administra
tions unwilling to tolerate a labour market 
regulated by non-codified rules had 
already decreed the abolishment of the 
guild system. The disappearance of geo
graphic and labour recruitment monopolies 
changed the complexion of the building 
trades. Persons were now free to enter and 
practice any trade, and clients were free to 
select the mu'allim to supervise the con
struction work and recruit whatever 
workers were needed without resorting to 
the intermediary guild sheikhs. 

The disappearance of a regulated lapour 
market led to the emergence of the 
contract system of labour recruitment. 
Contractors replaced guild sheikhs as 
suppliers of construction labour, and 
formed a class of foremen and trade 
bosses in the different job activities. These 

contractors were middlemen, supplying 
large foreign or local employers with the 
labour they needed. As such they were 
very different from the guild sheikhs they 
replaced, few of whom were able to adjust 
their role to fit the new conditions and 
become contractors. 

Without the protective institutional frame
work of the guild system, only a severe 
labour shortage could prevent the ex
ploitation of workers. Until the past 
decade, when ambitious development proj
ects created a labour shortage on the 
regional scale, demographic pressure and 
rural-urban migration had saturated the 
construction industry with a pool of un
skilled labourers ready to work for mini
mal wages. No esprit corporatif could 
survive under these conditions, and no 
institution developed to replace the guilds. 

The contract system effectively cut off 
labour engaged in the building trades from 
the client (public or private) and the 
designer (foreign or local), both of whom 
found it far more expedient to deal with 
contractors. Small-scale developers can 
still secure building materials and deal 
directly with an array of individual skilled 
workers and craftsmen operating in the 
locality. However, since even for simple 
residential construction no fewer than 
ten different trades are involved, for 
any project of significant scale this 
process quickly reaches unmanageable 
proportions. 

Commissioning Procedures and the 
Adoption of the Bidding System 

The dissolution of the guilds and the 
institutionalization of the contract system 
of labour recruitment led to the adoption 
of the competitive bidding system for the 
award of public works. Engineering and 
contracting firms developed to undertake 
the larger contracts for both government 
and the private sector, including construc
tion of public buildings and public works. 
Foreign dominance of the field during 
colonial times was a natural extension of 
foreign control over the financial and land 
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markets and the technical professions. 
Dissolution of the colonial empires 
brought an end to open discrimination 
against native professionals and entre
preneurs, and permitted the emergence of 
large local firms which have adopted 
Western bidding, management and con
struction techniques. Thus, the duality 
which pervades the whole economy ex
tends to the construction sector, where 
large-scale enterprises with modern 
machinery and equipment contrast sharply 
with small-scale builders relying mainly on 
manual methods of construction. 

Impacts of Standardized Building Types 

The decision to use Western building 
prototypes for the public facilities required 
by efforts to modernize and become more 
economically competitive with Europe 
was to have significant consequences for 
the processes of design and building Riyadh, Saudi Arabia: the High Court 

construction. Photo I. Serage/din 

One important consequence was the 
abandonment of local architectural tradi-
tions. Some of the governmental service 
functions that were adopted in emulation 
of European countries had no easily 
traceable indigenous style; they repre
sented the importation of a new tech
nology or of functions which in the Near 
East and North Africa had never become 
sufficiently institutionalized to generate a 
specific architectural form. Transportation 
terminals, factories and communications 
centres are example of the first category, 
while the second includes hospitals, para
medical and welfare centres and govern
ment offices. Therefore, foreign designs 
were adopted in the absence of an appro
priate indigenous building type. This is 
perfectly understandable, particularly since 
these functions were frequently introduced 
into the region by colonial governments or 
by foreign concessionaires. 

Other governmental functions, however, 
particularly schools and housing, had a 
long indigenous architectural tradition 
which was systematically discarded in the 
modernization effort. There seems to have 

Qatif, Saudi Arabia elementary school 

Photo: T. McNulty 
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School in Tunisia 

Photo: I Serageldin 

been little justification, for example, for 
using European school prototypes rather 
than a type of building derived from the 
traditional madrasa. One-story classrooms 
disposed around a courtyard would not 
only have ensured an easily understood 
continuity in style, but also would have 
been better suited to local climatic condi
tions and would have allowed the use of 
local construction materials and labour. 

A second consequence was the gradual 
disappearance of traditional building skills. 
The very modernity of European building 
types, the building materials employed and 
the ways in which they were assembled 
were sufficiently alien to the local building 
industry to reduce its participation in the 
construction effort to a minimum. The 
reliance on skilled foreign construction 
workers-chiefly Italians, Greeks and Mal
tese-to undertake the masonry and stucco 
work, the plumbing and electrical work 
and the carpentry and finishing, relegated 
local labourers to menial tasks. This was 
exacerbated by the favouritism which 
colonial administrations and concessionary 
companies showed to contractors from 
their own country. In addition, the very 

scale of government construction projects 
discriminated against local contractors, 
whose small scale of operation, lack of 
education and inadequate financing ex
cluded them from competitive bidding 
procedures. Large foreign firms were thus 
again at an advantage wherever govern
ments adopted the more efficient bidding 
procedures used in the West. 

The local construction industry languished 
as government contracts were denied them 
and the better private sector buildings 
increasingly emulated new European 
fashions. Traditional skills were lost within 
one generation or so, as skills better suited 
to the new building types being con
structed had to be learned by local 
labourers. 

A third consequence was a growing West
ernization in the design profession. Archi
tects, engineers, planners and other pro
fessionals studied Western models and 
entered their profession imbued with ideas 
and precepts which inevitably promoted 
the use of Western building types that 
were quickly becoming the symbols of 
progress. The young professional found 
himself in a position somewhat analogous 

to that of the traditional building crafts
man. He had to perform as a professional 
judged by Western standards if he wanted 
to compete with the foreign firms that had 
cornered the more lucrative public and 
private building contracts. Thus in the 
1930s a number of highly competent and 
competitive designers started to emerge; 
their very success was due to their ability 
to design in the international style. 

The rapid growth of this group, whose 
scope of activity expanded with their 
country's independence, has done little to 
promote the development of Islamic con
temporary architecture, as their views are 
strongly permeated by international in
fluences. They are, in fact, largely indis
tinguishable from their colleagues the 
world over. They follow the dictates of the 
same architectural schools of thought, 
emulate the same masters, share an 
identical preoccupation with architecture 
as "built form." Much of the work of 
these designers has clearly responded to 
the Western taste of the minority of the 
population from which their wealthier and 
more sophisticated clients are drawn, and 
for whom they design modern luxury 
housing, hotels, office buildings and 
government ministries. However, they 
have generally been no more able than 
their Western counterparts to respond to 
the needs of the majority of the popula
tion, whose lifestyle is still imbued with 
traditional values. 

The Adoption of New Programmatic and 
Design Standards 

The spatial organization of the Islamic city 
reflects social and institutional structures 
based on well-defined groups sharing a 
common interest in a specific geographical 
area-khitta, hiira or suq. The failure of 
Western observers to recognize this re
lationship is amply demonstrated by their 
persistent description of the Islamic city as 
lacking order, resembling a rabbit warren 
or consisting of a confused jumble of 
narrow alleyways. In planning, as in 
architecture, the European model was 
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deemed superior and new districts that 
started to be laid out in the nineteenth 
century introduced unfamiliar features to 
the region: wide streets to accommodate 
vehicular traffic, the rectilinear street plan 
and the free-standing structure. These 
became the physical planning norms ac
cepted by local professionals and govern
ment official alike. Though undoubtedly 
suited to the evolving tastes of a West
ernized elite, they failed to take into 
account the traditional lifestyles of the 
majority of the urban population. 

The design standards used in public hous
ing projects illustrate the lack of sensitivity 
to user needs. The wide streets have been 
planned to accommodate nonexistent auto
mobile traffic. Hot and dusty, they do not 
provide the shade required for comfortable 
pedestrian usage, and their unnecessary 
width quickly becomes an ad hoc refuse 
dump. The walk-up apartment blocks are 
closely modeled after those of European 
public housing projects. These accommo
dations are ill-suited to the traditional 
keeping of poultry and small domestic 
animals, which are a main source of 
protein for the poor. Moreover, their 
corridors and stairwells do not fit tradi
tional notions of individual responsibility 
for communal space, their usage leads to 
tenant conflicts, they are not maintained 
or kept clean and they deteriorate rapidly. 

The planning standards that have shaped 
large government projects have con
sistently ignored the fact that a majority 
of the population still prefers a spatial 
organization that fosters community inter
action. The sharp contrast which exists 
between the planned developments and 
the informal settlements clearly reveals the 
continuance of a traditional organization 
of space, one that is meaningful and well
adapted to the lifestyle and priorities of 
the largest and most rapidly growing 
segment of the urban population. Thus the 
spontaneous division of large settlements 
into small, identifiable groupings of streets 
and buildings provides an intimate human 
scale and creates social neighbourhoods 
responsive to overriding concerns for 
privacy, the social space of different popu
lation groups and community cohesion. 



25 Changing Roles and Procedures in the Design of Public Buildings 

Fez, Morocco: street in modern housing development 

Photo: H-U Khan 

Abu Dhabi, U.A.E : main avenue 

Photo: I Serageldin 

Abu Dhabi, U A.E.· planned market 
development 

Photo: I. Serageldin 

In spite of the lack of public services, the 
atmosphere prevailing in settlement areas 
where the environment is shaped to 
respond to user needs contrasts sharply 
with the sterile atmosphere of large-scale 
public housing projects based on intensive 
design standards. It should be noted that 
although recognizable expressions of tradi
tional building configurations, such as 
courtyards, appear in these settlements, 
there is little effort to recreate traditional 
architecture either in the use of materials 
or in design motifs. On the contrary, given 
a choice there is a marked preference for 
what is perceived as urban, functional and 
modern, such as concrete, cement or fired 
brick instead of mud, and slab roofs 
instead of domes. 

The Reintegration of Users 
in the Design Process 

User participation in the design process is 
vital to the successful delivery of public 
services. Local needs, concerns and life
styles must be taken into careful account 
and the use of unsuitable, unfamiliar 
building styles and programmes avoided. 

Current development programmes in the 
Islamic countries emphasize the adoption 
of Western technology without its cultural 
and social forms. The sheer scale of 
investment in public works usually entails 
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Cairo, Egypt: street at the junction of medieval and modern sections of Cairo 

Photo: F. Vigier 

a continued reliance on large Western 
professional and contracting firms which 
have the technical and financial capacity to 
undertake the volume of work involved. 
This conflicts with the desire to revitalize 
indigenous cultural traditions and to de
crease the dominance of foreign in
fluences. Spurred by the attractiveness of 
high technology solutions to technocratic 
elites and by the marketing of technology 
irrespective of need, suitability or cost, 
governments often undertake very large 
public investments without adequate con
sideration of alternative solutions that are 
more in keeping with indigenous skills, 
resources or traditions. 

An extensive reliance on skilled foreign 
technicians and labourers is not in the best 
interest of the host country except on a 
temporary basis. In an effort to counteract 
this unhealthy one-way relationship, 
governments now require the formation of 
joint ventures in which foreign firms 
associate with local partners. However, 
there is still little critical evaluation of 
standards, and large projects continue to 
be constructed with little consideration for 
local conditions. 

In the area of housing, the inability of 
most governments to provide a sufficient 
number of units has resulted in the pro
liferation of informal settlements where 
the user has considerable latitude in shap
ing his environment. In these situations, 
public investment tends to follow develop
ment rather than determine it. In public 
buildings, on the other hand, the relation
ship between user and physical space is 
predicated on rigid standards rather than 
on the expressed needs of users. 

While there may be some rationale for not 
involving users in the appraisal of design 
solutions, their non-participation in the 
identification of needs-a trend which 
grew out of the dynamics of the develop
ment process-should be deplored. Lack 
of information all too often results in 
legitimate needs being ignored. Lack of 
sensitivity makes it easy to dismiss issues 
as being unimportant. Lack of concern 
leads to regarding negative social impacts 
as "unavoidable" costs. 
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The indifference of users toward public 
buildings provided by government, and 
considered as belonging to government, is 
well known. It breeds abuse and vandalism 
and creates an unjustifiable drain on 
resources for maintenance. An alien land
mark cannot promote community identifi
cation, and the message it conveys will not 
be understood. A building whose functions 
do not serve the community's needs and 
respond to its priorities will fail to be 
adequately utilized. 

It is clear that a revitalization of the 
participation of users in the design process 
is essential. This will require the involve
ment of the ministries responsible for 
programmatic decisions and of the de
signers of public facilities, in addition to 
the users themselves. Yet experience in 
most countries has shown that it is difficult 
to convince government bureaucracies to 
relinquish their prerogatives and pay more 
than lip service to broadening the partici
patory process in decision making. The 
current administrative decentralization 
policy in most countries of the region 
reflects principles of centralized planning 
and decentralized implementation through 
a hierarchy of governmental administrative 
bodies, rather than an intent to involve 
the local level in the decision making 
process. 

Local authorities have been delegated 
powers to administer directly or partici
pate in the administration of public utili
ties and services. However, their actions 
are subject to central review and approval, 
and their activities burdened by cumber
some bureaucratic procedures. Further
more, local authorities generally lack 
adequate professional and technical 
personnel, budget appropriations or both, 
and have little choice but to continue to 
rely on central government for the plan
ning and design of public buildings 

An important objective of decentralization 
is to involve citizen councils in the admin
istration of local affairs. However, it is 
often difficult for these councils to fulfill 
their intended function. Most users or 
beneficiaries have little understanding of 
administrative law and limited ability to 

deal with an impersonal bureaucratic 
machinery except through the familiar 
patronage system. Under these conditions, 
citizen participation tends to be unrepre
sentative when mandatory, and inadequate 
when voluntary. 

Designers may be able to playa catalytic 
role in the development of a more sensi
tive approach to the delivery of public 
services. Their current inability to fulfill 
this role is due largely to the nature of the 
education they have received. Whether 
obtained in their home universities or 
abroad, the professional training of plan
ners, architects and landscape architects 
has not only stressed Western solutions 
but has relegated the Islamic tradition in 
art and architecture to history courses. 
Little attention is paid to the social and 
economic determinants of design, and the 
studio problems given to students assume 
educated, Westernized, sophisticated 
clients. Although successful in training 
professionals to compete with Westerners 
on their own terms, this pedagogical 
philosophy has effectively cut off Muslim 
professionals from their own culture and 
stylistic background. It is therefore not 
surprising that an interest in their own 
culture is almost invariably manifested in a 
superficial use of traditional forms, rather 
than in a search for solutions responsive to 
lifestyles and concepts of private and 
social space that are still very much 
influenced by Islamic traditions. 
Certain themes are recurrent. Outer shells 
using such pseudo-Islamic motifs as 
pointed arches, domes and mashrabiyas 
barely disguise floor plans of Western 
inspiration. At times, the sole justification 
for this approach is the desire to express 
nationalistic sentiments Similarly, 
elaborate Islamic decorations are thought 
to be symbolically appropriate for build
ings with religious functions, or for those 
somehow associated with Islam-a Min
istry of Waqfs, for example. Conversely, 
there is a pervasive tendency to enrobe in 
the Western style buildings that are 
intended to house functions that are 
strongly influenced by sociocultural 
traditions-housing or education, for 
example. 

If this misinterpretation of what is 
"Islamic" in architecture is to be reme
died, professional curricula will have to 
undergo major reforms. Architectural 
history courses must stress the social, 
cultural and ecological factors that gave 
rise to specific architectural forms, rather 
than treating these forms as a purely 
plastic art. The evolution of institutions 
and their influence on the spatial organiza
tion of cities must be understood. The 
growing body of socio-anthropological 
work currently being undertaken by the 
universities of the region must be inte
grated in professional education, both to 
increase the sensitivity of young designers 
to the varied lifestyles of the population 
and to equip them to formulate solutions 
that will better fulfill the needs of their 
users. 

The professional's influence in promoting 
designs that are appropriate to indigenous 
conditions can be significant. As a de
signer, he can demonstrate that there are 
better solutions than to reproduce building 
types originally developed in a totally 
different context. As a member of his 
country's educated elite, he will participate 
in the determination of standards used for 
public buildings. As the local partner of 
international architectural and engineering 
firms undertaking projects in his country, 
he can make known to foreign con~ultants 
the needs peculiar to his country and, 
through his informed participation, help 
ensure better solutions. 

The process of economic development 
entails constant innovation. The introduc
tion of unfamiliar concepts and designs is 
bound to be controversial, as it implies 
some degree of disruption of existing 
attitudes and organizations. Communica
tion must be established between designers 
and users if public buildings, particularly 
those involving functional, technological or 
organizational innovations, are to be suc
cessfully integrated into the structure of 
the Islamic community. 

Professionals, rather than bureaucrats, 
should take on the responsibility of ascer
taining user needs and desires and incor
porating them into the design process. The 
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ability to show that local concerns have 
been considered is the first step toward 
acceptance, satisfaction and identification 
with the buildings. The demonstration to 
users of the usefulness and usability of 
new building types is the single most 
important factor in overcoming the innate 
fears, expressed opposition and secret 
apprehension that are so easily generated 
by the process of modernization. Inde
pendently or as local associates of foreign 
partners, professionals in their roles as 
practitioners, officials, advisors or con
sultants must demonstrate that the value 
of the Islamic cultural heritage is of 
substantive, not merely symbolic, 
importance. 

Note 

"Changing Roles and Procedures in the Design of 
Public Buildings" was co-authored by Mona 
Serageldin and Fran~ois Vigier, and presented at 
the Amman seminar by Dr Serageldin. 
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