
Overview 

This paper addresses some familiar themes, 
but in a way which, I hope, will bring out 
some less familiar perspectives. Specifically, 
I shall try and view the relationship between 
architecture and society as an integrated, 
continuing process which is dynamic and ful
ly interactive, rather than as a fragmented 
series of actions punctuated by occasional 
moments or periods of fusion or alienation. 

I shall of course do so within the context of 
today's fast-changing Muslim world and 
society, and by way of prologue I shall re
view some key elements of that change pro
cess. Then I shall offer some general 
observations on architecture's function as a 
reflection of society, on its role in defining 
an image of progress, and its relationship to 
changing cultural identity. 

Next I shall explore in further detail three 
issues arising from these observations. They 
concern the architect's role in: appreciating 
the past; understanding the present; and 
anticipating, and preparing for, the future. I 
will follow up these remarks by some gener
al comments on the role of architects as such 
in this context: their links to planners and 
builders, their role as instruments of change 
and/or custodians of a heritage, and the 
correlates with respect to certification, re
gistration, and professionalisation. And I 
shall end on a practical note by posing some 
questions on the education of architects, the 
key point of intervention if we are to capture 
the opportunity for making lasting changes 
in that profession. 

Prologue: the Muslim World Today 

The Muslim World today, to describe it in 
broad brush terms, remains basically a poor 
one, made up predominantly of poorer de
veloping countries heavily weighted by the 
populations of South and South East Asia. 
It is a mostly rural world, although urbanisa
tion is accelerating at a rate which is histor
ically unprecedented. And, as we all know, 
it is being swept by truly immense currents 

Architecture and Society 

Ismail Serageldin 

of change which have generated tension and 
conflict in the ongoing and painful process to 
evolve a viable contemporary yet authentic 
sense of self-identity. 

Let me fill in this broader picture with a 
working definition and a few details which 
focus on the challenge that has emerged in 
the area of the built environment, particu
larly housing. 

To define the Muslim world is not so easy as 
one might think at first sight as a number of 
definitional choices can be made. I have 
simply chosen that self-styled group of forty 
four countries which sent representatives to 
the Islamic Conference. This excludes the 
huge Muslim minorities in India, China, and 
the Soviet Union (perhaps 200 million peo
ple in all) but includes such countries as 
Ethiopia (whose Muslim population still ex
ceeds the total population of Iraq), and 
Lebanon. The definition is good enough, 
however, to illustrate the main point which I 
would like to make - that the Muslim 
world is extremely heterogeneous. It 
stretches from Morocco to Indonesia and, at 
the start of this decade, embraced over 800 
million people. The nation states involved 
range in area from the 1,000 km2 of Bahrain 
to the 2 5 million km2 of Sudan, in popula
tion from the 200,000 in Qatar to close to 150 
million in Indonesia, in per capita income 
from a miserable $100-140 annually in Chad, 
Bangladesh, and Ethiopia - the three 
poorest countries in the world - to the 
$20,000 plus annually enjoyed in Kuwait, the 
richest country in the world under such 
criteria. But if we look at the Muslim world 
as a whole, using averages and remembering 
that averages do hide great differences, we 
can see that the Muslim world so defined has 
a total area 4.5 times that of the United 
States and three times the latter's population 
but - and this is the key figure - only 6 
percent of its annual per capita income, or 
probably now around $800-900. 

This world is, on the whole, a poor world, 
weighted heavily by those demographically 
large countries, Bangladesh, Pakistan, In
donesia, Nigeria - half the total population 
in all- that rank in the lower middle
income or low-income countries of the 
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World Bank's tables. Among the key con
cerns within such nations is to modernise the 
economic base while improving the general 
welfare ofthe citizenry. What the West did 
sequentially - first, the organisation of pro
duction, and only then worrying about the 
social welfare of the citizenry - these moq
ernising societies must attempt to do concur
rently: a very heavy burden on the way 
things are achieved and on the time they 
have to achieve them. To take shortcuts, 
technology transfers are inevitable, but 
these have translated in the minds of many 
into the idea that progress is synonymous 
with "westernisation" , which has thus con
tributed to the societal and cultural cleavage 
that accelerated socio-economic develop
ment is wreaking in many Muslim countries 
today 

Let me briefly focus on one of the many 
challenges facing these societies and that has 
been of traditional concern to architects and 
planners. This is the challenge of shelter 
provision for the absolute poor - perhaps 
800 million of them at the start of this de
cade, a circle of misery which unfortunately 
overlaps, perhaps by a third, with that repre
sented by the Muslim world. These people, 
many of them children, are caught up in a 
condition of life so limited by malnutrition, 
disease, illiteracy, low life expectancy, and 
high infant mortality as to be beneath any 
rational definition of human decency. Half 
of them are found in South Asia, mainly in 
India and Bangladesh; another sixth in East 
and South East Asia, mainly Indonesia; and 
a good proportion of the rest in the Middle 
East and in sub-Saharan Africa. Only the 
poor of Latin America lie outside the Mus
lim world. 

One simple set of statistics captures the ess
ence of the social challenge of shelter provi
sion to this group. In 1980, the number of 
poor households (at about 7 people per 
household) in the deVeloping world as a 
whole was about 120 million - 40 million in 
urban areas, 80 million in rural areas. By the 
end ofthe century, however, given the im
mense surge in world population, and espe
cially in the urban population, the number 
of poor households will have risen to 130 
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million, even under the most optimistic 
assumptions of development. But this over
all rise conceals a dramatic drop in the num
ber of poor rural households, from 80 mil
lion down to 56 million, and a startling rise 
in urban poor households, up from 40 mil
lion to 74 million. The Muslim world itself 
will be growing, from 800 million to 1,400 
million by the end of the century. Many of 
the poor households will be crammed into 
the unprecedentedly large cities that will de
velop - the Jakartas, the Karachis, the 
Teherans, the Cairos and the Lagoses ofthe 
Muslim world. The basic fact about the so
cial housing challenge is that, in the decades 
ahead, the Muslim world will be bigger, with 
more poorer people, and, especially, more 
poor urban households with immense needs 
for basic shelter - no less than 33 million 
new units required from 1980-2000, equiva
lent to the total stock of poor urban house
holds in 1975. 

This Muslim world which I have described 
is, therefore, a world which is still quite 
underdeveloped or backward. At best, it is 
50 per cent to 74 p~r cent literate; it is there
fore a world that still has far to go. We 
should not be lulled into thinking differently 
by the exciting new buildings and the fast
paced developments of the oil countries. In 
terms of life expectancy, they are in the 50-
to 59-year range, still a long way off from the 
70-year range of the developed countries. 
There is much to be done in terms of health. 
There are many claims on their resources 
and on their development. It is not surpris
ing, therefore, as we all know, that these 
societies sometimes seem to be drifting with
out purpose, as they navigate the difficult 
waters of an unprecedented transition pro
cess and become affected by the currents of 
internationalisation and especially by the 
powerful influences of the Western indust
rial countries. They are, in fact, experienc
ing a crisis of self-identity. This very lack of 
purpose, the sense of being at the mercy of 
external forces, at being caught helplessly 
between an apparently vanishing past and 
an uncertain future, has in tum generated 
undercurrents of tension and indeed of open 
conflict which further stress the social fabric 
as they stress individual lives and individual 
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communities. Although such forces have 
reached different levels of intensity and of 
impact in the differing regions and nations of 
the Muslim world, there are few if any na
tions which have not felt their influence. 
Change, rather than stability, is thus the key 
element in Muslim society, and even greater 
change can be anticipated in the generations 
ahead. 

Architecture and Society: the Major 
Linkages 

The Most Social of the Arts? Every society 
presents a multiplicity of facets to those of 
its own members who participate in it or to 
those members of other societies who per
ceive it. These multiple dimensions interact 
to create the complex reality that we call 
contemporary society. Among these facets 
are social, economic, cultural, political, in
stitutional, religious and other dimensions. 
All of them interact in a set of visible and 
invisible transactions and networks between 
the multitudes of human beings that live in 
today's cities and the rural areas. It is largely 
this set of interactions and transactions that 
constitute the dynamic living reality of the 
contemporary city, where most growth is 
occurring and where most architectural 
practice takes place. Yet, the physical 
environment is but one dimension that has 
to interact with and reflect that dynamic, 
organic reality. 

Architecture, then, is the means that the 
members of society employ to express that 
society in the physical world. Whether it is 
done by the medium of architects, or only 
builders, and whether it is explicit or impli
cit, the resulting buildings and urban fabric 
are by necessity a physical mirror of the less 
physical, including ideological, aspects that 
define that society'S objective reality today, 
as well as its linkages backwards and for
wards to its cultural heritage and its future 
aspirations. 

There is indeed no art form that is as com
pletely intertwined with a particular society 
as the form of its architectural expression: 

for it is art that is physically rooted in the 
geographic location ofthat society. For the 
members of that society - and this is to no 
way deny that the society may be far from an 
integrated entity - it reflects both their 
aspirations, their artistic sensibility, and 
their economic wealth; the level of advance
ment of their technology; and the elements 
of climate, topography, and the structure of 
their social organisation. Not only does the 
architecture of any people physically express 
all this, being the net result of all the contra
dictions that society embodies, but it also 
helps shape the vision of the society of itself. 
It is both a mirror of that society's activities 
and an instrument shaping the identity of the 
society. 

Within this context, however, it is not clear 
to what extent the architectural profession, 
per se, is responsible for moulding taste, or 
merely for carrying it out. Frank Lloyd 
Wright said that the architecture of a society 
is far more dominated by the prevailing taste 
of its ruling commercial elite than by all the 
artistic theories of its architects and art histo
rians. He may certainly be right. Others 
have echoed that concern. As Allsopp has 
stated: "The failure of modem architecture 
in recent years is only partly the fault of 
architects. The main burden of blame for 
inhumane architecture must rest upon 
clients who have failed to educate them
selves for the great responsibilities they 
undertake. ,, 1 It is for this reason that the 
AKAA has consciously underlined the col
lective responsibility of all involved in creat
ing a building deserving of recognition. 

It is undeniable that the taste of the gov
erning elite is likely to dominate the pattern 
of buildings that give an area its easily iden
tifiable character and that serve as land
marks and as exemplars of what the state's 
dominant elite promotes. Thus, Facist Italy, 
Nazi Germany, and Soviet Russia all pro
duced types of architecture that are distin
guishable and recognisable. So did the 
idiosyncratic structures of less formalistic 
and statist societies that we find in different 
parts of the Middle East and North Africa. 
As Oleg Grabar has noted, the form ofthe 
cities in the Muslim world was largely de-



fined by the middle class, while the monu
ments were defined by the elite. 2 

This is not to say that artistic expression is 
totally constrained by societal reality. With
out question artists - be they archi-
tects, painters or sculptors - playa role 
in defining, articulating and improving soci
ety's perception of itself and its perception 
of its aesthetic reality. As Hamtlton once 
put it: 

"The artist, whether his medium is verbal, 
pictorial, plastic, or musical, is the man 
equipped with radar to penetrate the cultu
ral fogs of the age. Like the canaries that 
used to be taken down the mines or the 
white rabbits that once were carried aboard 
submarines, this race of mankind knows, 
before the rest, when the air is becoming 
poisonous or exhausted."3 

However, architects are more constrained 
than other artists. They have to contend 
with clients and financing, and they have to 
contend with the need for their creations to 
function properly and to meet a rigorous set 
of codes and restrictions. They interact with 
society much more than other artists, and 
they cannot function in isolation. Hence, 
architecture is by far the most closely linked 
of the arts to the reality of society in its 
multiplicity of dimensions, be they econo
mic, social, cultural, political, institutional 
or religious. 

Architecture and the "Image of Progress". In 
the context of the architecture of the Muslim 
world, I would like to emphasise that a cen
tral part of the problem which we confront 
in our Muslim culture today is that most of 
the ruling elites of our societies have gone 
through a process of disassociation from 
their cultural roots. This has led to the 
dichotomisation of cultural perception, 
where the historic heritage - cultural, reli
gious, spiritual- is identified with the past 
backwardness and poverty, while the image 
of "progress" in the future is borrowed from 
elsewhere, namely the West. The problem 
created by this externally borrowed "image 
of progress" is very severe. Given the link
ages between architecture and society I have 
just described, it presents a major challenge 
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View of New York 
Photo: Courtesy of l. Serageldin. 

View of Amran, Yemen 
Photo. C. LittielAKAA 

Architecture, whether done by the medium of architects or only builders, is by necessity 
a physical mirror of a society's social, economic, cultural, legal and technological realities as well as 
an adaptation to the physical environment 
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Manhattan Skyline Set of metropolis 
Photo Courtesy of I Serageldin Photo Courtesy of I. Serageldin 

A particular architectural vision is associated with the "image of progress". In this century it has mostly been technology and skyscrapers that have captured 
the collective imagination 

to architects. And it also poses a challenge 
for designers, sociologists and philosophers 
who have to articulate, for the Muslim 
societies of today, a vision of the future 
which is culturally authentic and yet in
corporates all the progressive elements that 
societies in transition rightly aspire to. Unless 
and until architects and intellectuals general
ly succeed in providing the ruling elites of 
Muslim societies with an alternative image 
of progress, they will continue to pay lip 
service to the need for cultural authenticity 
while their actions will speak more loudly 
than their words as they hurry to adopt the 
most superficial aspects of Western culture. 

Architecture and Changing Cultural Identity. 
As we have seen, the architect is responsible 
by the variety of activities that he or she 
undertakes to help define this "image of 
progress" that a society, or at least its elite, 
holds of itself. The physical expression of 

that society today in most Third World 
countries is closely identified with the Man
hattan skyline, and leaves little room for a 
more articulated and sensitive response that 
is more respectful of cultural continuity and 
more responsive to climatic and site require
ments. But, unless architects can success
fully convince the elites of their societies to 
replace their imported image of progress 
with a more coherent and effective one, 
there is going to be little chance to reverse 
that widespread degradation of the urbanis
tic character and architectural expression 
that are so prevalent throughout the Muslim 
world and more generally the Third World. 

The task of defining such an alternative real
ity for a contemporary image of progress in 
the Third World, of which the Muslim world 
is a part, is not an easy one. The architects 
and urban planners who will cope with that 
task have to face up to the need to convince 

the "disassociated" decision-makers and the 
commercial elite of their societies ofthe su
periority of the alternative that they present 
to the imported model. 

Only if this task can be done will the secon
dary effects of this new indigenous alterna
tive reality be achieved. Namely, that the 
architectural expression of the whole society 
will be gradually affected. The lower middle 
classes aspire to have residences and to work 
in places that are comparable to those of the 
upper middle classes, and the upper middle 
classes to have residences and to work in 
places that are comparable to those of the 
prevailing elite. By changing the physical 
expression that the elite is identified with, 
architects can indeed change the perception 
of large segments of society as to what in 
desirable as an expression of modernity and 
of social status. It is unlikely that architects 
will be able to do this alone. A wide variety 



of disciplines have to interact in order to 
ensure that the visionary efforts of imagina
tive, sensitive architects are not left in isola
tion, but that the intellectual underpinnings 
that deal with abstractions and ideas, as well 
as with the social, economic and institutional 
realities of any societal system, are coherent 
and pull in the same direction. Without that, 
inherent tension is likely to continue and 
ruptures of a cultural and intellectual kind, 
at the very least, are bound to continue. 4 

Architecture and urban planning would suf
fer in their inability to fulfill their assigned 
and noble mission of being the agents of 
progress rather than the servants of an elite. 

Appreciating the Past 

Preservation of the Heritage: What, Why, 
How, and for Whom? The preservation of 
tradition works at different levels, reflecting, 
if anything, differing contemporary func
tions and ideological needs (e.g. the need 
for legitimacy) by ascendant elites or their 
rivals. On one level, there is the effort to 
preserve the best examples of traditional 
buildings as exemplars, sources of contem
porary inspiration and/or custodians of part 
of what its bearers regard as their contem
porary cultural identity. Yet these buildings 
are also witnesses of the once-contemporary 
adaptations and visions of what is now a 
bygone era, but one that is an indelible part 
of our historical experience as a people. 

Beyond the debate on why historic preserva
tion should be considered in this day and 
age, there is without question a generalised 
commitment to the notion of the need to 
preserve part of our heritage. Even the most 
philistine of societies, riddled with con
sumerism as they are perceived to be by 
their elitist critics, have recognised the need 
to maintain the most excellent of their past 
heritage. 

This is not a recent development. Examples 
can be given from centuries ago. Indeed, it is 
stated that one of the first recorded con
troversies in Europe about the preservation 
of historic monuments was the attempt to 
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introduce further changes into the Great 
Mosque of Cordoba in the year 1523, when 
an attempt to build a high altar, sanctuary, 
and a Capella Major in the middle ofthe 
Arab monument roused the municipal coun
cil of Cordoba to appeal to King Charles V, 
noting that what they desired to destroy 
could never be replaced by anything of such 
perfection. In this instance, the central au
thorities represented by the royal council 
overruled the local municipal council and 
the work was done by Hernan Ruiz. It is 
claimed, however, that, with hindsight, the 
enlightened monarch would have supported 
the municipal council for when visiting 
Andalusia in 1526, he appeared very dissatis
fied by what had happened to the mosque, 
stating to the canons, "Had I known what 
you desired to do, you would not have done 
it, for what you are doing here can be found 
everywhere and what you possessed pre
viously exists nowhere.,,5 

On a different level, the preservation of in
dividual buildings in contemporary society 
raises serious technical as well as functional 
and ideological problems. Technical prob
lems have been discussed elsewhere and are 
not the concern of this paper. The functional 
problems raise different issues. Is it 
appropriate to turn a church into an auditor
ium, or a palace into a hotel, or into apart
ment buildings? Many such examples exist, 
generally under the heading of "adaptive 
reuse." When these are done skillfully, they 
raise no questions, for the reuse of buildings 
has been practised on a large scale by pre
vious societies over the centuries. On the 
other hand, when abused, they can cause 
tremendous concern. Yet, such adaptive 
reuse appears to be the only possibility of 
maintaining vitality for the buildings and 
avoiding the museum approach to important 
elements of an organic living city. 

Elsewhere, this author has analysed the 
approach and economics of dealing with 
adaptive reuse. 6 Whole seminars have been 
devoted to the subjecC and many learned 
treatises have dealt with its different aspects8 

and, indeed, one is struck by the vast num
ber of little noticed examples of such 
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successful renovation and reuse found in any 
single country.9 

The preservation of a single building, 
whether reused or not, is different from the 
preservation of the character of an area and, 
here, different sets of criteria and instru
ments come into play. Of these, the sense of 
urban space is a fundamental one, as is the 
question of scale, proportions, street align
ments, fenestration, articulation of volumes, 
proportions and the relations between solids 
and voids, and, most of all, activities permit
ted in the public space and inter-relationship 
between the public and private domains. 

This level of dealing with the historic past, 
the physical preservation and restoration of 
individual monuments and/or the conserva
tion of historic areas and/or, more subtly, 
the protection of a desired urban character, 
underlines the types of skills that a practising 
architect should acquire at a time (the end of 
the twentieth century) and in a place (the 
Muslim world), where ferment and change 
are important. In such situations of change 
and ferment society at large seeks to anchor 
its headlong rush into the future in its past 
and the assertion of its own individualism, 
i.e., its identity as witnessed by the greatness 
of its exemplars. At the very least, where no 
"great" exemplars are found, society will 
seek to enhance the relevance of those "wit
nesses of that society'S past" , no matter how 
modest they may be, that provide an ele
ment of continuity for their evolving self
identity. 

Decoding the Symbols of the Past. This 
means that the characteristics of regional 
identity are as important as the over
whelming national and international exem
plars in defining the scope of what has to be 
preserved. But if the skills of architects in 
that society deal only in part with the physic
al preservation of building, space or urban 
character, they will prove inadequate. 
Architects must also acquire a level of 
sophistication in the ability to read the sym
bolic content of this heritage in a manner 
that enriches their ability to produce re
levant buildings for today and tomorrow, 
and to guide the "authentification" efforts 
between the twin shoals of Kitsch and alien 
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The Great Mosque of Cordoba. 
Photo: Courtesy of 1. Serageldin 

Architecture and Society 

The Great Mosque of Cordoba provided one of the earliest recorded cases of a historic preservation 
controversy in 1523-1526. 

inappropriateness. In this connection the 
observations of Frampton in introducing a 
series of essays by Colquhoun are relevant· 
Colquhoun, he states ... "argues that the 
architect, like the poet, cannot escape the 
modern demand to reconstruct an express
ive language from the aesthetic range that 
society had adopted in the past. For Colqu
houn, Barthes' concept of a repetition dif
ferente is an inescapable destiny, the inevit
able future prospect of a culture bricolee". 10 

This sophistication can only come through a 
strengthened educational process which en
genders in future architects the critical sense 
required to decode the symbolic content of 
the past in a realistic, as opposed to an 
ideologically mystifying, fashion. This, of 
course, necessitates a broad knowledge of 
the methodology as well as the content of 
historical studies, a sense of the growth of 
societies as a process of successive attempts 
at totalisation ll and above all an ability to 
see the built environment of the past as it 
was perceived by contemporaries. 

Understanding the Present 

Societies in Transition. The societies of the 
Muslim world are inescapably societies in 
transition, however much some members of 
those societies may try to avoid this basic 
process by denying it, or by absolutising a 
past which exists only in their own minds as 
a counterweight to the present reality they 
deny and the future which they fear. The 
demographic, technical, economic, cultural, 
political and ideological components of this 
transition process are well known to all of 
us. Let me, if I may, focus on the process as 
a whole - for it is as a totality that it affects 
us - by linking it to an even broader pro
cess of internationalisation. 

Internationalisation. The city in the Muslim 
world has always been the cultural express
ion of the middle class - the bourgeoisie. 12 

Today, that city is inescapably part of the 
global village. A dichotomy has now 
emerged as a result of a particular percep
tion of the Muslim bourgeoisie - a 



bourgeoisie now comfortably supported in 
many instances by the proliferating state 
apparatus and further buttressed by external 
support - of the "image of progress" that I 
referred to earlier. It is this image, fostered 
in large part by the colonial experience, that 
has helped to strengthen the dichotomisa
tion of which the visual evidence is so com
pelling. The interaction of the values of a 
Western-educated elite -living in glass and 
steel buildings and riding in air-conditioned 
automobiles - with the prevalent pattern of 
urban planning in Muslim under-developed 
countries is a sorely under-studied subject. 
The results of this dichotomy in the urban 
fabric are all around us in Muslim cities: big 
roads, tall buildings, "hi-tech" manufactures 
and industry, mobility, cars, and more or 
less ostentatious wealth represent the 
"new". The traditional organic urban fabric 
with its patterns of narrow streets, its small 
buildings, its artisan workshops, its pedes
trian environment and, above all, its visible 
poverty, represent the "old". 

Furthermore, the systematic impact of the 
modern movement in architectural thinking 
throughout the twentieth century has helped 
enhance the trend towards internationalisa
tion of the physical environment which one 
would have expected from the internationa
lisation of economic and financial transac
tions buttressed as they are by increased 
communications and interpersonal contacts 
since the Second World War. 

With few notable exceptions, such as the 
Baghdad School, architectural education in 
the Muslim world has during the same 
period increasingly aligned itself with the 
internationalist (i e Western) movements, 
to the extent of rejecting or marginalising 
some of its most vital forces, as can be seen 
from the case of Hassan Fathy in Egypt. 

Regionalism and Self-Identity. Drowning in 
a flood of Western technology and cultural 
imports that are frequently ill-matched to 
local conditions and insensitive to cultural 
traditions, Muslim societies are today strug
gling to create a cultural environment that 
provides them with a viable sense of self
identity and which is suited to regional and 
national conditions. Authenticity for an In-
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donesian will not be the same as authenticity 
for a Moroccan. Authenticity for a renascent 
Chinese Muslim community will be far diffe
rent from that in a sub-Saharan Muslim 
community. Yet there is this fine thread of 
commonality of the nature of the search 
with variability of the conditions under 
which it is undertaken. This is part of the 
creative genius of the Muslim culture, whose 
hallmarks have always been unity with 
diversity. 13 Contemporary "regionalism" 
must express itself in new and contemporary 
ways. This truism must be restated frequent
ly in the face of a strong current that seeks 
refuge in perpetuating the myth that tradi
tional vernacular architecture is enough 
This "escape into the past" must be forced 
to recognise the scale and technology that 
increasingly link and undergird the urban 
built environment. Slavish copying of the 
past is not the answer. For those who would 
try, the dimensions of modern technology 
and its related infrastructural requirements 
will quickly remind them that the path of 
excellence requires creativity: "art must .. 
arise out of a subtly informed but nonethe
less disjunctive reconciliation of those di
verse values of which the modern world is 
compounded" 14 

Anticipating and Preparing for the Future 

A Long-term Future. While only the un
known builders of the Pyramids, Stone
henge and a few other entities can effective
ly claim quasi-eternal qualities for their built 
structures, it nevertheless remains true that 
the work of all architects is (unfortunately) 
exceptionally long-lived. Today's materials 
and construction techniques can last centur
ies, and for better or for worse, architects' 
creations are there to stay subject to the 
forces of economics and societal choice
and, unhappily, military conflict. Yet archi
tects have not responded on a large scale to 
that reality in either of the two rational ways 
that one would expect: 
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1) To design "temporary" buildings with 
the full expectation that they will be rebuilt 
or considerably changed within a few de
cades; or 

2) To provide for considerable internal flex
ibility for the substantial reuse of these struc
tures (This is done only in office and com
mercial buildings.) 1 'i 

Instead, architects have been building as if 
they were indeed following the slogan 
"buildings are forever". 

A Timeless Continuity: Reading the Signs 
To address this situation, architects must be 
masters of a wide range of skills and their 
deployment - a range far greater than 
architectural education currently prepares 
them for First, architects must be able to 
decode the past so they can understand how 
their predecessors viewed their past, pre
sent, and future Armed with this compara
tive knowledge, they must secondly attempt 
to read the signs and trends of the present 
This is particularly tricky as, while buildings 
are for the long-term, current trends may 
prove ephemeral, and become so within the 
space of a few years. Third, architects must 
not only think of their single building, but of 
its relationship to the wider community 
Fourth, and most significantly, they must 
pull all of this analysis together and design 
and implement a product which, over its 
lifetime, can justly win a place in the time
less continuity of world architecture, as have 
the great buildings of the past which, at the 
peak of excellence, to paraphrase the words 
of Ben Johnson on Shakespeare, are "not of 
an age, but for all time!" 16 

The Role of the Architect in Society 

It flows from the above that the role of the 
architect in societies in transition such as the 
Muslim world is currently undergoing is in
deed a pivotal one, both in defining the 
society's sense of its own reality, as well as in 
refining its perceptions of its taste and its 
authentic cultural expression Architects 
have much to gain and little to lose by defin
ing their role in that fashion, but it is unlike-
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Sydney Opera House 
Photo Courtesy of I Serageldin. 

Only architects can Cleate the unique stlllctwes that become landmarks and shape the collective image a 
society has of itself. 

Mohamed Ali Mosque 
Photo Courtesy of I Serageldin 

leddah Tower (SOM) 
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ly to succeed in the short term, given the 
vast array of vested interests and current 
intellectual (or anti-intellectual) ideas that 
stand in the way. 

Among these distinctive ideas in vogue in 
some quarters today is the excessive roman
ticism and "mythification" of the vernacu
lar, which far exceeds the dicta of masters 
such as Hassan Fathy, who recognised the 
vernacular as both a source of inspiration and 
of learning, but did not negate in any way 
the creative role of architects. Among those 
extremists are some who have excessively 
inflated the importance of folk architecture, 
that "architecture without architects" which 
permeates so much of the actual building 
structures of the world. From extreme posi
tions, it has been argued that architects with 
their eclectic training and universal, "inter
national" (in practice, Western industrial) 
ideas have fragmented that harmonious and 
peaceful environment with sordid and un
suitable structures. This is not so. There is 
much to learn from folk architecture but 
under no circumstances should we delude 
ourselves into trying to maintain and copy 
previous solutions that may have been per
fectly rational and functional for social and 
economic circumstances that prevailed in 
society at a certain point in time. We must 
acknowledge the need for important 
changes in architectural forms as facets of 
the physical expression of the changes 
wrought by economic and social develop
ment. 17 

Great artists such as Hassan Fathy have 
understood this and have learned to use the 
idiom that is suitable to express their vision 
of a society without necessarily imposing, or 
exclusively copying, what has been done in a 
particular location and time. IS What, then, 
is or should be the relationship of the archi
tect to others who impact on the built 
environment? 

Architects, Builders, and Planners. The 
architect, in my judgement, is the sole per
son capable of creating those unique struc
tures that become landmarks in an urban 
public environment that help identify and 
shape the collective image a society has of 
itself. Only the architect sets the tone for a 
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new generation of buildings, and success
fully reshapes a society'S image of itself. The 
breakthrough innovative buildings are not 
produced without architects, they are pro
duced as a result of the creative genius of a 
collectivity of individuals whose vocation is 
destined to become architecture. 

At the same time, it is important to recog
nise that when architects have tried to build 
large numbers of houses, addressing those 
sets of buildings that constitute about 70 per 
cent of an average modern city's buildings, 
they have failed miserably The blowing up 
of Pruitt-Igoe in the early 1970s, a celebrated 
symbol of urban failure, was, however, the 
condemnation of a social policy towards 
housing, of which the specific design of this 
public project was but a part. Given such a 
context, there is much to learn in the impor
tant warning of Fathy that architects should 
limit themselves to working for individual 
clients and should not try to uphold client
specific solutions in their designs. 19 

Planners are those who design the skeleton 
that helps shape a city; whether it be in 
terms of its transportation networks or its 
basic infrastructure or setting the building 
codes, subdivisions regulations, and zoning 
ordinances that make an urban environment 
what it is. Planners help shape the overall 
structure ofthe city, but they seldom have a 
major impact on the individual building ex
cept in very special cases. They bring all the 
overall concerns of topography, economic 
base, social structure, levels of service, 
financial health and viability of a munici
pality, to bear on the problem of the physic
al environment. Beyond that, their role is, 
and should be, limited It has long been the 
view of this writer that only a public-private 
partnership can make for a viable attack on 
the problems of the urban environment and 
the planner's domain, the public one, is to 
be limited to those aspects of the overall 
problems that cannot and should not be 
handled by private initiative. 20 The planners 
should provide incentives for private initia
tive and by so doing hope to harness possibi
lities of entrepreneurial talent and energies 
for the better health of the community as a 
whole. 
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Most of the remaining cityscape is filled in 
by anonymous architecture21 that
although individually not distinguished
collectivity of individuals whose vocation is 
ner's skeleton It is the architect who pro
vides the distinguished and distinguishing 
features. It is the architect who caps this col
laboration between planners and non-archi
tects by providing those buildings and those 
features that ultimately give an urban 
environment its landmarks and articulates 
its character. It is the architect who helps 
mould the major complexes in well designed 
urban planning schemes and who keeps re
juvenating cityscapes with new generations 
of buildings and structures that modify and 
improve as well as enrich, enhance and re
enforce the cultural identity of that environ
ment. 

A Dual Function. The architect, therefore, 
must emulate Janus and exhibit two faces 
reflecting a dual function. On the one hand, 
as an instrument of change and a forward 
looking agent of the transformation of cultu
ral identity, on the other hand as the keeper 
of existing identity, a preserver and extender 
of a heritage, and the molder and reinforcer 
of cultural authenticity. Just as architecture 
is inextricably entwined with society, so is 
the individual architect placed in a pivotal 
role in the society of which he or she is a 
member. 

Certification, Registration and Professiona
lisation. Given the crucial dual function I 
have just mentioned, the reality of the role 
of the architect in today's society, limited as 
it becomes in relation to that of the many 
anonymous and the few well known buil
ders, and circumscribed as it is by the work 
of the planners, is still sufficiently important 
in the broader context I have suggested to 
raise serious questions about qualifications 
and professionalism as they now exist. 

Professional associations have consistently 
sought to seek broad acceptance of the "pro
fessional" status of the occupations or prac
tices they represent. That position was 
inevitably22 defended along the following 
lines: 
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Pruitt-Igoe destruction 
Photo Courtesy of I Serageldin 

The failure of Pruitt-Igoe was a condemnation of a whole social approach to the problem of mass 

housing, not just of the aesthetics of modern architecture 

1) The proper execution of the tasks in 
question requires particular qualifications 
(hence certification) in order to protect the 
interests of the public at large. Thus an 
architect/engineer's seal guarantees that the 
proposed structure is sound and will not col
lapse. 

2) Monitoring of ethics in practice for any 
professional fraternity (or sorority) is best 
done by peers. 

3) Recognition of outstanding achievements 
by a professional association is the best 
guarantor of raising and maintaining profes
sional standards. Hence the UIA, RIBA, and 
AlA gold medals, for example, serve the 
dual purpose of recognising and rewarding 
the recipients as well as holding them up as 
exemplars to the rest ofthe membership. 

Opponents of professional associations, 
especially in more advanced countries, how
ever see them as a means of controlling en
try into the market with a view to increasing 
the incomes of the members. The American 

Medical Association (AMA) is frequently 
attacked on these lines. So has FIDIC in 
many less developed countries. 

In most of the Muslim world today, the 
problems of the architectural profession are 
somewhat different. They tend to fall into 
one or more of the following: 

1) Architects impact on a very small part of 
the built environment. Charles Correa23 

estimates that architects interact with only 
one per cent or less ofthe society at large. 

2) Architects (and urban planners) tend to 
be subsumed under the broader professional 
grouping of engineering professions (e.g. 
Egypt, Saudi Arabia) where their concerns 
are seldom adequately reflected in the acti
vities of the professional association. 

3) The views of architects and urban plan
ners are frequently considered to be matters 
of "taste", i.e. much more discardable than, 
say, the views of structural engineers. This 
leads to a demobilisation of the profession-

als and a reduction of the professionalism in 
the practice of architecture and planning. 

With few exceptions, the relationship be
tween Muslim societies and their architects 
(and planners) needs to be upgraded. A 
deeper respect for the real contributions of 
the profession( s ) will be achieved only if we 
upgrade the quality of the performance of 
the professionals. This means that in addi
tion to the "certification" function of archi
tecture schools, there must be a genuine 
nurturing of real talent, to produce the type 
of notable performance that can properly 
address the awesome challenge of building 
in the Muslim world today. 

Educating Architects 

Education and Training. In the preceding 
discussion we have addressed the role of the 
architect in society on the level of those 
architects who will produce Architecture 
with a capital" A", who will interpret in 
physical terms the aspirations oftheir 
countrymen, preserve and reinterpret the 
best of their heritage, and help mould the 
taste of a society by defining its self-image 
and its future aspirations. 

A tall order indeed. How many individuals 
have the innate ability to achieve this? How 
many such architects does a society need 
anyway? Are the skills and abilities required 
to perform this role teachable? 

How about the thousands of architects who 
will simply spend their careers developing 
working drawings, reviewing specifications 
and bills of quantities and supervising con
struction projects? Are they not also needed 
by society? Do they require the same 
amount or type of training that the capital 
"A" Architects need, require or should get? 

These are issues that cannot be dismissed 
lightly and they take on special urgency in 
the light oftwo broad-based realities: 

1) In most less-developed countries (includ
ing most Muslim countries) the cost of u~i
versity education is prohibitively expensive, 
causing a major drain on the national 



budgets. Hence a more critical look at how 
expensive it is to train the large number of 
students who go through conventional archi
tecture programmes deserves attention, with a 
view to reducing the aggregate (not the unit) 
cost. 

2) Unlike the medical profession, where the 
role of allied health personnel (lab technicians, 
nurses, radiologists) is accepted and well 
developed, there are very few allied training 
programmes for the architectural profession. 
WIth the exception of draftsmen and quanti
ty surveyors (not fully recognised in all 
countries) the schools mostly turn out large 
numbers of "architects" who have under
gone basically the same "certification" and 
then let ability and fate sort them out into 
the different allied professional functions. 

Without necessarily falling into the faddish 
trap of calling for "barefoot architects" , it 
seems reasonable to recognise the following: 

1) The architectural profession should en
courage the development of allied techni
cians and professionals and increasingly re
cognise these as successful "allied building 
professionals" rather than as failed 
"architects". Schools of Architecture should 
develop differentiated curricula to meet 
these different requirements. 

2) Even among the fully certified profes
sional architects, most of those practising 
are not going to function at the level of 
sensibility, imagination and forcefulness re
quired to perform the role of Architect with 
a capital "A". 

3) For this vast mass of "architects" it be
hoves schools to develop specific skill
imparting training programmes that will be 
less costly and more directly related to the re
quirements of the real market place. 

4) To cope with the most gifted students, the 
academic programme s should try to identify 
talent early on and nurture this talent as 
much as possible, recognising that many of 
the qualities required for an imaginative, 
creative designer cannot be formally taught, 
but must be developed and nurtured - an 
approach that is didactically different from 
the conventional skill-imparting approach of 
standard teaching. 
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Hafsia, Tunis (new) 
Photo AKAA 

Hafsia, Tunis (old) 
Photo AKKA 
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Hafsia, Tunis provides an excellent example of modern structures inserted sensitively into an old III ban fabric 

Education for What? What would be the 
essence of the education and training pro
grammes that should be developed for those 
future Architects with a capital "A"? Based 
on the interaction with society outlined in 
the preceding pages, I believe it should have 
the following characteristics: 

1) An in-depth understanding of the history 
and culture of that society. An under
standing that enables the Architect to read 
the message of past achievements with con
temporary eyes and to appreciate the rele
vance of the past to a present reality as well 
as to fashioning a better future. 

2) A broad exposure to the disciplines of 
sociology, economics, law and government 
that will enable the architect to relate better 
to the realities of the social problems his art 
and science are asked to cope with. 

3) An extensive effort at enriching the 
myths, images and stimuli that the Architect 

can draw upon when confronting a design 
challenge, and the semantic attributes 
through which he interprets the specific 
problem at hand. 24 

Some Educational Questions. In achieving 
this, questions emerge to be directed to the 
educators responsible for fashioning such a 
programme today: 

1) The balance between theory and applica
tion in the curriculum. 

2) The role of studios and problem-solving 
in nurturing such talent. 

3) The amount of field-work that a future 
architect should be exposed to both in terms 
of studying existing conditions and contem
porary structures as well as major historic 
monuments and districts. 

4) The extent of detailed, painstaking study 
of the visual elements of architecture and 
the arts as well as the solid technical ground-
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ing required in building construction, mate
rials, etc. 

Designing a curriculum that responds to 
these challenges is not going to be easy. But 
the nurturing of talent is always more com
plex and demanding than the training of 
mediocrity to a minimum acceptable level of 
competence in a given discipline! 

The education of the architect must there
fore take into account the need for a depth 
of historical and cultural understanding that 
transcends much of what is today taught in 
schools. It also requires an ability to under
stand and decode fundamental aesthetic 
judgments that give relevance to the past 
exemplars in today's and tomorrow's world 
and to be able to sift the wheat from the 
chaff by recognising that which is valuable 
and permanent from that which is discard
able and changeable. 

This final distinction requires a careful 
reassessment of the qualitative judgments 
that we exercise, both on the past buildings 
and the meanings that they carry for today. 
If we adopt some of the basic premises of 
the Modern Movement, looking towards 
function and proportion as opposed to stylis
tic detailing, we are led to one set of criteria 
for both appreciating and reading the histor
ic heritage and hence in approaching both its 
preservation and its use as an inspiration for 
guiding contemporary work, which would in 
many ways be provocative and provide a 
deep and rich new source of both discipline 
and liberation for contemporary architects 
in the Muslim world. Such views of the 
proper understanding of the meaning and 
uses of history by the masters of the Modern 
Movement in contradistinction to the abuses 
and misuses of history by the post
modernists have been advanced by William 
Curtis. 

On the other hand, no less an authority than 
Roger Scruton argues forcefully that this is a 
mistaken perspective and a mistaken read
ing of the essence of the buildings and that, 
in effect, only the painstaking study of archi
tectural detail to the point of internalising its 
rhythm and discipline enables our truly great 
architectural tradition to be fostered and 
maintained and be enriched with sufficient 
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freedom to innovate. Surprisingly, that 
standpoint leads Scruton towards arguing 
for a curriculum that would emphasise aes
thetic judgment and detailing to the point 
of, in effect, resembling the Beaux-Arts cur
riculum of the nineteenth century and the 
early part of the twentieth century. 26 

For myself, I lean towards the earlier inter
pretation espoused by Curtis and others, 
that would argue for a welding of the liberat
ing premises of modernism with respect for, 
and insight gained from, the historical tradi
tion thoroughly internalised by the practi
tioner to produce an artistic creation of rele
vance and impact. That is a difficult tight
rope to walk. The difficulty lies in modern
ism's own seductive and yet illusory dicta 
that would reduce to taxonomic features the 
art of architecture, confusing it with a reduc
tionist science. 

Yet, if I reject the excessive emphasis on the 
visual that Scruton proposes by defining 
architecture as primarily a visual exercise, I 
cannot at the same time reduce it to pure 
functionalism. Architecture is in part a sci
ence, but it is also an art with its own tradi
tions, so that its concern with image-making 
is at least as important as any solution it 
brings to practical problems.27 In essence, I 
hold that the reality of architecture as a dis
cipline is as complex and as rich and as 
difficult to encompass within a simplified in
tellectual construct as is the society from 
which it sprang and the evolving nature of 
the culture of which it is both a part and a 
reflection. This is the reason that the proper 
education of architects remains such an ex
citing and challenging subject. As Colqu
houn has written: 

"Architectural theory has been dominated 
for the last decade or so by various forms of 
determinism or populism, neither of which 
recognises architecture as constituting a 
cultural entity in its own right. But the raw 
material of architecture is, to a large extent, 
the architectural culture at anyone moment 
in history. Unless those aspects of architec
tural creation ... aspects which involve the 
transformation of an existing culture - are 
understood, we are not going to achieve an 
architecture by which cultural meanings can 
be carried. ,,28 
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