
In the name of the Aga Khan A ward for 
Architecture, I wish to welcome you all 
today at the opening of the Ninth Interna
tional Seminar in the series, Architectural 
Transformations in the Islamic World and 
on the subject of "The Expanding Metro
polis: Coping with the Urban Growth of 
Cairo". 

I wish to take this opportunity to thank 
most sincerely His Excellency the Prime 
Minister of Egypt, Mr Kamal Hassan Ali, 
for hosting this seminar in Cairo I also 
wish to express my deep gratitude to the 
Governor of Cairo, General Youssef Sabry 
Abu-Taleb, whose invaluable help has been 
instrumental in enabling this meeting to 
take place. 

Please allow me now to speak to you brief
ly about the objectives of our seminar. 

This meeting aims to examine the chal
lenges of the modern metropolis in the face 
of the urban explosion presently engulfing 
the Third World. No country in the world 
today can avoid the exceedingly rapid 
growth of its large cities. The statistics in 
this respect are indeed frightening. The 
urban population in the Third World is 
estimated at present to be one thousand 
two hundred million. Within the next 15 
years, that is by the year 2000, this popula
tion will reach two thousand one hundred 
million, almost double what it is at present; 
and if present growth rates continue, the 
urban population in the Third World will 
double again by the year 2025 when it will 
reach four thousand one hundred million 
persons. Conditions in the cities, which are 
already deplorable, are likely to become 
unbearable if the urban explosion of the 
Third World remains uncontrolled. It is 
probable that before this saturation point is 
reached, the large cities will become thresh
olds of violence, of social disintegration 
and of cultural alienation. 

In Cairo itself, urban growth has been even 
more rapid. This city now comprises nearly 
four times the population it had in 1954. 
What will it look like in 15 to 20 years when 
its population (if present trends remain un
changed) will reach the 20 million mark? It 
is in the rapidly expanding cities where the 
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battles of modernisation and historic con
servation tend to be most acute and where 
the Islamic architectural heritage is most 
endangered. 

The rapid introduction of industrial tech
nology, new modes of production, and 
especially of transport have brought a 
general disorientation of the social, cultu
ral, economic and political structures of 
Islamic society. This is most acutely felt in 
the traditional cities, which have to con
tend with a grave loss of image and even 
with a rejection of past values in favour of 
western models of building and city plan
ning. Moreover aesthetic considerations 
playa minor part in modern architectural 
design and it is the needs of modern trans
port that govern town planning today 

In this way, a habitat which was adapted to 
the specific climatic conditions and to the 
way of life of Islamic countries is being 
exchanged overnight for an irrelevant, 
standardised and monotonous model bor
rowed from abroad and applicable any
where in the world. 

Whole pages of our nation's history, of its 
visual memory accumulated over the cen
turies, are thereby destroyed in a short 
space of time by the bulldozer, so much 
more efficient than the ravages of time. At 
the present rate of destruction of the 
architectural heritage, we shall soon have 
to search in art books and in photographic 
archives in order to rediscover the 
architectural legacy of the past. 

Nowhere else in the Islamic world, than in 
Cairo, is the architectural heritage more 
significant and grandiose, and yet it is in
sufficiently appreciated by its inhabitants 
mid by urban development programmes 

Cairo has been selected as the logical 
candidate for our seminar. It is itself the 
prime laboratory for observing the conflict
ing forces of modernity and tradition, of 
progress and decay at work. Its unique 
cultural heritage as well as its pre
eminence as the largest city in Africa and 
in the Islamic world have argued in favour 
of its selection as both subject and venue 
for the Ninth Seminar of the Aga Khan 
Award for Architecture. 
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The first part of the seminar will be de
voted to making an analysis of the present 
situation of Cairo We shall do our best to 
avoid giving a catastrophic tone to the 
meeting since the aim of the seminar is not 
only to establish a diagnosis but especially 
to envisage realistic remedies, given ex
isting and future constraints. The second 
part of the seminar will look to the future: 
the participants will examine the measures 
needed to control and direct the urbanisa
tion process in order to reduce as much as 
possible its negative effects on the inhabi
tants and will propose an imaginative plan 
designed to control urban expansion and to 
tackle the dramatic housing problem while 
conserving the heritage and respecting the 
physical environment. 

We are today at a crucial juncture in the 
historical evolution of Cairo. Courageous 
measures are required which do not just 
attempt to remedy the effects of urban ex
pansion but which aim to come to grips 
with its very causes. A sense of great 
urgency needs to be emphasised: time is 
running out and soon it may be too late to 
solve problems whose magnitude may 
come to defy any solution. 
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Your Highness Prince Karim Aga Khan, 
President ofthe Aga Khan Award, Your 
Excellency the Prime Minister of Egypt, 
ladies and gentlemen, members of the 
seminar. On behalf of the citizens of Cairo 
and myself, please allow me to welcome 
Your Highness and distinguished partici
pants to Cairo, capital of Egypt, with its 
glorious past, guardian of diverse cultures 
and seat of progress throughout its long 
history. Before coming to Cairo, the Aga 
Khan Award successfully sponsored sever
al international seminars. The Award's in
terest in examining a specific theme in 
greater detail, in integrating these details 
into a wider whole, and in projecting the 
conflict between tradition and modernity 
- a recurring feature of rapidly expanding 
modern metropolises - will be more than 
rewarded by the city of Cairo, which in 
itself combines traditional influences and 
elements of modern urbanism. 

For five thousand years, Egypt has always 
had its capital on the very same site of 
present-day Cairo or close by: at the head 
of the delta. Although Fatimid Cairo itself 
may only be about one thousand years old, 
parts of the metropolis such as Fustat, 
Askar and Al-Kataei date back to 640 A.D. 
Earlier cultures thousands cif years old 
have been absorbed into the Fatimid met
ropolis. The Islamic heritage continues to 
livti on in present Cairo with its teeming 
masses, its rich cultures, its minarets, 
domes and historical monuments, existing 
side by side with contemporary buildings. 

The manifestations of modernity, the in
creased human traffic between the south
ern and northern parts of the country, the 
population explosion and a host of military 
and economic conditions are exacting their 
toll on development. All these factors are 
giving rise to ominous symptoms: higher 
density rates, overcrowding and derelict 
quarters and unplanned expansion, 
although there are certain districts that 
have succeeded in maintaining acceptable 
standards. 

According to census projections for the 
year 2000, Greater Cairo will have a 
population of 16.5 million of which 11 mil-
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lion will be in Cairo proper, (i.e., assuming 
family planning and migration to the city 
are successfully controlled); otherwise, 
Cairo's population will be 20 million. We 
will have to provide housing for this awe
some population increase, which means 
that more than one million housing units 
will have to be built by the year 2000, in 
addition to utilities and industrial areas, 
reducing the density and rehabilitating de
relict areas. In other words, an area of no 
less than equal to the present size of Cairo 
has to be made available for this purpose at 
a cost projected at £E. 5000-6000 million, 
and all this has to be done within the next 
15 years. 

We are therefore compelled to reach 
beyond the city limits into the vast neigh
bouring desert areas beyond the Mokattam 
Hills in the directions indicated by urban 
planning studies: the east, southeast and 
southwest beyond the Pyramids. The con
struction of a ring road could provide ac
cess to new urban centres by diverting all 
motor traffic from the Central Business 
District to outer routes, thus curbing con
gestion and any further growth in the cen-

tre of Cairo. At least ten more new de
velopments such as Heliopolis, each one 
covering 3000-5000 feddans will be required 
to allow for a demographic absorption 
capacity of 500,000 people, which is; for 
example, the present population of 
Heliopolis. 

New construction should take into consid
eration the need for maintaining the char
acteristics of Islamic architecture and the 
preservation of historic sites. Furthermore, 
our plans should at all times proceed in 
accordance with the growth of the national 
economy as it is envisaged for the remain
ing 15-year period of this century. 

Satisfactory solutions to Cairo's problems 
will depend to a great extent on our ability 
to recognise and utilise all our existing 
potentials in order to meet existing needs, 
while at the same time maintain our cher
ished traditions. Nature has blessed us with 
a great river, the immortal Nile, a fertile 
soil, fresh air and green areas, all of which 
serve as our life line. It is therefore our 
God-given duty to search for means how 
best to maintain the necessary equilibrium 
between surrounding environmental condi-



tions and the gifts of nature. 

These are but some aspects of the complex 
factors Cairo is facing with regard to urba
nisation and planning. However, these 
challenges have made us all the more reso
lute in confronting them. President Hosni 
Mubarak himself is following closely all the 
efforts put forth in searching for solutions. 
The government and all affiliated organisa
tions are committed to the task. I am confi
dent that our efforts in this direction will 
gain the support and assistance of such an 
august gathering of experts as yours 
through the recommendations you will 
adopt. 

I would like to take this opportunity to 
express my gratitude to the Aga Khan 
Award for Architecture, headed by His 
Highness, the Prince Karim Aga Khan, for 
channelling material and scientific efforts 
towards wiving the problems facing our 
ever-expanding metropolis; while still re
maining deeply committed to conserving 
our Islamic tradition and environment. 
The final outcome of all such efforts will, I 
am sure, not only conserve one of the best 
cultural heritages the world has known, but 
also contribute to the betterment of living 
conditions for its people. Such noble 
efforts are bound to unleash the creative 
energy and imagination of our people in 
their ability to make use of the advances of 
modern civilisation. 

May I also thank in anticipation all those 
who have contributed with their ideas, re
search and help so that this seminar could 
take place. 
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I am honoured to welcome you to the land 
of Egypt, the cradle of civilisation and to 
share with us your knowledge and exper
tise in discussing the challenges facing 
urban growth in Cairo. 

Let me assure you that the Government, 
following the directives of the President of 
the Republic, is ready to face these chal
lenges and is committed to: 

• deal courageously with the accumulated 
problems affecting the daily life of its 
citizens and which result from failure to 
apply effectively the principles of sound 
urban planning; 

• protect the public housing districts which 
are home to the poor and historically 
important as part of Egypt's heritage; 

• take immediate measures to ensure the 
protection of agricultural lands from en
croachment, be it authorised or unautho
rised: the purpose of these measures 
would be to protect Egypt's natural re
sources for future generations; 

• hasten the implementation of immediate 
solutions to control pollution and im
prove the environment; 

• enforce all laws pertaining to urban plan
ning, and prosecute all transgressions 
while observing the full weight and due 
process of the law. 

Some important measures have already 
been taken with regard to the above
mentioned commitments. These are the 
following: 

1) Cadastral surveys are being undertaken 
for the first time since 1950 and will cover 
all the cities and villages of Egypt, the re
sults of which will serve as groundwork for 
urban planning. The latest technological 
methods are being used for carrying out 
this project to which has been assigned the 
expertise of the country's best scientists 
and pilots of the Armed Forces. 

2) For the first time since 1950, all 
attempts at encroachment of green spaces, 
be they inland or on the banks of the Nile, 
have been prosecuted. Legal action will be 
taken against all violations of the law which 
is for the protection of the land and its 
people. 
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3) The Government has put forthaplan for 
the expansion of green spaces and the 
beautification of public squares. The Orga
nisation for Environmental Affairs of the 
Office of the Prime Minister, in collabora
tion with local and public organisations as 
well as with the help of private citizens 
contributing in whatever way they can, will 
make this plan into a physical reality. 

4) The Government firmly believes in the 
need to preserve Egypt's cultural heritage 
and is presently implementing a compre
hensive plan for the protection, beautifica
tion and preservation of historic areas 
which include some of the world's grC2atest 
archaeological treasures The planners and 
administrators have paid special attention 
to those areas containing major landmarks 
in Islamic architecture. 

5) The Master Plan for Greater Cairo, in
cluding the provinces of Giza and 
Qalyubiya has now been adopted. 

Despite all these achievements, important 
challenges remain to be faced and it is our 
hope that this seminar will address some of 
these challenges among which are the fol
lowing: 

• How can we improve over the next twen
ty years the overall living conditions in 
the city of Cairo by providing for a 
smoother flowing traffic, more green 
spaces and a more orderly and peaceful 
environment? 

• How shall we preserve the unique 
architectural character of the old city 
where students and researchers could 
study and learn about the achievements 
of the past and find inspiration in plan
ning for a better future? 

• How are we to provide the new urban 
districts with an architectural integrity 
which will integrate the aesthetics of de
sign with intellectual coherence and 
architectural originality? 

• How can we protect the individual's right 
to choose the architecture which he pre
fers without interfering with the public 
interest or the aesthetic character of the 
area where he resides? 

I am confident that this seminar will bring 
forth many new ideas which are eagerly 
awaited by all in order to build a better 
future for all the people of Egypt under the 
leadership of President Muhammad Hosni 
Mubarak. May God grant you success in 
your endeavours. 



It gives me great pleasure to welcome so 
many eminent planners and architects here 
today, and especially to pay tribute to His 
Excellency the Prime Minister and His Ex
cellency the Governor of Cairo for the help 
and encouragement which both they and 
officials at ministries and the Governorate 
have given to the organisation of this semi
nar and to the site visits associated with it. 

When the World Heritage Convention 
listed 136 sites as being of major import
ance to the heritage of mankind, no less 
than one third were monuments of Islamic 
culture. By definition, the Aga Khan 
Award for Architecture must give strong 
consideration to this great patrimony. 
Further, because it is so significant a part 
of the civilised inheritance of the whole 
human race, the Award must endeavour to 
harness the regard of both Muslims and 
non-Muslims to its defence and, where 
appropriate, its regeneration. 

Cairo, as well as being an international 
intellectual and commercial centre, is of 
course one of these historic sites, which is 
the reason we sought the privilege of hold
ing our seminar here. I hope I may be 
forgiven for also expressing some personal 
pride that my ancestor, the Fatimid Caliph 
al-Mu'izz, should have been the city's 
founder. 

We are now embarking upon four days of 
papers and discussions devoted to the 
many, and often conflicting, requirements 
of a rapidly expanding metropolis. These 
exchanges of views will make an influential 
contribution to the achievement of the 
aims of the Award. 

Architecture is of primary importance to 
all of us, from ordinary citizens to national 
leaders. The buildings in which we live and 
work, the mosques in which we pray, the 
schools in which our children are educated, 
the places where we seek recreation or soli
tude, all these affect our day-to-day exist
ence continually and deeply. 

For Muslims the relationship between a 
person's life and his or her physical sur
roundings is a particularly critical matter. 
For us there is no fundamental division 
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between the spiritual and the material: the 
whole world is an expression of God's crea
tion and the aesthetics of the environment 
we build are correspondingly important. 

This ethos guiding the finest Islamic 
architecture was not lost when the great 
Islamic empires fell, rather one could say 
that it went into hibernation until a whole 
series of new nation-states emerged from 
colonial rule in the present century. 

During the long periods before the re
attainment of sovereignty, the nature and 
form of Islamic culture was affected by the 
West which had become the focal point of 
international economic development. 

When the Khedive, admiring Hausmann's 
grand boulevards in Paris, began transpor
ting French ideas to Cairo in 1868, he was 
exemplifying a tendency which affected 
architecture at all levels in most Islamic 
countries, from government buildings 
down to the vernacular of rural construc
tion. International canons of architecture 
were accepted despite their being in 
essence alien. 

As Imam of the Shia Imami Ismaili Mus
lims I have been required to become in
volved with building of all kinds and in 
consequence to think more and more deep
ly about the physical form that the Islamic 
world of the future will take and how mod
ern technological experience can be uti
lised to assist it. How best can we encour
age an architecture for the Islamic world 
which is sympathetic to both our spiritual 
and aesthetic heritage and to the present
day aspirations of Muslims for change and 
improvement? 

This was the search which motivated the 
creation of the Award in 1976. 

Of all the domains on which the Award has 
since encouraged reflection, urbanisation 
presents some of the most intractable prob
lems. Much of the Islamic heritage of 
architecture flowered in cities, but now 
high birth-rates and the continuing drift of 
populations away from the land are causing 
a near-uncontrollable pressure upon every 
aspect of urban infrastructure: on jobs and 
services, on drainage and health, on trans-

port and communications as well as on 
housing. 
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We are all agreed, I am sure, that deter
mined governmental action is vital in deal
ing with urbanisation. It is less certain that 
we have established adequate reference 
points for guiding the growth of cities with
in the all-important context of our culture, 
our way of life and our faith. 

In order to address this situation effective
ly, we urgently need to clarify our percep
tion of the many issues involved. To this 
end the Award has already organised sever
al seminars addressing aspects of urba
nisation in the course of its long-term con
sideration of architectural transformations 
in the Islamic world. 

In March 1979 we met in Jakarta to concen
trate upon the issue of housing. A further 
seminar, held in Fez, considered the sym
bols and the search for identity in Islamic 
architecture. Last year Sana' a was the 
scene of discussions of urban development, 
against the background of the Yemen's 
magnificent traditional architecture, now 
itself under threat. 

This week we come to questions which 
have the most profound implications not 
merely for Muslims but for the entire 
world. Fifty cities are expected to have 
populations in excess of fifteen million by 
the end of the century. Are they going to 
collapse into disorder under the strain of 
expansion? And if solutions can be found, 
will those solutions satisfy the needs of the 
inhabitants? 

Cairo is likely to be one of those fifty cities. 
But unlike many of the others it has experi
ence of centrally controlled urban planning 
going back over a century and, more signi
ficantly, possesses the rich tradition of a 
thousand years of Islamic culture to which 
I referred earlier. Egypt's efforts towards 
the conservation and rehabilitation of this 
heritage have deservedly attracted interna
tional recognition and support. 

It gave me great happiness that in 1983 the 
Master Jury of this A ward premia ted the 
restoration of the Darb Qirmiz quarter of 
Cairo's old city. The Jury did so because 
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the planners concerned had made the re
vitalisation of community life in Darb Qir
miz a priority, which could be initially 
addressed by saving the fabric of local mos
ques and monuments. 

On this important subject of revitalising 
the old parts of a city, our seminar in the 
Yemen concluded that unless the local in
habitants, usually the urban poor, can be 
emotionally and physically involved no re
habilitation scheme, however carefully 
thought out, is likely to succeed. 

Equally when rural dwellers move into the 
fringe areas of cities and start constructing 
their own informal- and often illegal
housing, they immediately find themselves 
confronted by a system of laws and con
trols of which they may scarcely have been 
conscious before. Nor do they comprehend 
the patterns of life which originally made 
urban centres bearable to live in. 

In both these instances - in urban slums 
and in fringe settlements - there is liable 
to be a deep communication gap between 
planners and decision-makers on the one 
hand, and the people on whose lives they 
have an impact on the other. 

Yet the poor can display considerable inge
nuity in improving their own environment 
and in utilising locally available materials. I 
was delighted when Hassan Fathy's work 
of a lifetime in this direction, reflecting his 
profound understanding of the virtues and 
possibilities of vernacular architecture, was 
recognised by the Chairman's Award in 
1980. 

People are the Islamic world's greatest 
single resource. If we are to harness their 
latent abilities then we have to understand 
ordinary citizens' aspirations - which may 
be far removed from architectural or plan
ning ideals - and we have to persuade 
them of the value of what we are attempt
ing to do. 

But, I ask again, are we starting from the 
correct premise? Have we successfully 
identified our long-term objectives? 

My own experience of initiating and spon
soring major building projects over the 
past two decades have made me aware how 
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even the most sophisticated societies can 
suffer acute difficulties first in identifying 
overall aims and then in managing re
sources effectively towards their realisa
tion. 

I am assuming that governments accept a 
duty to manage the development of cities 
and that they have the will to do so. 

Given that assumption, the availability of 
able architects, planners and, not least, de
cision-makers is crucial. Unhappily in the 
Islamic world today there is a serious lack 
of them. We do not possess the necessary 
expertise. 

This deficiency is obviously fundamental 
and, in my view, has three basic causes. 

First, there are too few first-class schools of 
architecture and technical colleges in Islam
ic countries and even the ones that exist 
often draw their curriculum from the West, 
where the whole ethos is not merely differ-

ent, but inappropriate. 

Linked with this is a serious shortage of 
libraries and research centres, while those 
that we have are often inadequately stock
ed. One has only to speak to students to 
appreciate how desperately they need bet
ter reference materials. 

Thirdly, for various reasons, the vital inter
change of ideas and technical information 
between professionals working in Islamic 
countries is too seldom achieved. 

This was a major reason for the creation of 
the Award and is why it organises semi
nars. Although it is not a teaching institu
tion, it can hope to stimulate all those con
cerned with the built environment to think 
about the future implications of their plans 
and actions and to disseminate knowledge 
through its publications. 

Because our aim is to act as a catalyst and a 
motivator, I have not attempted to ad
vance possible solutions to the problems of 
the expanding metropolis; nor indeed am I 
personally qualified to do so. But having 
suggested that the control and manage
ment of the Islamic world's limited re
sources is crucial to attain success, I would 
like to place that issue within a context 
which is of the greatest possible impor
tance to us all. 

Whether we are architects or planners, en
gineers or builders, governors or governed, 
we have to ask ourselves what vision the 
Islamic world should have of its cities, not 
today, not tomorrow, but in twenty-five 
years time. 

When we build, we must do more than 
seek to overcome immediate crises. The 
urban infrastructure we create in our gen
eration will have to serve not merely the 
next, but possible many more. We must 
build with vision for the future of our faith 
and of our civilisation. 

Thank you. 



Many among this assembly of scholars and 
specialists are more informed about Cairo 
than I am and better qualified to talk about 
its problems. I see no reason for taking the 
floor, except that I am one of the millions 
of Cairenes with a special attachment to 
this city, where I was born and grew up and 
where the formative years of my life passed 
getting acquainted with its every corner, 
breathing its air and feeling its pulse. 

I have seen Cairo, as youth see it, with its 
historic personality towering above and its 
precious heritage surrounding us. It was a 
part of our daily life to inhale this atmos
phere imbued with history and to talk 
about the national heritage. 

I have also seen Cairo when its public utili
ties were new, having the health and vigour 
of youth, with lights elegantly illuminating 
the streets and buildings. 

The Nile, that giant, too, having rested in 
its bed for millions of years, was still pure 
and youthful. Its banks were calm and 
green, and no one dared to pilfer from 
them by night or encroach upon them by 
day. The river and the surrounding valley 
offered beauty to the eye and the soul, a 
place of recreation for the rich and the 
poor, a playground for children, and in
spiration for artists and poets. It never 
occurred to anyone to damage the aesthe
tic marvels of the river and its surround
ings. 

We thought and still think of Cairo as the 
quintessence of Egypt, the embodiment of 
its history and reflection of its present. 
Cairo has been magnanimous to its people 
and its people are broadminded. They 
seized on various ideas, doctrines and sys
tems brought to them by visitors, who were 
welcomed and honoured as guests. Cairo 
would learn from these visitors, appro
priating some of the knowledge they 
brought but rejecting all that was consid
ered unworthy. 

But now Cairo is fast growing old. Its 
wrinkled face has become gloomy and no 
longer reflects the radiance and joy. Its 
accumulated worries no longer allow it to 
sit back elegantly and relax, for it is preoc-
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cupied with the daily pressures oflife. Not 
a day passes without physicians coming and 
going, trying hard to diagnose Cairo's in
creasing number of diseases and consulting 
each other before prescribing medicine to 
cure its exhausted body and its tormented 
soul given the large number of dependents 
it has and the additional problems it has 
because of a lack of funds. 

At this large assembly of scholars, experts 
and specialists - another group that has 
come together to seek a cure for Cairo's 
suffering - I would like to address three 
topics: first, Cairo itself; second, the role 
assumed by the Aga Khan Award; and 
third, the process of reconciling authentic
ity with modernity within the framework of 
our diagnosis of the diseases of Cairo and 
their cure. 

Cairo, as you know, is indeed a diverse 
city. It is for architects and historians one 
of the treasures of culture and civilisation, 
a place where anyone can re-live history 
and take a close look at the heritage of the 
Pharaonic, Greek, Latin, Christian and 
Arab-Islamic civilisations. Cairo is to the 
architect a monumental exhibit of patterns, 
techniques and innovations which illustrate 
the development of architectural taste and 
narrates the aesthetic march of a people 
deeply rooted in civilisation with a fertile 
history and a love for life. 

To those who shoulder the responsibilities 
of government, Cairo is an overcrowded 
city that succumbs under the weight of a 
flood of people who sprout firmly in its 
soil, and whose legions march on it from 
the north and south. Cairo is for Arab and 
Muslim policy makers, both the capital of 
the Arab and Islamic nations and an in
dicator of their rise and fall: they are 
powerful if Cairo is powerful and humili
ated if Cairo is powerless. They are abused 
by the greedy if Cairo leaves them or is left 
off, or if this city's daily preoccupation dis
tracts it from its Arab and Islamic role. The 
position that Cairo holds does not grant it 
the right to be haughty but rather it brings 
a sense of responsibility. Not only the 
waves of expansion, progress and renewal 
originate in Cairo, but also the waves of 

xxiii 

weariness, regression and reversal. 

This great and noble city is facing today 
unprecedented danger. This is the city that 
Ibn Khaldun acknowledged as having 
deep-rooted urbanisation and civilisation 
for thousands of years. This is the city that 
Ibn Hawqal described as "possessing great 
markets and splendid shops, elegant sub
urbs, beautiful gardens and green parks." 
This is the city that is facing a population 
explosion which makes tens of thousands 
of its people to take refuge in its cemeteries 
to live, and compels hundreds of thousands 
of them to live in homes without water and 
lacking air, where no law or order prevails. 
Today, greeness has abandoned this city 
and beauty has left it. Instead of roses and 
flowers, it has become a city of massive 
concrete structures. Its streets are full of 
bulges and holes. Putrid waters and mas
sive heaps of trash obstruct the roads and 
block the entrances to the homes of mil
lions of people, threatening them with dis
ease which is spread among them by flies, 
mosquitoes and pests. 

This city, which had an unmistakable char
acter, and whose each district had a flavour 
of its own, has become a diverse mixture. 
Dwellings and factories have become inter
locked in a dreadful discord, not to men
tion buildings of different types and func
tions erected all over in a confused and 
conflicting blend. They have made the city 
lose its character and its districts lose their 
well-known flavour. AI-Husayn district is 
no longer what it used to be, and this is also 
true of Zamalik. The district of Misr al
Gadida (Heliopolis) is no longer that uni
que model imagined by Baron Empain 
when he had the ambition to create this 
suburb where the East and the West would 
meet. Considerations of necessity out
weighed the requirements for distinctive
ness, for the preservation of personality 
and identity, as well as those for respecting 
aesthetic values. If urban planners and ex
perts usually distinguish between a city and 
its extension, this distinction is lost in the 
case of Cairo which has become an exten
sion of what was one day a great city com
posed of sections, centres and suburbs. In 
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the rush of this frantic race towards swell
ing - I do not use the word "growth" -
thousands of urban units have remained 
incomplete and barely sufficient to fulfill 
the minimum role expected of them as 
shelters. 

In the whirlpool of this increasing human 
flood and because of the inadequacy of 
resources to meet the needs of those 
caught up in the flood, mosques as well as 
invaluable and priceless historic buildings 
have been invaded by those seeking shel
ters. This is not strange or unusual, be
cause whoever lacks the necessities of life 
has neither the time nor the effort to think 
about luxuries. Likewise, when the prob
lem for a population is to secure a rooftop, 
a foothold or a sleeping place, then the talk 
about architectural models and about the 
preservation of the historic face of the city 
becomes a figment of the imagination and 
loses its echo in the ears and hearts of the 
people. 

Every time we look around us and become 
appalled by the problems that have begun 
to strangle the city, we ask ourselves: 
• Will we still be able to find a solution? 
• Is there, after this great suffering, a way 

of recovery for Cairo? 
• Will the Egyptians, looking back at the 

history and accomplishments of their 
civilisation, be able to find an inspiration 
that will enable them to raise their heads 
above the flood of problems and build 
cities which will be healthy, spacious, 
with adequate public utilities and where 
people can breathe life? 

This is the first part of the question. Then 
we ask: 

Can the people of Egypt and those who 
are around with them, such as this 
assembly of scholars, achieve such a 
miracle without paying an exhorbitant 
price and at the expense of losing the 
cultural identity of this city, which has 
become feeble but its pulse is still throb
bing with an Egyptian, Arab and Islamic 
rhythm? 
Will new buildings, roads and architectur
al models prevail, ignoring the strong 
relationship between urbanisation and 
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civilisation, organising space at the ex
pense of time, and buildings at the ex
pense of man? 

This is the second part of the question, and 
it is connected with the important mission 
undertaken by the Aga Khan A ward for 
Architecture and with the topic of this 
seminar. 

Indeed, all attempts of reform and renewal 
come to a clash at the intellectual and prac
tical levels, summed up in an eternal dia
logue concerning the necessity of preserv
ing while renewing and the necessity of 
protecting the heritage while innovating 
and modernising. This is a fundamental 
issue that we are not going to elaborate on 
now, but we establish in respect of two 
relevant facts 

First, that urbanisation and city planning 
should not solely consist of material and 
mechanical work, void of any cognition of 
the spirit of the civilisation which prevails 
in a given country. Indeed, the space and 
time components carry with them the char
acteristics of a distinctive cultural vision 
known to specialists in various arts and 
sciences, a fact that needs no further ex
planation in this assembly. The dominant 
values in a given society pertaining to inter
personal relationships, to relationships be
tween men and women, to friendship ties 
between neighbours, to family and com
munity ties, all of these are clearly perti
nent to city planning. 

Since our civilisation is of Arab and Islamic 
origin and expression, the urbanisation of 
our cities and our repairing of whatever has 
been dilapidated or decayed must honour 
the spirit of this civilisation and be ac
quainted with its values. We must include 
this in our calculations while seeking and 
planning improvement. 

Hence, we appreciate with all objectivity 
and sincerity the great effort exerted with 
perseverance, enlightenment and enthu
siasm by the Aga Khan Award. It is a 
timely effort that answers the needs of 
many of our Islamic cities for salvation and 
amelioration. This effort comes, above all, 
as a guiding light emanating from the field 

of architecture, and is based on a sincere 
awareness for the need to discover the 
cultural heritage of the nation and a com
mitment to this heritage in planning im
provements. 

Secondly, the process of preserving the 
heritage, or the aspiration for development 
and renovation, should not start off with a 
one-sided vision which only looks to the 
past and retreats into it. Nor should it only 
look to the future, believing that past hu
man thought and bygone civilisations are 
the results of another world which had its 
own people, and its own circumstances and 
problems, thus considering them to be use
less for dealing with the issues and prob
lems of the present By the same token, 
those who are for the preservation of the 
heritage should not side intellectually and 
psychologically solely with the thought of 
our ancestors, with the reasoning that they 
should be committed to their legacy be
cause of its antiquity and permanence, and 
that the infringement upon any part of it, 
no matter how small it may be, is a nega
tion of the past and a renunciation of the 
cultural identity and a cultural suicide. 

We think that these two positions are un
sound, since each of them is a defensive 
reaction which is difficult to employ for the 
achievement of a cultural take-off for a 
true reform in any field. 

However, we cannot, as some others do, 
assume that the heritage is ready-made and 
that there is no need to understand its com
ponents, with their historical functions and 
their internal mechanisms, as well as the 
elements of creativity and innovation of 
craftsmen among our ancestors. Likewise, 
we cannot and should not borrow or im
port ready-made products from advanced 
countries without trying to understand the 
technologies tied to their production. We 
must adopt a selective position regarding 
the question of preserving the heritage and 
the originality, must be aware of the ele
ments that are the basis of our own civilisa
tion, and must also take account of the 
needs and technologies of the modern 
world. 

Any methodology which consists either in 



giving an absolute and positive value to all 
components of the heritage on the pretext 
that they are original, or assigning an abso
lute and positive value to all products of 
our time because they are modern, is un
sound and leaves the door wide open for a 
long and sterile dispute between the propo
nents of preservation and the proponents 
of modernity. 

We would like to state that Islam which we 
speak of and try to honour its values in 
attempting reform, is not at all a mere col
lection of metaphysical beliefs which, by 
themselves, fill the lives of people. 
Moreover, it is neither a collection of legal 
texts which organise people's behaviour 
nor a magic prescription that motivates 
people to perform rituals to ready them
selves for the hereafter and encourages 
them to be ascetic and turn away from 
building and beautification. 

In one word, Islam is not only for necessi
ties, but also for perfection. It brought 
forth not only righteousness and justice, 
but also beauty. Therefore, urbanisation 
and construction of cities are part of its 
mission. The Koran says: "It is He Who 
has produced you from the earth and set
tled you therein." (II: 61) and "Say: who 
has forbidden the beautiful gifts of God 
which He has produced for His servants, 
and the things, clean and pure, which He 
has provided for sustenance." (VII: 32). 
The Prophet has also said: "God is beauti
ful and He loves beauty." The following 
Hadith may be recalled to sum up the phi
losophy of Islam in striking a balance be
tween seeking architectural aesthetics and 
the preservation of the essence of social 
and ethical values: "Eat as much as you 
want, attire yourself with whatever you 
want, but avoid excess and haughtiness." 

This is the Islam of civilisation and of the 
present. This is the culture and the edifice 
that we must present in facing the Islam of 
those who fear Islam and those who are 
afraid of life, who erect a wall between 
themselves and those around them. 

Finally, I would like to thank all those who 
called for this seminar and organised it, 
and those who are directing the Aga Khan 
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Award. I would like to thank the Egyptian 
government for opening the doors of its 
hospitable, generous and noble capital to 
welcome this assembly whose goal is to 
ameliorate it as much as possible. 
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