
115 

Both economic and cultural development 
are taking place at a very rapid pace in 
most of the Islamic nations. It is appro
priate that we pause and ponder the social 
problems associated with this pace of 
development, and the cultural changes to 
our Islamic heritage caused by the 
importation of Western ideology. 

It is in the architecture of modern Islamic 
cities that one most clearly senses the 
impact of the Western and industrial tradi
tions on our societies. The steel and 
concrete boxes of the so-called "functional 
architecture" of the West have displaced 
or dwarfed the truly functional architec
ture which was developed during the 
glorious age of medieval Islam. This archi
tecture, so well suited to the climate and 
environment of specific regions, was re
fined through the centuries. In the heat 
characteristic of the Middle East, for exam
ple, a modern "functional" building can 
be kept reasonably cool only by means of 
an expensive, energy-consuming and often 
inefficient airconditioning system. Yet the 
shade and pleasant coolness found in any 
ancient mosque on even the hottest days is 
proof that construction technology is 
neither a modern nor a Western invention. 
The traditional houses in Egypt, in areas 
where the temperature rises to 45° C in 
summer and drops to just above freezing 
in winter, are a good deal cooler in 
summer and warmer in winter than the 
concrete cubicles which Western training 
has taught our young architects to design. 
In addition to being more climatically 
appropriate, traditional popular housing is 
constructed of locally available materials. 

Few of the new cities and projects being 
implemented in the Islamic world replicate 
the design concepts of traditional Islamic 
architecture. These concepts had success
fully integrated the religious, social, en
vironmental and cultural values of the 
particular region. However, it would be a 
mistake to assume that the architecture of 
our new urban centres has been imposed 
by outsiders. It is our own younger genera
tion (whose cultural values come from 
universities like UCLA, Berkeley, Oxford 
and Cambridge) which has chosen to ig
nore the values of traditional Islamic archi-
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tecture. These younger professionals have 
promoted the construction of such Western 
symbols of wealth as office skyscrapers, 
high-rise apartment buildings and rein
forced concrete homes, whose bay windows 
transform them into solar furnaces. 

The problems which our modern cities 
face today are by no means new. If we 
look at cities like Cairo or Alexandria, we 
observe that much of the charm of the old 
Islamic cities was swept away beginning in 
the last century, to be replaced by the 
richly baroque styles which were in vogue 
in the West at that time. Just as these 
buildings seem out of place today along 
the boulevards of Cairo and on the 
corniche of Alexandria, so too will the 
new skyscrapers and concrete apartment 
blocks seem alien a few decades from now. 
However, despite its crumbling fa«ades 
and broken mashrabiyas, the old Arab city 
will always retain a beauty which the years 
cannot erase. 

We in Saudi Arabia have been speaking of 
a renascence in the Islamic arts for years, 
but the only renascence discernible in our 
country has been fueled by oil revenues. 
While it is understandable that the newly 
emerging and affluent private sector in our 
country should find functional Western
style architecture attractive, and the 
use of equipment which meets recognized 
international norms and safety standards 
essential, constraints of time and budget 
should not have influenced the public 
institutions in their architectural decision 
making. For most public sector proj-
ects carried out in the Kingdom, cost 
factors have always been of secondary 
importance. 

When our Ministry of Housing undertakes 
rush housing programmes in several cities 
in order to rapidly meet the demand for 
adequate low income housing, these pro
grammes should integrate the technology 
of the West (with respect to standards, 
safety features and new materials) with the 
traditions of Islam (in terms of privacy 
within and outside the housing unit, and 
other features). Due consideration should 
also be given to the lifestyle of a typical 
low income Saudi family and to the harsh 

climatic conditions of the area. There is no 
shortage of public lands around most of 
the major cities in Saudi Arabia. There 
are ample financial means available to the 
Ministry of Housing for the development 
of infrastructure such as roads, water, 
sewage and electrical systems in these 
areas. Finally, traditional Saudi society 
lives in individual low-rise housing units, 
enclosed within a well-defined outer 
perimetre which provides both privacy and 
breathing space for the family. For these 
three reasons the government should have 
promoted the development of new hori
zontal cities. 

Individual housing units should have ade
quate surrounding space to meet the 
requirements of a traditional population. 
Arab families tend to hang clothes outside 
to dry rather than use electric dryers; they 
frequently cook outside, and some keep 
goats and sheep in enclosures around the 
houses for ready milk or meat supplies. 
Open spaces around houses may also be 
used as a playground for children, espe
cially female children who cannot be 
allowed to play in the streets. Often the 
space also serves as a family gathering 
area in the evenings. Furthermore, hori
zontal units surrounded by adequate open 
space allow for future expansion as a 
family grows and additional children re
quire more space or greater privacy. 

These necessities, at the base of our 
Islamic traditions, have been neglected in 
the housing projects undertaken by Saudi 
An\bia's Ministry of Housing. Instead of 
designing and building houses suitable for 
the majority of the Saudi population, 
expensive high-rise buildings were con
structed in the middle of every city. The 
Jiddah and Dammam "Rush Housing Proj
ects" were both completed over a year 
ago. Composed of 36 seventeen-story build
ings costing over $300,000 U.S. per unit, 
excluding land costs, the 3600 housing 
units stand empty today. The government 
seems unable to allocate the finished units 
or even to ascertain whether the typical 
low income Saudi family for whom the 
units were originally constructed would be 
able to live in them at all. Privacy in these 
high-rise apartments would be next 
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to impossible. Furthermore, expensive 
mechanical devices such as elevators and 
water pumps have to be maintained, and 
the safety problems which might arise 
from improper use of common electrical 
systems are compounded. 

Unfortunately, the sad experiences of the 
Jiddah and Dammam projects have not 
dampened our Ministry of Housing's enthu
siasm for more high-rise, high-cost apart
ment blocks for low income families. Most 

recently we have witnessed the awarding Jiddah, Saudi Arabia: government rush housing project 
of new contracts to Korean firms for the 
construction of similar projects in Riyadh Photo: M AI-Hariri 
and Al Khobar. 

The 1.2 billion dollars disbursed for 3600 
housing units in the rush housing pro
gramme could have been allocated to the 
construction of satellite low-rise cities; in 
these, individual families are housed in a 
one or two-story detached dwelling sur
rounded by a small plot and outer wall, 
thus fulfilling the family need for privacy 
and air circulation. Where space or land is 
more limited, the old Arab-style house 
concept could be used: low-rise units 
clustered around cool courtyards and situ
ated along narrow streets which provide 
shade and compel air circulation. Such a 
concept has been used in the King Khaled 
Military City at Hafr al Batin; housing 
units cluster around the central mosque, 
and the low-rise buildings are packed 
closely together to combat the desert 
winds. 

In another public project, the University 
of Petroleum and Minerals in Dhahran, 
buildings were constructed to blend in 
colour and form with the surrounding 
terrain. Colonnaded shaded walkways 
around the principal buildings protect 
them from the harsh sun, and provide 
shaded spaces for student movement. This 
example proves that a balanced integration 
of Western and Islamic design not only 
can work, but can even be acclaimed by 
both cultures. This was the case for the 
University of Petroleum and Minerals, 
which won the highest awards in the 
U.S.A. for its architects, Caudill Rowlett 
Scott (CRS) of Houston. 

More attention should be given by the 

Dhahran, Saudi Arabia: University of Petroleum and Minerals. View of the library and 
administration building. Architects: Caudill Rowlett Scott. Preliminary design 1964, 
construction 1974 

Photo: Caudill Rowlett Scott 

affluent Islamic nations to the preservation 
of traditional Islamic architecture, not 
only for its quiet beauty but for its func
tionality and adaptability to the environ
mellt as well. However, modern Western 
architecture does reflect new and advanced 

technological innovations, and these 
should, where possible and practical, be 
merged with traditional Islamic design con
cepts. It is unfortunate that we see little 
attention being paid to this important 
synthesis. 


