
Technology and 
Image: Architects' 
Roles 
MIMAR presents a glimmer of hope in the 
unhappy meeting-ground of traditional cul
tures of societies on the path of progress, 
and Western industrialised societies, many 
cultural models of which have been greatly 
influenced by purely technological innova
tions for over 150 years. The first issue of 
MIMAR raises a central theme to which we 
shall return in future discussions, namely 
the relevance, or irrelevance, of imported 
technologies (and know-how) for the 
architecture of societies which can ill-afford 
to continue to pay the price economically, 
and ultimately culturally, of an uncritical 
bias. 

Our position, as will hopefully be de
monstrated by the three kinds of examples 
which follow, is not to reject out-<>f-hand 
Western-developed technologies in build
ing, nor is it our intention to advocate 
purely traditional technologies, (and the in
tellectual conservatism this might engender 
in certain situations) which many elites in 
developing countries consider tantamount 
to advocating poor quality for the poorer 
societies. In fact, a more delicately balanced 
approach to extremely complex problems is 
in order. 

Since most of the building in the world, 
be the countries industrialised or not, is not 
conceived by trained architects, it seems 
legitimate to raise the question of the 
architect's role - as conceived in Western 
societies since at least the 16th century - in 
traditional non-Western societies. Can the 
functions, theoretical and practical, for 
which he was trained - this being primari
ly done in Western schools or schools 
staffed by Westerners or Western trained 
professionals - aid in preserving and 
promoting the cultural values of the society 
from which he comes? It may involve a 
transformation of his role from that epito
mized by prima donna architects towards 
more limited, even more humble tasks than 
previously was thought to be the case. The 
examples of a Dutch architect consulting for 
the Daara School, of an Egyptian architect 
building both rich men's and less rich men's 
houses in a vernacular idiom, and a multi-

national team trammg rural builders in 
adaptable techniques serve at least to raise 
this issue in a variety of ways. 

If the architect is to retain a major role as 
~ovator within societies which are strong
ly traditional, whether or not they have had 
strong architectural traditions in the past, 
what models are to serve as his point of 
departure, what material constraints will 
effect the achievement of these, and how 
will he best communicate these to future 
generations of architects within his own 
cultural milieu? Are there not lessons to be 
learned from the current debates in Western 
societies about "revivalism", "regionalism", 
or "post-modemism" in architecture, 
where Leon Krier and Maurice Culot advo
cate one kind of cultural model, the Amer
ican eclectics such as Michael Graves, 
Charles Moore, et al, still another? 

We must be seriously concerned with 
what we shall call the corps of builders in 
traditional societies, those people, be they 
masons, carpenters, plasterers, who were 
once responsible for the handing down of 
specialised knowledge of techniques and 
models, and whose existence is rapidly 
disappearing or has disappeared as a result of 
imported technologies. 

What is happening with the appearance 
on the scene of the architect who no longer 
speaks the same language of building with 
these people? Or, to go back a step further, 
what occurs economically and socially to 
the organisational structure of these builder
craftsmen when the traditional mi'mar or 
mdalam disappears? 

If a master-builder in the past was not 
actually the person who executed the work, 
he nevertheless knew sufficiently well the 
various metiers, techniques and materials, to 
give the client a product within an agreed
upon budget and to co-<>rdinate the neces
sary elements for execution. Most modern 
Western architects are incapable of accom
plishing these two tasks. 

Modern architecture throughout the 
world still suffers from a blind belief in the 
unequivocal benefits of what is, in fact, the 
myth of mechanisation in the building in
dustry. Le Corbusier designed a vast build
ing for the Salvation Army in Paris fifty 
years ago and persuaded the contractor to 
utilise techniques ofTaylorisation, the scien
tific organisation of building tasks, for ex
ecution of the reinforced concrete structure. 
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Thirteen days were cut off the original 
125-day-long schedule; however, the build
ing was still 2 years late in completion and 
cost twice as much, in large part because all 
of the other French building trades needed 
for finishing work were still traditionally 
organised. Moreover, whenever this or 
even more highly technological edifices 
need maintenance or restoration, it is crafts
men who are called upon to do the job. 

Hassan Fathy, the man whose spirit and 
teaching permeates the architecture pre
sented in this issue, also tried to rationalise in 
a Westernised manner the mud-brick build
ing techniques employed to achieve Gour
na-El Gedida in Egypt. Efficient calculation 
of the movements by labourers, or the cost 
of mud-bricks in the two cases is not 
necessarily a guarantee of success. When 
Mr. Fathy blithely entitled one of his chap
ters "Mud Brick - Sole Hope for Rural 
Reconstruction", he was slightly mislead
ing, to the extent that a number of other 
crucial factors, such as the corps of builders, 
come into play. 

We are, at least nominally, concerned in 
this first issue of MlMAR with 'assisted 
self-built construction'. More precisely, it is 
the ways in which locally-manufactured 
materials and local labour might be em
ployed to further the development of 
adequate building stock (housing, institu
tions, factories) in a given country. A fun
damentally decisive factor in any analysis 
such as this is the client. It should be made 
clear that by self-built construction we do 
not mean exclusively do-it-yourself build
ing on an individual basis, but more gener
ally to apply also to widespread indigenous 
technologies. The client may therefore be 
private, as in the case of Sheikh Ahmed 
al-Sulaiman, or public as in the case of the 
Iranian govemment for the Selseleh project. 
Since a very large percentage of the con
struction actually going on in the develop
ing world is publically commissioned, those 
government officials who formulate policies 
must be made aware not only of the tech
nical and socio-economic advantages of tra
ditional building resources, but also the 
aesthetic dimension. 

A boarding school, a village public bath, 
or a rich man's villa can each be an oppor
tunity for shedding light upon the complex 
relationships of architect, client, and buil
ders as well as demonstrating criteria for 



judging quality in architecture. In the West
ern world one would tum for examples of 
the kind of things we are talking about to 
the early work of Alvar Aalto (1898-1976), 
the Finnish architect, whose work spanned 
the pre-industrial and industrial era of his 
country, or even Frank Lloyd Wright 
(1867-1959) in America. What these men 
designed, whether it was magnificent space, 

finely conceived detail, or appropriate furni
ture, they were often intended as prototypical 
solutions, indicating a direction to be pur
sued. Prototypes also exercise a certain edu
cational role in society, serving to awaken 
interest and appreciation and influence taste. 
It is our conviction that the work presented 
here, by what rnight be called the young 
inheritors of the Hassan Fathy tradition, 
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Daara School Classroom, Malika, Senegal. Photo: B. 
Taylor. 

justifies careful consideration precisely be
cause, among other things, it seeks to define 
suitable alternative building processes within 
a specific cultural framework of pre
industrial society. 

Brian Brace Taylor 


