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The pattern of urban settlement is a result 
of the interplay of many factors: topog
raphy, climate, materials, building tech
nology, existing infrastructure, and cultur 
al expression. The interplay of these 
forces has resulted in a bewildering array 
of examples of urban settlements. 

Of particular concern to us here are two 
factors: 1) the cultural dimension; and 2) 
the role of infrastructure. At first glance it 
may seem a rather peculiar choice to focus 
on, but, as will become apparent later on, 
there is an interesting relationship between 
the two. 

Elsewhere I have argued that there is an 
intensive interaction between the physical 
and non-physical aspects of the built envi
ronment, the latter being both a reflexion 
of the former as well as a framework for its 
existence. 1 Without the non-physical 
aspects, our cities are nought but build
ings, devoid of vitality and life. 

The Cities of Islam 

In a brilliant essay on the subject, Pro
fessor Oleg Grabar pointed out that the 
cities of Islam could not be understood 
without careful examination of the mores 
of their bourgeoisie. 2 This class, dominated 
by merchants, had a consistent relationship 
with the religious or pietistic movements, 
and those movements could not have 
flourished without the active support of the 
bourgeoisie. There is a sort of "Yin and 
Yan" complement between the bour
geoisie - the epitome of the down-to
earth ~ and the dominant religious ideo
logies of Muslim cities throughout the 
Middle Ages. 

Historically, Islam did ask men to forsake 
the pleasures of this earth, but it pre
scribed moderation and the pursuit of a 
"just balance". Thus, in spite of clear pre
scriptions against the amassing of worldly 
possessions, the bourgeoisie, as a class, 
tended to identify strongly with their 
possessions and the greater glory of their 
city. 
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The institutional framework that domi
nated the cities of Islam was quite different 
from that in the West. In the Muslim city 
thee institutional system was the source of 
its resilience. In a profoundly insightful 
passage, Grabar notes: 

"For just as the Muslim City did not 
acquire the urban institutions of antiquity 
or of the medieval West, it did not acquire 
sclerotic organisms which could stifle it. 
Based as it was on a series of bonds 
between individuals and between units of 
very different kinds, bonds which were 
rarely written down but carried on from 
generation to generation, the Muslim city 
could define itself .. .in ethical or spiritual 
terms, for it was based on a relationship 
between men and not between institutions. 
This human side explains so much of the 
city's physical aspects, handsome new 
houses and monuments next to dilapidated 
ones originally fulfilling the same pur
poses, constantly refurbished bazaars, 
constant relationship to men of the past 
through large cemetaries and easy aban
donment of burial places of forgotten men. 
This was all possible because it was men 
rather than formal institutions that re
mained and men could adapt themselves to 
new circumstances. Furthermore, the 
Muslim mould, which was given to what
ever institutions or problem arose, made it 
possible for Andalusians to move to 
Morocco, for Moroccans to come to Iran 
and for more than half the Muslim world to 
be governed by Ottoman Turks. It is Islam 
which gave its resilience to the Muslim city 
and to its bourgeoisie, not because it was 
necessarily aware of all urban problems 
but because it had the abstract forms in 
which all of them could be resolved."3 

Underlying Patterns 

Given this unique institutional framework, 
which allowed sufficient flexibility for 
adaptation with continuity, what were the 
interactions between the patterns of urban 
form and infrastructure? It is perhaps use
ful to distinguish three main forms: 

The mountain-town of Hajja, Yemen Arab Republic. A mountain road accommodates regional 
transportation. 
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regional transport, in-city transport, and 
water supply and sewerage. In more recent 
times, electricity and telecommunications 
have also had a major role to play. But in 
the medieval period it was largely the first 
three that constituted the framework with
in which the Muslim bourgeoisie articu
lated its unique creation of urban space.' 

Regional Transport 

Many of the great cities of Islam flourished 
or died away in direct response to the 
pressures and shifts of trade routes. The 
growth of a great metropolis such as Cairo 
has been shown to follow the caravan 
route, rather than the Nile.' Examples 
abound of "fiat towns'" created for politi
cal control by administrative decrees; but, 
regardless of their raison d' etre, the cities 
of Islam could not flourish without good 
access via the caravan routes or alternative 
transport (e.g., thefellugahs on the Nile). 

Trans-shipment points became particularly 
lucrative locations and tended to grow at a 
fast pace. 

This process is not unique to Muslim cities, 
and many cities whose livelihood rested on 
trade and/or the security thereof (such as 
Petra and Dawmat al-Jandal) were aban
doned when this raison d'erre was over
taken by events. 

In-City Transport 

The uses of streets and lanes in the Muslim 
city served multiple functions: residential 
access, free movement for throughput on 
the thoroughfares, a combination of sales 
and transportation space in the souks, 
public gathering, and extension space for 
prayer around the mosque. 

The Sharia (Islamic law) provided that 
"some" space around a building was part 
of the property and accepted "friendly 
settlements" between neighbours. This 
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Sidi Bou Said, Tunisia. The street serves a multitude offunctions. 
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Modern urban streets typically serve vehicular movement only. 
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resulted in air-rights developments, en
croachments of the private on the public 
domain, and unique solutions for corners 
and sublots. A variegated pattern of com
plex nooks and crannies created a complex 
maze of streets in the old medinas of the 
Muslim East. These organic patterns 
seemed completely senseless to western 
visitors, whose frame of reference was the 
rectilinear grid of orderly streets marked 
out in keeping with a single guiding vision 
for the whole city.' 

Most important in the Muslim context, 
however, was the constant interplay 
between neighbors and between the public 
and private domains. The pattern of settle
ment of the older medinas cannot be 
understood in other terms, and the impact 
of modern technology and its requirements 
in terms of infrastructure, especially in 
transportation, were to prove nothing 
short of phenomenal. 

First the railway, then the automobile, 
came to make the rabbit-warren type of 
settlement that had been so suitable in 
terms of pedestrian and four-legged tran
sport, totally inadequate - if not tho
roughly obsolete - in terms of the new 
machine transport. The railway stations, 
being natural trans-shipment points, 
created new foci of urban activity. With 
their ancillary requirements for vast ware
housing and storage facilities, coupled with 
the resulting emergence of a totally new 
type of commerce and industry, the sta
tions became new "monuments" that dealt 
a lasting blow to the well-established tradi
tional urban pattern with its hierarchy of 
streets and spaces receding from the public 
square next to the mosque, down to the 
local harat or zugag, and opening onto a 
few private homes. The impact of the new 
transportation technology also was felt pari 
passu in the very organisation of the urban 
fabric of traditional Muslim cities: the 
ethnic or guild quarters. It is true'that this 
impact was not immediate - and many 
other factors played a role parallel to the 
appearance of rail and trolley - but, un
deniably, the new transport technology 
had a very major impact on the overall 
pattern of settlement. 
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The impacct of the automobile was far 
more devastating. Unlike the public cars, 
which ran on rail along well-established 
routes, a private vehicle could go any
where. The demands of such vehicles, in 
terms of wide roads for movement and 
space for parking, began to predominate in 
the thinking of transport and urban plan
ning authorities over the last fifty years. 

Attempts to introduce these new wide 
roads into the old citties were frequently 
insensitive and ineffective.8 The sharpness 
of the contrast between the scale of the 
machine and the human scale of the old 
cities remains striking. Meshing together 
the requirements of the two into a harmo
nious environment remains the biggest 
challenge for urban planners in the coming 
generation. 

Water Supply and Sewerage 

The system used for the provision of water 
supply has always had a close relationship 
to the urban pattern of the city in question. 
Thus the cities that relied on cisterns (such 
as Jerusalem) were different from those 
that had access to abundant water from 
canals and acqueducts (such as Fez or 
Iranian cities), and these in turn were 
different from cities by rivers subject to 
flooding (such as Cairo). 

The interaction between the water supply 
system and the urban form has been a 
subject of study in such places as Isfahan. 
There one can see the primary network of 
in-city transport, which links the Masjid 
al-Jami in the north, by the magnificent 
bazaar that acts as the "backbone" to the 
skeleton of the city, down 
to the Maydan ai-Shah, built in the six
teenth century. This initial system grew 
further by covered! shaded way south to 
the Zaydaneh (eternal) river, and north 
from the Masjid al-Jami to the north gate. 
This was the commercial, religious, 
administrative spinal cord of the city. A 
secondary system of residential roads 
branches out from this primary system, in a 
beautiful organic design. Water comes in 

as a tertiary system of subterranean chan
nels that echo the secondary transport 
system and bring water from mountainous 
catchment areas as far as ten miles away, 
supplementing the river and feeding 
gardens, bath houses, and underground 
cisterns. The points at which these chan
nels intersect the other system are signifi
cant foci of activity and architectural 
interest." 

In more modern times, with the pheno
menal growth of cities, densification of 
settlement, and congestion, the provision 
of water supply has been problematic in 
old districts. But standpipes pumping and 
ingenious connexions (often illegal) have 
overcome many of the difficulties of layout 
and the costs of more orthodox 
approaches. 

Sewerage systems, on the other hand, 
seldom had major impact on the layout of 
old cities. Cesspits were frequently suffi
cient, and open-drain sewerage was the 
norm. In modern times, however, water
borne sewerage has become the norm, 
with the need to establish a hierarchical 
network and appropriate treatment. The 
scale of these infrastructure works and the 
need for proper alignments has tended to 
make the introduction of these works after 
the fact extremely difficult and costly. New 
lands, open to new settlement, have been 
designed on a scale commensurate with the 
needs of the automobile and laid out in 
accordance with the needs for the efficient 
provision of modern infrastructure. 

Electricity and Telecommunications 

Perhaps the single most pervasive agent of 
modernisation has been electrification and 
its swift companions, telecommunications 
and the mass media. Urban electrification 
has been generally easy to achieve because 
it was technically easy to hook up houses to 
the existing system, and because electricity 
has been generally perceived to be of 
merit. 10 But this very flexibility has enabled 
these systems to be introduced into dis
parate urban patterns without difficulty. 

Utility installation in Beirut. 

Photo: l. Serageldin. 

Even the old medinas, with their tortuous 
streets and their convoluted buildings, 
have received the benefits of electricity. 
And sprouting like mushrooms over the 
rooftops of old and new alike, the tele
vision antennas - ubiquitous symbols of 
modern life - proclaim the age of the 
global village. 

A Dichotomy 

From the preceding it becomes clear that 
the pattern of modern infrastructure and 
the pattern of modern urban settlements 
went hand in hand. They differed 
markedly from those of the old cities. 

For example, such old metropolises as 
Cairo and Damascus have grown by a pro
cess of accretion of the "new" onto the 
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Elements of the new Yemeni skyline. 
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"old". A dichotomy results in the urban 
fabric. Large roads, high buildings, "hi
tech" manifestations and industry, mobi
lity, cars, and more or less ostentatious 
wealth represent the "new". The tradi
tional organic urban fabric, with its pat
terns of narrow streets, its small buildings, 
its artisan workshops, its static or pedes
trian environment, and, above all, its 
visible poverty, represents the "old". 

This dichotomy leads to a series of related 
problems. If growth occurs at the peri
phery, with the old city "trapped" at the 
urban core, tremendous economic pres
sures are created for the re-use of the land, 
with concommitant pressures on the 
poorer families. These old cities also retain 
the "spread-out" demographic pyramid 
typical of less developed countries, with a 
high percentage of dependents (children 
and old persons) whose needs (e.g., for 
leisure space) are not met. A broader 
social concern is that stemming from the 
"ghetto-ization" of the old cities - or 

Growth of Isfahan: the sixteenth century city; 
movement system of water; residential pathways. 

Source: I. Serageldin. 

paradoxically its opposite, the "gentrifi
cation" process. 

The economic base of the old city is ill
equipped to deal with the growth of whole
saling and the use of small machines, with 
all the attendant effects on the artisan 
class; or with the growth of congestion, 
"uoise and pollution. The limited economic 
base of the old city generates insufficient 
revenues for the public sector, while 
private profits are rapidly spirited away 
elsewhere. The challenge of a successful 
economic rejuvenation of the old city core 
is yet to be met. 

Finally, patterns of institutional fragmen
tation, including those relating to land 
ownership, provide a further obstacle. The 
physical fabric of the old cities provides an 
all too evident summary of the dichoto
mous effects of these various influences, 
ranging from problems of density to those 
of congestion to the very deterioration of 
the urban fabric itself - a pressing chal
lenge in cities with a rising water table that 
are already full of dilapidated and deterio
rating buildings. 

Cultural Expression 

The city in the Muslim world has always 
been the cultural expression of the bour
geoisie. The dichotomy we have observed 
has been the result of a particular percep
tion of the Muslim bourgeoisie of the 
image of "progress". It is an image that is 
distinctly westernised, an image of an ideal 
society where technology dominates and 
gadgetry abounds. It is this image, fostered 
in large part by the colonial experience, 
that helped to strengthen the dichotomisa
tion of which the visual evidence is so 
compelling. The interaction of the values 
of an elite educated in the West -living in 
glass and steel buildings and riding motor
cars - with the prevalent pattern of town 
planning in the less developed countries 
remains a sorely under-studied subject. 
Yet, undeniably, the influence is there and 
will continue until a massive re-education 
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Amran, Yemen Arab Republic. 
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effort is undertaken to introduce a greater 
awareness of cultural authenticity in urban 
design and planning. 12 

In the meantime, the very pattern of 
western settlement that has been heralded 
in the less developed countries as the 
epitome of modernity has increasingly 
come under attack. A return to the human 
scale is sorely needed, and it would not 
have to interfere with the provision of 
modern infrastructure facilities. Indeed, 
there are examples of this marvelous mix 
of sensitivity and technology, 13 and the Aga 
Khan Awards are intended to premiate 
such notable efforts in this ongoing search 
for authenticity and progressive expres
sion. 14 Infrastructure should be seen as 
only one dimension of the design problem 
and not the ultimate determinant of urban 
form. 

The Yemen Arab Republic has been 
notable among the newly emergent 
Muslim countries, because Yemeni leaders 

have been among the few who did not turn 
their backs on the rich architectural and 
urban cultural heritage of their country. It 
is an important example, worthy of high 
praise. Other Islamic countries are also 
beginning to come to grips with the pro
blem. The solution of that problem is still 
hazy at best, but we know for certain that it 
does not lie in slavishly copying the past. 
For those who would try, the dimensions 
of modern technology and its related infra
structural requirements will quickly 
remind them that the path off excellence 
requires creativity. 
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