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As a cultural anthropologist, challenged by 
the audacious and imaginative purpose of 
the Aga Khan Award-which is no less 
than to change the "cultural and environ
mental sensibility" of the Muslim 
world1-1 would like to set forth some 
practical suggestions. My immediate 
concern is not so much how to bring about 
such a change, but how to locate the kinds 
of "cultural sensibilities" at work in 
specific situations. Oleg Grabar has 
narrowed the problem a little by asking if 
there is an Islamic system of visually 
perceptible symbols and signs. Grabar's 
question suggests that at least one aspect 
of the Muslim "cultural sensibility" can be 
investigated as it appears in distinct 
systems of visually perceptible symbols 
and signs. But Grabar's question is very 
general, and it presupposes the solution of 
a number of highly specific questions 
which may, however, be practicably 
researched. Before we can attempt to 
answer whether or not there is an Islamic 
system of visually perceptible symbols and 
signs we need to find out, in particular 
situations and particular places, what sorts 
of systems of visually perceptible symbols 
and signs are actually being employed. 

The art historian's methodology focuses on 
visually perceptible forms (e.g., buildings 
and their elements) and attempts to 
deduce the semiotic system from which 
these forms may have been derived, the 
langue, so to speak, of which the buildings 
are the parole. But an anthropologist 
usually approaches the matter from an 
entirely different direction. Rather than 
attempting to discover the systems of 
meanings from the objects themselves 
(e.g., comparative studies of the minaret 
forms or of explicit statements in Islamic 
philosophical writings referring to living 
and ceremonial spaces), an anthropologist 
would try to design a study of the acts of 
interpretation that ordinary people make 
when they move through those spaces: 
their homes, streets and markets. In other 
words, an anthropologist would look not 
at the buildings primarily, but would study 
empirically the responses of the people 
who use those buildings-what they do in 
them, what they understand about them, 
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and particularly what sorts of connotative 
images they themselves call up in the 
course of their involvement with the 
buildings. 

What we need are a series of studies 
concerning the perspectives used by the 
people who live inside the buildings and 
inside the culture that specifies and 
organizes those perspectives. In what 
follows below I describe some of the ways 
that anthropologists might go about doing 
this. At the outset I shall present an 
analysis of five methodological obstacles 
that need to be faced in any empirical 
study of the way ordinary people impose 
or derive "meaningful statements" from 
aspects of their built environment. 

Five Methodological Obstacles 

The first obstacle derives from the fact 
that most of what the researcher wants to 
know is normally unstated or unstatable. 
As a member of a cultural system, one's 
knowledge of it, as with the grammar of 
one's native tongue, is implicit. The actual 
application of much of this knowledge is 
neither verbalized nor even verbalizable. 
Speaking Arabic is a highly complex cul
tural act, but it by no means requires an 
awareiless of the grammatical rules by 
which intelligible sentences are produced 
and their meanings interpreted. Sometimes 
much of the cultural system is verbalizable 
but no one would think of laboriously 
paraphrasing that which is obvious. Only 
when what one says sounds like nonsense 
will anyone attempt to specify the rule 
which was broken. 

The methodological difficulties are even 
greater when one attempts to study in
terpretive acts involving nonverbal symbo
lic structures. There yet another form of 
implicitness is at work. Statements in non
verbal structures cannot be transposed into 
verbal statements without distortion, dilu
tion or loss of connotative meaning. Ar
tists always protest that if they could put 
the "message" of their painting or dance 
into words, they would not have to paint 
or dance it. 

Third, most of our ordinary experiences 
do not occur in a systematized way. 
Rather, we acquire fragmentary bits of 
knowledge which are embodied in very 
concrete and specific images and actions: 
this street corner, this fountain, this act of 
buying something, this act of prayer. 

A fourth difficulty is that of the multipli
city of meanings which are or can be 
condensed into a single image, form or 
object. Moreover, when that object is as 
complexly composed of multiple forms as 
a building or town, the complexities of 
association can be astronomical. The 
multiplicity of meaningful associations 
pertinent to a single structure may be one 
criterion for saying that a certain object 
has cultural importance or even that 
something is excellent. 

That an object, a painting, a poem, a 
building or an environmental form such as 
a grand avenue has multiple meanings im
plies that many different interpretations 
can be made from it and that different 
people will interpret it differently. Some of 
these versions may be so contradictory as 
to be labeled misinterpretations. However, 
it may be that some idiosyncratic misin
terpretations are actually creative inven
tions or inspired associations which further 
deepen the cultural burden of the symbolic 
forms or actions. In fact, I venture that 
"vitality" and "aliveness" of meaning-as 
opposed to "deadness" or "dilution"
have something to do with the presence of 
multiple interpretations and the potential
ity and presence of new meanings. 

As an outsider, to presume to intuit or de
duce those meanings which local inhabi
tants ascribe to parts of their environments 
is to invite disastrous falsification. An ex
ample is the romantic interpretation by 
nineteenth-century European visitors of 
the significance and intentions of the Taj 
Mahal. Wayne Begley's painstaking icono
graphical analysis has revealed that the 
meanings of the monument and its garden 
to the original patron were very different 
from those imposed by Westerners.2 Ex
cept that it was based on documents, his 
approach was similar to the close contex
tual examination of an anthropologist. The 
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written texts and drawings hinted at the 
processes of interpretation that were made 
by the builder, the patron and possibly the 
audience themselves. I propose that the 
same sort of close study should be made of 
the statements made by the users of con
temporary buildings. 

Some Cautionary Advice 

Anthropological methods are encapsuled 
in three admonitions: 
1) Approach research subjects in interviews 
indirectly, thus allowing the person himself 
to determine as much as possible what will 
be spoken about and in what terms. 
Ideally, one should simply participate in 
everyday life and allow interpretations to 
emerge spontaneously in the course of 
normal conversation. The extreme antithe
sis of this procedure is the set question
naire in which the questions define the 
answers. (Example: "Would you rather 
have two children or four?" The question 
does not offer the respondent other alter
natives or permit specification of circum
stances.) 

2) Find ways to allow the person to express 
himself non verbally as well as verbally. 

3) Reduce complex characteristics of the 
problem to simpler elements. This makes 
the problem researchable in practical 
terms. At the same time the very com
plexity of the problem should not be 
overlooked. 

Sefrou: A Case Study 

To indicate how an anthropologist may 
discover the way in which the inhabitants 
of a certain town experience and interpret 
its spatial forms, I offer a concrete 
example. Some years ago in the town of 
Sefrou in Morocco I conducted a set of 
structured interviews. Following the sug
gestion of Kevin Lynch, I asked four 
Sefrou people to draw maps for me of 
their town.3 Two of these people were 
townsmen, and two were countrymen; two 
were school-educated young people, and 
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two were older and illiterate. The latter 
two had never faced the task of drawing 
maps before and had no preconceptions 
about what a map should look like. The 
four of them also differed in degrees of 
familiarity with the town itself. 

The first man, whom we will identify as 
Respondent A, was a middle-aged Berber 
who lived in a village located some twenty 
kilometers from Sefrou in the mountains. 
As a political representative of his village 
he often came to town. One day when he 
was visiting us in our house I produced a 
very large piece of paper and a pencil and 
asked him to draw me a map of the town. 
He was delighted with the idea and said 
eagerly, "Yes, yes, I'll draw all of it for 
you. First I'll put down the quarters of the 
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town, Nas Adlun, Shebbak, Sidi Messaud, 
and then I'll put in the mosques, Djemaa 
Kebir, Djemaa Semarin, Djemaa Sidi 
Messaud. But first, could I have a ruler to 
make the lines straight?" 

Although he was illiterate, he had had a 
great deal to do with surveyors in the 
course of a legal dispute involving his own 
tribal land. Thus he presumed that a map 
always involves ruled lines. As his work 
proceeded he asked me to write in the 
names of the various landmarks. I hap
pened to note the sequence by which he 
went from item to item on the assumption 
that those that he mentioned earlier were 
of higher importance in his landscape. In 
order he drew the road from Fez, the 
other roads, a bridge over the river, the 

squares, and then he devoted a great deal 
of attention to locating all the major 
government buildings. To my own sur
prise, the most salient aspect of the town, 
the conglomeration of the old city with its 
wall and narrow crooked streets, was 
completely omitted by him. In its place he 
merely indicated the "walk through the 
madina." Most of the wall is still standing, 
and elaborately built gateways cut through 
in several places. Rather than indicating 
the gates, however, he specified the open 
squares located at the entrances where a 
good deal of small marketing takes place 
and where countrypeople like himself 
bring small amounts of produce or 
chickens for sale to the citypeople. 

The sequence of Respondent A's four 

Respondent A's first map of Sefrou. Numbers indicate sequence in which 
places were named 

Respondent A's second map of Sefrou 

Drawing: H Geertz 
Drawing: H Geertz 



maps shows fairly well the kinds of spaces 
and activities that are important to him. 
He put considerable stress on the burial 
place of the town's patron saint, on a bluff 
overlooking the town, and especially on 
government offices with which he had 
much business, and the markets where he 
bought and sold. His is an outsider's view, 
a rural man's conception of the town. The 
old city, the residential heart, is left 
completely unmentioned. 

The second man, Respondent B, was a 
young school teacher who had grown up 
inside the old city. He came from a family 
that had been important within the town 
for the last three hundred years. Highly 
educated, he taught French in the college 
of the town. His map was quite different. 
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Respondent A's third map of Sefrou 

Drawing: H. Geertz 
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When presented with the task, he first 
drew a very large circle. Still ethnocentric 
in my presumption that the old city/outer 
city distinction as marked by the wall and 
gates was "obviously" the primary starting 
point for anyone, I assumed that this circle 
was the wall of the old city. As a matter of 
fact, it stood for the rather densely built
up areas as a whole of which the old city 
is only a part. He then set forth a set of 
secondary circles, one indicating a very 
large "suburban" area while the others 
marked very small landmarks. Having 
done that he then segmented the first 
circle into various quarters. As with the 
first mapmaker, he indicated the areas 
around both sides of the madina gates, 
rather than the gates or roads themselves 
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as significant. He spent some time pro
viding etymological explanations of the 
names of each of these neighbourhoods or 
sectors. This second mapmaker had no 
sense of spatial proportions, and several of 
his quarters were clearly misplaced. It was 
evident that this man sees his town not in 
terms of routes, walls or spatial relation
ships, but rather as a collection of rela
tively autonomous neighbourhoods. As he 
drew, he spoke of groupings of people and 
activities, not of roads or the river or the 
gardens or built structures. He too put 
some stress on the tomb of the patron 
saint of the town. 

By his strategy Respondent C revealed an 
entirely different semantic and pragmatic 
environment within which his Sefrou lay. 

Respondent A's fourth map of Sefrou 

Drawing. H. Geertz 
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He was in his late seventies, an illiterate 
merchant who had grown up in the old 
city and never moved out. He instructed 
me to draw a very large circle and then to 
write in the names of various items. In this 
instance, finally, the large circle repre
sented the wall of the old city. He next 
indicated the gates and then proceeded to 
layout a sequence of named spots that 
moved in a line from one gate through the 
centre of the town and out another gate. 
As there were six gates, the result was a 
spider-like pattern with the markets and 
the mosques in the centre as he himself 
pointed out. The key named spots for him 
were not neighbourhoods or groups of 
residents, but mosques and religious 
lodges (zawiyas). 

Respondent D, whose map is not illus
trated, was a student in his teens. Rural 
by birth, he lived in town in order to 
attend school. He commenced his map by 
drawing a long line from the right-hand 
edge of the paper. This represented a road 
and, as if he were himself moving along it, 
he indicated landmarks along the route. 
He soon came to the edge of the paper. 
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While the others confined their maps to a 
single sheet, and in some way or another 
indicated the bounds of the town first and 
then filled it in, this young man's walk 
through the town spread onto nine sheets 
of paper. In the end they did not really fit 
together, even though his first pathway 
was a roughly circular road, planned by 
the French and recently installed by the 
Moroccan government, which went around 
the entire periphery of the built-up part 
of the town. His starting and end points 
on this route did not meet, nor when he 
started to fill in the middle was he able to 
make any spatially adequate subdivisions 
of space. We can attribute this to his 
kinesthetic scheme of walking along the 
streets and noticing the corners of other 
branching streets and various landmarks as 
he pa~sed. 

Upon completion, Respondent D had 
produced a rough map of the town with 
the old city entirely omitted. In its place 
was a blank portion of paper, uncrossed 
by roads. I prodded him to draw the 
madina and he resisted. Finally he re
lented and drew the wall and gates in a 

hesitant manner. At this point he paused 
again and I urged him to continue. He 
proceeded to indicate a number of land
marks around the outside of the madina 
wall (cafe, swimming pool, the "new city" 
of French villas, the house where Ameri
can Christian missionaries lived, the gas 
station, the hotel, and all the schools). 
Further prodded to enter the madina, he 
reluctantly indicated the minarets, the 
river, the central bridge and eight 
quarters. Did his difficulty with the 
madina stem from an inability to construct 
a mental image of the tangle of paths? 

The items he mentioned are mostly 
modern Westernized ones: gas station, 
Frenchman's house, schools, hospital, 
pasha's house, Western Christian church, 
water reservoir, park, hotel, cafe, swim
ming pool, bus and taxi stand. 

These maps are tantalizing, if insufficient, 
glimpses into the experiences of their 
makers. As such they raise more questions 
than they answer. The differences among 
the mapmakers are obvious; they might 
have been describing different towns. The 
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similarities, however, are interesting. All 
mentioned the mosques, and all but one 
the saint's tomb. The maps present us with 
a firm sense that in normal everyday life 
the kinds of meanings read into landmarks 
and pathways are what the semanticists 
call indexical signs, rather than symbols or 
complexes of symbols. Specifically, the 
mapmakers viewed the landmarks as 
symptoms of some underlying cause. Thus 
they picked out only that one meaning of 
the object without mentioning any com
plex connotations. They did not see the 
objects, or at least did not mention them, 
as representing ideas or images of some 
other experience. 

My last example is not a map but a song 
about the town of Sefrou. This song, 
however, resembles a map as it describes a 
walk through the town. It was composed 
by Sheikh Mimih of EI Menzel, a man 
from a village some distance from Sefrou, 
to be sung at wedding festivals for a 
totally male audience. A humorously 
erotic song, it advises where to find the 
easy girls in Sefrou and what to do with 
them when you find them. It sings of 
walking from quarter to quarter in Sefrou 
and of the kinds of girls you find in each 
place. In the last verse he describes the 
climb up to the tomb of the patron saint. 
Curiously, here the song shifts in tone, 
and he sings of the saint. The saint is 
testing him, and he prays for the saint's 
protection. He addresses the saint as one 
human being to another. Throughout the 
song, the image of the town is one of a 
group of people relating to one another in 
various personal ways, either sexual or 
protective. For him the town consists of 
enclosures: rooms, houses and quarters. 
These one enters and exits as one goes in 
and out of personal relationships, some of 
which are dangerous, some delightful, 
some free of responsibility and some com
pletely entangling. 

For the singer, as for each of the map
makers, the town is a place of intimately 
relating human beings. For all of them the 
town is also a place of movement where 
people are always moving in or out. These 
efforts at mapmaking (including that of the 
poet) all, in their diverse ways, reflect a 
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characteristic Moroccan mode of engage
ment. In their vigorous approach to life 
Moroccans express a concern for particu
laristic personal interests and for specific 
social ties. 

Some Applications 

A number of practical anthropological 
techniques could be used by the staff of 
the Aga Khan Award in preparing mate
rials for the evaluation of particular archi
tectural projects. These techniques involve 
personal contact with people who use the 
buildings or other structures as well as 
other sources. Among the techniques in
volving personal contact is the one 
described above, requesting people to 
draw maps as a form of structured inter
view. Similarly, one might ask people to 
draw pictures in answer to the question, 
"What does such and such a building look 
like?" The elements that they choose to 
emphasize may be those of greatest signifi
cance. Which aspects of a particular 
mosque are picked out: the minaret, the 
inscriptions on the doorway, the fountain? 
Or, for those who will not draw, one 
might ask for a verbal description of the 
building. 

Another technique is to ask the person to 
make up a story using the particular 
building as the setting. One might also 
conduct an open-ended interview which 
starts with highly general, "open" ques
tions and gradually moves to more specific 
ones. One could start with questions of 
the sort: "What does this building remind 
you of?" "What can you do in this 
building?" "What other buildings is it 
like?" "What parts of this building do you 
like best?" 

Another very productive technique is to 
study those words which the local language 
applies to aspects of the built environment 
and, in particular, special vocabularies 
used by craftsmen and builders. All of 
these techniques require personal partici
pant observation of those activities which 
occur within the context of the structure 
being studied. 
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Techniques which do not involve personal 
contact include the analysis of songs, 
stories, films, novels and other imaginative 
productions which invoke or depict the 
types of structures under study. The poem 
by Sheikh Mimih of EI Menzel has been 
cited as an example. Written documents 
such as newspaper articles, memoirs and 
guidebooks could also be examined. Com
parisons of the new building with older 
ones in the same locality can be very 
suggestive; a building, like a poem, may 
contain allusions to other buildings known 
to the makers. In some buildings this may 
occur through a complex incorporation of 
imitated elements, in others through more 
subtle allusion. Such comparisons can 
inform us of the system of meanings and 
association which the makers of the build
ing, both architect and patron, may have 
employed in its conception. 

Each of these techniques, taken alone, 
gives only one dimension of meaning and 
is necessarily an oversimplification of the 
experience of the built environment and a 
violation of its wholeness and complexity. 
The connotatively rich, sensuously imme
diate experience of entering a great 
mosque such as the Moulay Idriss of Fez 
or moving through an intricately pathed 
market place can never be fully probed 
through such anthropological techniques. 
Nevertheless, they represent an attempt to 
view a particular architectonic world 
through the eyes of the people themselves 
who inhabit it. 
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Sefrou 

A q~ida by Sheikh Mimih 
of El Menzel, 
translated by Hildred Geertz 

The following are quarters of the town of 
Sefrou: Habbuna, Slawi, Sitti Messauda, 
Kasba, Mejlish, Derb el-Miter, Bab 
Mkam, Qla'a. The tomb of the local 
Muslim saint, Sidi Ali Bouseghine, is on a 
high bluff overlooking the town of Sefrou. 
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Ah . . . my eyes wander around and take delight in Sefrou 
Where, if we wish for girls, there they are. 
There I find pleasure any day. 

Ah . . . my eyes wander around and take delight in the cities 
Where there are stylish girls with mascara-ed eyes. 
We visited you, yes, Habbuna, and our minds were in torment. 
Ah ... we found no ease with you, oh girl with the fine tattoos. 

We visited you, yes, Habbuna and returned by way of Slawi. 
When I was young and had an empty head 
I found my desire, some virgins in nice clothes 
Not improper for them nor for me the singer. 

We went to Sitti Messauda of the new houses. 
There the girls dress so fine you'd think it was always a holiday, 
And when I look at them I'm afraid I'll do something sinful. 
Perhaps I won't have money and go to jail. 

I finished there and went back to the Kasba 
Where there are young girls, but I didn't have a chance 
And the love magic was of no use. 
She took my mind away and I "worked" on her a long time. 

I finished there and went on across the river. 
I stayed in Mejlish and I was happy with the people there. 
So many days we stayed there and every day we did as we desired. 
God bless the parents of those girls-I need not say more. 

I visited Derb el-Miter and I felt calmer. 
There we found flowering roses that we loved. 
There we found a harvest that we bought. 
They pluck only those fruits of the tops of the branches. 



The money Allah has given us we used as we desired. 
And why should we stay in torment, troubled every day? 

Comments 

Buy a dove and put her in your house, and take the straight path, 
One who wears stylish modern clothes, who is educated and neat. 

I finished there and went along to see what was going on 
At Bab Mkam, where we found some little girls. 
We spoke together; we said come home with us to the house. 
Not until we got to the room did we say another word. 

I sent them along and then I went to the house, too. 
There we found a garden blooming with flowers and green plants. 
There I found pleasure day and night, 
Beautiful clothes, lovely scarves, perfect and plenty. 

I finished there and climbed up to the Qla'a 
In hunger, with fear and desire deep inside me. 
The fire of the girl burns and he goes crazy who follows it. 
I pray to Allah the Highest to protect our faith. 

I finished there and climbed right up to the tomb of the saint, 
Sidi Ali Bouseghine, my beloved. 
I am under his shelter, happy and contented, 
And I pray to him and he prays to the Ruling One. 

We are under the protection of Allah and of our saintly ancestors, oh people, 
Both you who are here and those of my village, 
And I pray to them to fulfill my wishes. 
We will be at peace and I'll say nothing wrong. 
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Comments 

Wahid 

I have a question for Prof. Geertz that has 
to do with interpreting what she terms a 
"thin" description of how people view 
their towns. For a universal sense of signs, 
symbols and so on, we need to know 
what you call the "thick" description. 
How do we make the transition from thin 
to thick? 

For example, in an old Javanese town plan 
there is always a plaza in the centre with a 
mosque on the western side and the resi
dence of the highest official on the eastern 
side. On the southern side we find a rail
way station and on the northern side 
schools or government buildings. What do 
people think about that? Here we have the 
government or a committee assigning 
meaning. 

Geertz 

I know Java well because I have done field 
work there. The first answer is to use a 
multiplicity of methods. You come at it in 
different directions and then try to bring it 
together in some way. In Java they have a 
very geometrical way of designing every 
town. It is always very clearly established 
on which side of the main square each 
thing should be. There is a cultural 
commitment to a notion that the things of 
this world are microcosmic replicas of the 
larger world. This is not necessarily true of 
Morocco at all. But the notion of 
microcosm and macrocosm makes things 
much easier for a person who is trying to 
interpret the meaning of a particular built 
environment in Java or anywhere in the 
East as opposed to the West. 

Mahdi 

I think when Prof. Geertz speaks about 
the marabouts, she reminds us of some
thing that is not really peculiar to Morocco 



71 

Cairo, Egypt: Sultan Hasan mosque 
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or to non-urban centres. When one 
thinks of Cairo, for instance, it is the 
shrine mosque of Sultan Hasan which is 
the important thing rather than the 
mosque of al-Azhar. Surely it is the 
shrine that is essential in Iraq, Iran and 
Pakistan. I am wondering why, given the 
situation, nothing was said about them 
because they seem to be socially and 
religiously important. Man's relation to 
God is not direct; there is some sort of a 
mediation by the saint. Obviously this 
gives the whole texture of religious 
feelings a different sense than' a mosque 
where only you and God are somehow in 
context. 

What is not clear to me is the relationship 
between design and this kind of situation. 
Surely the place, whether it is a tomb or 
not, reminds you of a historical or reli
gious figure. It may be a pre-Islamic 
prophet or an important person connected 
with the Prophet or an Islamic saint or 
imam. Or it may be a leader of some sort, 
a ruler who somehow acquired a religious 

Comments 

connotation. This is very important, 
because the Koran insists that you remem
ber all the prophets. The historical sense is 
what is continued through Islamic times. 
This memory is an integral part of being a 
Muslim. But stylistically in terms of design 
there are certain specific problems. You 
may have a tomb in the middle of the 
mosque or the side of the mosque. Or 
there might be certain kinds of designs for 
the structure and the surrounding area 
used for prayer and so on. Is this a special 
problem separate from that of the mosque 
in general, or do we normally consider the 
shrine when we think of the mosque? 

Geertz 

The only thing I would say is that the 
shrine is for ordinary people. It may 
not be designed by a designer, but it is a 
crucial part of the whole topography in 
their minds. 

Grabar 

I think that part of the problem here is 
related to what Prof. Arkoun was talking 
about earlier, this question of depersonali
zation in the creation of new towns, new 
space and so forth. You cannot invent a 
saint in a new town being built near an 
industrial centre. One has to start creating 
new industrial centres near old existing 
locations of saints of one kind or another, 
which would be a fascinating exercise, or 
perhaps one simply has to wait for a 
sheikh to appear. One of the difficulties is 
that in planning theoretical towns for 
settlement one plans according to a false 
idea of what a traditional Muslim city is. 
They have to have a mosque, a bazaar, 
housing, whereas the reality of the polity 
is different. That grows out of an existing 
place rather than being created. 

Fathy 

I would like to say something about 
symbolism. If we take the minaret and the 
campanile of the church, the spire, we see 
them as the means of expressing aspira
tions toward the Divine. Kazantzakis 
described the effect of a Gothic cathedral 
on him when he said that everything in 
this architecture shoots up to divine 
heights. In Europe the sky is not a kindly 
thing as it is in the desert countries. 

With the minaret, it shoots up in a dif
ferent way, not just in meaning but also by 
its acceleration. With the shooting toward 
the sky you have the notion of bringing 
down. What do we bring down? The 
mercy of Allah. In the hot desert countries 
the sky is the only friendly element in the 
environment. 

When architects want to modernize they 
change the symbol from something collec
tive to something individual. People living 
in temperate zones have the church and 
the cathedral. For people living in the hot, 
arid countries there is only the idea of the 
minaret and the courtyard. 
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One architect tried to make his campanile 
in the shape of a man praying. The idea 
might have been all right, but the effect 
was a coming down instead of a raising up. 
This is what happens when an individual 
wants to enter the field of religious archi
tecture. -There are certain implicit things 
which we have to respect. We have to 
judge by wisdom, not haphazardly or just 
because we are trying to be innovative as 
architects. 

Comments 

Listening to Prof. Geertz I am reminded 
of a very beautiful saying by Antoine de 
Saint Exupery in his book Citadel. There 
he says that in the house of my father 
every step has a meaning. Here we have 
to consider that even in the town of my 
father every step has a meaning. But 
unfortunately, that has changed. Now it is 
no longer the house of my father. In most 
Arab countries it is the house of my Uncle 
Sam. Every step has a dollar on it. And in 
the city there are no more steps. We go by 
car. Our modern cities are designed by 
engineers without reference to human 
scale. 

Some critics have classified the arts into 
the abstract and the imitative. Architec
ture and music are said to be abstract; 
painting and sculpture, imitative. But we 
cannot classify things so bluntly. If paint
ing were just an imitation of nature, it 
would be photography. Sculpture would be 
simply cast mOUlding. And if architecture 
doesn't have a human reference, it is just 
engineering. 

Architecture is in a way abstract. But how 
can we introduce the human reference? 
This is where we have to come together, 
to convene so that a symbol means the 
same thing and gives the same 
psychological association of ideas as we 
indicated with the campanile. 

Today, to my mind, we suffer from 
alienation. We have to reach a decision on the 
meaning of so many words which we 
repeat with no understanding at all-words 
like modernity and progress. All this is 
brainwashing the masses. 

We know that culture changes. Change is 
implicit, but it is neutral. We cannot 
borrow. There are interchange abies be
tween cultures as well as non-inter
changeables. Unfortunately, we are taking 
the non-interchangeables and leaving the 
interchangeables. After all, what is the 
meaning of the word "technology"? I was 
once attending a U.N. conference in Addis 
Ababa where I said that we must subject 
technology to the economy of the people. 
One of my colleagues objected. "Tech
nology has no country," he said. I dis
agreed. It has a country, because ac-
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cording to the dictionary, the definition of 
technology is the use of science for 
commercial purposes. It is directed toward 
the economy of the importing or the 
exporting countries. 

When we come to this cultural change that 
has taken place in our cities, what can 
religion offer? The Koran and the Hadith 
cannot give us technical advice. But they 
do enter into town planning. They guide 
us on how to join houses together, how to 
make the interior of the house, the height 
of walls and so on. I mention this because 
we are misusing the idea of the symbol. 

Correa 

To follow up on what Mr. Fathy has said, 
if, as an architect today, one looks at an 
Islamic city or an Islamic environment, 
one sees that the determinants are really 
the classic determinants of good architec
ture: the response to climate, appropriate 
technology, materials, good design. Yet 
there is more to the Islamic city than that. 
The Islamic view of life, with the combina
tion of a rational response to climate, 
technology and materials, has provided a 
certain set of symbols. So I think that 
symbols are the interaction of two ele
ments, first, the classic view of dealing 
with climate, and, second, the Islamic 
view of the sky. Given another set of 
materials and another set of climatic con
ditions one might have come up with 
another set of symbols. 

In spreading East and West all the way 
from the Alhambra to Delhi, Islam was 
extraordinary in its ability to assimilate 
local ways of building and superimpose 
something which transcends that and gives 
it unity. Hence you have great pluralism in 
the towns of Yemen. Fatehpur Sikri in 
India actually uses Hindu elements, but its 
synthesis is Islamic. I think our problem is 
that we are tOID timid. When people did all 
this they probably did not even use the 
word "symbol"; they did it naturally. It is 
a natural synthesis of what was the local 
problem and the overriding concepts in 
their minds. 
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It seems to me that if Islam had stopped 
at Delhi, then our only problem over 
the next twenty-five years as 
modernization takes place would be how 
to express continuity. But unfortunately, 
that is not the only problem that we face. 
In actual fact, the majority of Muslims live 
beyond Delhi. I see a completely different 
set of climatic conditions and materials. To 
put across images of what is basically 
desert oasis architecture or urban 
architecture is really an act of colonialism. 
When you show me a slide of Isfahan it is 
equivalent to someone saying this is the 
only way to build a church or an auto or 
whatever you want. This image of a 
courtyard house actually works against the 
planner. What most Muslims face is a hot 
wet climate, not a hot, dry climate. They' 
live in a rural environment, and if they 
have any paradise, it may not be the 
tropical paradise in which they already 
live, but a big city, that is, the opposite of 
what they have. What I would like to 
know is what flexibility do we see today. 
What are the symbols that emerge and the 
interactions that produce such symbols? 

I. Serageldin 

To mention one thing very briefly on the 
question of urban versus rural, I would 
like to point out that throughout the last 
three centuries there has been an intel
lectual fascination with idealizing the rural 
way of life as being pure. And yet no
where in the world do we find evidence 
that the drift towards the cities is revers
ible-even with massive government inter
vention in such places as Cambodia, for 
example. The modernization of the 
economy has inevitably been linked with a 
growth of the urban population and the 
migration to urban centres. It is not so 
much a matter of ignoring the reality that 
many Muslims presently live in rural 
environments, but perhaps recognizing the 
fact that so many of them are changing 
their environment. They are going towards 
the cities. There is very little we can do 
except to try to see what sorts of cities 
work. 

Comments 

Prof. Geertz made a very important point 
when she admonished us to remember the 
connotative aspects of the environment as 
seen by its inhabitants and not by spe
cialists. Prof. Arkoun gave us the negative 
example of a socialist village designed by 
specialists and outsiders. The definitions 
therefore are not clear in my mind as to 
what extent one can just create the 
determinants of an environment. To what 
extent is formal intervention required in 
order to give some shape and direction to 
an urban built environment? 

Finally, we have discussed whether an ele
ment of continuity is necessary. Recent 
Western experience shows the difficulty in 
maintaining continuity between contem
porary modern architecture and the pre
vious type of architecture. In fact, archi
tects rebelled against the prevalent 
construction of the time because they felt 
that it was no longer relevant to what was 
happening in their societies. They were 
able to make a conscious break with the 
past and find a more responsive type of 
construction and environment. They did 
this only because of advances that had 
already preceded them in the sciences in 
philosophy, in sociology and even in ' 
engineering. We must not forget that in 
the last part of the nineteenth century the 
breakthroughs of earlier engineers were 
then taken up by architects. This appears 
to me to be one of the areas in which 
Muslim architects are lacking. There may 
well be great merit in asking questions 
about what led to the creation of these 
symbols in the past. But that alone may 
keep us locked in the past. Architecture 
must be complemented by a search for 
what is meaningful today. Perhaps through 
the kind of techniques which Prof. Geertz 
has indicated, we can find what people 
need in today's society and discover how 
to make the environment a little more 
adaptive to them. 

Geertz 

I would like to make two points. First, 
continuity is unavoidable. For an anthro
pologist looking at human activities there 
is no such thing as a break with the past. 
In architecture there is the example of the 
so-called international style, architects 
who self-consciously attempted to make 
something entirely new. But simultane
ously there are countless structures not 
only in the United States but in England 
which constantly repeat the past. If you 
see any bank in the United States, it looks 
like the Parthenon, even the ones that are 
being built today. If you look at any 
housing development in the United States 
they are new colonial houses. There is a ' 
constant allusion to the past which the 
people who live in those houses prefer. 
They want to feel that they live in an 
American house which is colonial. A 
grand bank must convey a notion of 
stability and wealth and so on. Continuity 
is not something that has to be built in' it 
happens. ' 

Second, I understand that the Award is for 
buildings which have already been con
structed and which have solved at least 
some problems of the relationship of tech
nology and spirit. The purpose of these 
discussions is not to set up rules for how 
buildings should be built but criteria for 
evaluating buildings that already exist. 
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