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Yesterday we were theoretical, as if Islam 
were primarily or solely a system of 
beliefs. What has always impressed me 
about Islam is that it is a set of actions if 
one considers the five pillars. It is not the 
belief in God that is important, it is the 
declaration of God. It is not the idea of 
praying, it is prayer itself. It is not the 
community of equality as an idea, but the 
pilgrimage in which all men stand equal in 
community. In Ramadan, it does not 
matter whether you think you ought not 
have that cigarette or food. It is not the 
smoking or the eating, the thing of im
portance is observing the fast. The fifth, 
which has been totally forgotten in the 
theory is alms. They are a responsibility of 
each man toward his fellow man. I want to 
talk about practical Islamic spirit. You are 
practicing architects, let us see if there is 
something upon which to practice, not 
something for just theorizing. 

Many of the largest cities and now a few 
smaller ones in the vast territory shaped 
by historic Islam are the repositories of a 
precious and irreplaceable heritage (not 
only for Islamic countries, but for the 
world) not only for their archaic qualities, 
but for their living relevance today. Both 
the preservation of that heritage and the 
harnessing of that vital relevance are com
pelling rationales for a concern, practical 
as well as scholarly, with Islamic architec
ture and urbanism. 

There is not, nor was there ever, an 
Islamic city or even an Islamic system of 
city building, if one means by that term a 

common set of architectural building 
blocks generated by a common process 
and combined according to a common ~et 
of rules into a common composite urban 
pattern. One cannot speak of the Islamic 
city in the same way that one can, for 
example, speak of the Spanish conquest 
city of Latin America (which was im
planted redundantly during the sixteenth 
century on a virtual tabula rasa, according 
to a standard blueprint accompanied by a 
uniform charter and a set of legal codes). 
Islam expanded into wide regions with 
disparate traditions of design, architecture 
and urban form. It was carried in multiple 
directions by various groups, each drawing 
upon a particular subset of those traditions 
combined in a unique amalgam. These 
regional amalgams evolved over the centur
ies, gaining not only by means of internal 
development and elaboration, but by infu
sions from related traditions which, thanks 
to the solvent of the common religion, 
moved across frontiers with remarkable 
fluidity. 

While the diversity is striking and defies 
simplification to a single genre of either 
architecture of urban form, it is equally 
remarkable that one always knows when 
one is in the presence of Islamic civiliza
tion. Whether it is toward the periphery, 
in Spain or the Indian subcontinent, or 
closer to the heartland of the Arab
Persian Middle East, one does know. Is it 
merely the superficial decoration, the 
dominant blues, greens and turquoises, the 
insistently repetitive arches, the geometry 



of tiny space aggregating to vast designs, 
that signals the code? Is it the basic archi
tectonic concept of square-horizontal and 
round-vertical space that announces the 
unity underlying external diversity in exact 
shape? Is it the overall emphasis upon 
enclosing, enfolding, involuting, protecting 
and covering that one finds alike in single 
structures in quarters, indeed in entire 
cities? There appear to be certain basic 
"deep structures" to the language of 
Islamic expression in space. 

There are also recurring idioms which, 
while they may not be attributable directly 
to the religious or legal system, were 
functionally suited to the social structure 
commonly found within Islamic cities 
and to the technology dominant during 
their periods of maximum definition and 
growth. Among these idioms are, charac
teristically: the suq or bazaar, the 
residential court (contiguous but uncon
nected rooms each giving out to a common 
gallery or atrium), the blind or deceptively 
hidden entranceway to individual struc
tures or quarters, the tri-fold (rather than 
the more Western bi-fold) division of 
space into private, controlled semi-private 
and public, and a clear segregation into 
male and female spheres, perhaps as an 
underlying cause of many of the above 
features. 

Some mechanism, common throughout the 
lands of Islam, helped to generate both 
the deep structure and the more idiomatic 
expressions. Without a doubt this was the 
legal system, which constituted a common 
base despite the variations introduced 
through major sectarian cleavages and the 
chief schools of jurisprudence. Rather 
than central planning according to certain 
models (as was true, for example, in the 
overseas colonies of classical Greece and 
Rome), it was legal notions of proper 
behaviour in space and legal regulations in 
property relations (between theocratically
legitimized ruling classes and their sub
jects, among fraternal members of the 
'Umma, between believers and non- or 
semi-believers, between near and distant 
neighbours that created, over and over 
again, certain recurring solutions to the 
question of urban spatial organization, 
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wherever Islam was implanted. 

Whether one speaks of restoring and 
preserving a heritage, or of incorporating 
into contemporary planning and building 
the elements which made Islamic cities 
both beautiful and functional, one must 
try to define this essence and the prin
ciples that governed its repeated genera
tion. For only if we can identify those 
essential qualities can we select appro
priate buildings and quarters for preserva
tion according to the criterion of exem
plariness; and only if we can formulate 
these basic principles can we explore their 
enduring worth and determine whether 
they have any applicability for solution of 
present-day problems in urban planning. 

The purpose of this paper is, therefore, to 
examine, albeit in most tentative fashion, 
the kinds of policies that might guide our 
efforts to preserve and restore the Islamic 
heritage in historically significant urban 
centres and to study the kinds of planning 
principles we can derive from our knowl
edge of these past creations so that they 
will infuse present planning efforts with 
authenticity. In both cases we recognize 
that changes in social organization and 
contemporary needs will require creative 
adaptation rather than blind imitation. 

None of these considerations can take 
place in a vacuum. Ours is not a theoreti
cal exercise to determine the best ideal 
policies but a very practical exercise 
concerning real space: space which is 
already occupied and which therefore must 
be restored and replanned not for a single 
end-product, but for a complex process of 
ongoing compromises. For the cities in 
Islamic areas which are the richest in 
architectural heritage are today under
going extremely rapid and often burden
some changes. They are to be found in the 
Third World, where economic change is 
occurring very quickly although economic 
development may be lagging behind. They 
are located in regions of both demographic 
increase and heightened urbanization 
where cities yearly contain a larger and 
larger share of the population. Class struc
tures are being transformed from the 
grossly bifurcated divisions typical during 
the preindustrial and colonial eras to a 
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somewhat more balanced and equitable 
continuum. Population growth and eco
nomic involution has caused an enormous 
increase in the number of low income 
persons to be housed in cities. 

Beginning in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, sometimes through 
indigenous efforts and sometimes as the 
result of colonial conquest and city build
ing undertaken by the colonizers, many of 
the cities that concern us in this paper 
grew dramatically in population and area. 
Newer quarters that became the domain of 
the ruling classes, whether indigenous or 
foreign, were built next to pre-existing 
madinas. These newer zones first attracted 
the local aristocracy, but eventually even 
the bourgeoisie began to desert the old 
cities for the new. The places they vacated 
were more than filled by the growing 
number of working-class and lower
income residents of the city. 

Over time, therefore, the old cities were 
transformed into proletarian quarters. The 
implications of the population shift were 
significant for both the social and the 
physical conditions in the older cities. Not 
only did the increased segregation accord
ing to income split asunder the day-to
day clientage "deference-protection" 
symbiosis that had prevented brute class 
conflict over urban "turf' but also zones 
ceded to the poor. Zones so rich in the 
heritage we now wish to preserve under
went precipitous deterioration. 

The density at which these districts are 
now occupied, without any real change in 
building height or land coverage (and, in
deed, often with some loss), is today ap
proximately two to two-and-a-half times 
as great as that which prevailed when the 
madinas were the cities. Such densities, 
combined with the low incomes of the 
occupants, the minimal expenditures on 
building maintenance (whether due to rent 
control, waqflhabus proprietorship or 
simple economics), and the cumulative ef
fects of years of preferential investment in 
the urban infrastructure of the newer and 
wealthier quarters have brought about this 
situation. 

In the process of degradation, older resi
dential structures have collapsed from age 
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and neglect, leaving rubble-covered lots 
that either remain vacant or serve eventu
ally as the sites for unregulated replace
ment housing that is ill-matched to the sur
rounding area. Nonresidence structures of 
irreplaceable historic significance, such as 
khans, waka/a, funduqs, even madrasas 
and mosques have been converted for use 
as dwellings to meet the burgeoning de
mand generated jointly by population in
crease and the loss of residential structures 
through deterioration. Empty spaces in 
courtyards, streets and even cemeteries 
have been preempted to accommodate 
makeshift housing rented to squatters. It is 
these areas that we are talking about when 
we refer so cavalierly to the Islamic 
heritage. 

There are, thus, two overwhelmingly im
portant problems now centering on the 
same space. There is the problem of pre
serving an architectural heritage and of pro
viding safe and decent housing for a large 
and growing number of lower income per
sons whose emotional and economic attach
ment to their location is often under
estimated. In general, the solutions to 
these two supposedly separate problems 
have been assumed to be incompatible. 

Where historic preservation and restora
tion have been accorded highest priority, 
the resolution of the conflict is often seen 
as "clearing" the low income population, 
either from the specific structures that are 
to be restored or from the special subareas 
that are to be rehabilitated or recon
structed for some "higher purpose" such 
as tourism. Since these activities have 
generally been undertaken by Ministries of 
tourism or communities to safeguard and 
restore historic monuments, little attention 
has been paid to the needs of the popula
tion to be displaced by the planned 
"improvements. " 

At most, it is assumed that the issue is one 
of providing alternative housing. Ministries 
of housing are often called upon to assist 
in this process. Such relocation housing, if 
provided at all, is likely to be located on 
the outskirts of the metropolis. This ap
proach ignores the close relationship be
tween location and occupational and resi
dential requirements of the population 
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(i.e., the heavy dependence upon central 
location of artisans, vendors and service 
workers). It sacrifices the social values con
tributed by the intricate kinship and prox
imity networks with neighbourhoods that 
are thus fragmented and destroyed by 
relocation. 

On the other hand, where housing quality, 
per se, is accorded the highest priority, the 
resolution of the conflict is often seen in 
terms of clearing and replacing the most 
rundown structures, regardless of the ef
fects such clearance may have on the ap
pearance and, indeed, texture of the zones 
in which such improvements are being 
introduced. Dilapidated buildings or 
vacant lots are replaced by any kind of 
multi-family structure that will rehouse at 
a higher standard. Since these replace
ments usually command higher rents, the 
lowest income population is displaced any
way because it cannot afford the better 
housing, and the historic character of the 
district is lost because replacements are 
unimaginatively built following the designs 
and using the building materials that are 
standard in other parts of the city. On 
rare occasions, whole sections of sub
standard housing may be destroyed to 
make room for publicly-sponsored proj
ects such as when the evacuated Jewish 
quarter in the madina of Tunis was razed 
and rebuilt with uniform structures ar
ranged in orderly rows. 

Either one of these policies, pursued 
single-mindedly, is foredoomed to a sepa
rate type of disaster. If matters continue 
the way they have been going, uncon
trolled by policy, both types of disasters 
are likely to occur simultaneously. There 
will be a continued degradation of histori
cally significant and architecturally irre
placeable structures, as well as a loss of 
the spatial organization that constitutes a 
crucial element in the integrity and authen
ticity of the older zones. Not only that, 
there will be a degradation and eventual 
loss of inexpensive housing accommoda
tions for the poor and its replacement by a 
melange of ill-coordinated and aestheti
cally unattractive modem structures of the 
most minimal type which will be too expen
sive for the original inhabitants. This latter 

population will increasingly be displaced 
toward the outskirts where their economic 
difficulties will be compounded. In the 
process, an efficient system of small-scale 
production and distribution, whose eco
nomic contribution goes largely unnoticed 
and unappreciated, will be destroyed, 
since it depends upon location in the older 
central areas for its perpetuation. A social 
fabric which has taken decades, if not 
centuries, to weave, which obviates the 
need for governmentally-provided assist
ance, will likewise be tom to shreds. 

We must ask ourselves, and quickly since 
we do not have much time to lose, 
whether the dilemmas and conflicts so 
apparent in today's conventional ap
proaches are really inherent and unavoid
able. We must search quickly for alterna
tive approaches which might help to make 
the two goals compatible with one another 
and with an even higher unified purpose. I 
would define this higher purpose as: 

The creation of self-renewing centres 
which retain the best of the architectural 
heritage from the past and which utilize 
still valid principles of urban physical 
and social organization drawn from 
Islamic precedents to create, throughout 
the Islamic world, cities which are not 
inferior copies of Western models 
(which already have proved their 
bankruptcy), but authentically innova
tive cities designed to function effi
ciently for the type of life found in 
them today. 

When the goal is stated in this manner, 
there can be no question that we are not 
after the preservation of a mosque, here 
or there, much as European cathedrals 
have been preserved, often as empty 
shells. We are not after the isolated con
struction of new buildings with a thin 
veneer of Islamic cliches such as arches or 
bas-relief. We are certainly not after a 
Disneyland reconstruction of folk 
museums in which anachronistic activities 
are staged for the edification of jaded 
tourists. These approaches are frivolous 
and denigrate both past contributions and 
present needs. Our task is too serious to 
be fulfilled by such simple-minded defini
tions of preservation and restoration. We 



need to seek a deeper meaning for those 
terms. 

What, in fact, do we wish to preserve? Is 
it isolated buildings or whole sections of 
cities? What do we want to restore? Is it a 
way of life or a principle for organizing 
living? 
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Concerning the first pair, we must 
recognize that the historic city built by 
Islam was, in aesthetics as well as am
bience, much more than the sum of its 
parts. Thus, preserving the Islamic heri
tage must encompass not only treasuring 
specific buildings valued for their outstand-

Sidi Bou Said. Tunisia view of a street in the village Municipa//egis/ation dictates levels of building 
maintenance. vehicular circulation and building expansion The government-initiated and community
supported conservation effort has been ongoing since 1915 
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ing architectural merit and symbolic signifi
cance, but conserving exemplars of a 
unique pattern of spatial organization 
(street plans and building types) that as a 
whole define quality of old areas If such 
buildings and patterns of spatial organiza
tion were once functional, can they be 
given new functions, new meanings, 
today? 

Concerning the second pair, we recognize 
that ways of life are products of their 
times and cannot be falsely "restored" or 
revived. On the other hand, principles for 
living may have universal validity and con
tinued relevance long after the material 
conditions that gave rise to them have 
altered Such principles can help to shape 
new material conditions, provided that 
the values that underlie them remain 
desirable. 

In the above discussion I have often 
placed the words "preserve" and "restore" 
within quotation marks. The terms them
selves are quite imprecise, subsuming as 
they do several potential meanings Each 
term has both a passive and an active 
sense Thus, "preserve" can mean "to 
keep undisturbed, safe from harm or de
struction," a rather passive goal, but it can 
also mean "to keep alive." The term 
"restore" is even more ambiguous, since it 
can imply "to repair so as to bring back 
(something) as nearly as possible to its 
original state," but can also mean "to 
bring back (something) to a healthy and 
vigourous state, to a previously normal 
condition. " 

The passive sense emphasizes an end-state 
and encourages atavism. The active sense, 
on the other hand, emphasizes growth and 
change, the conditions of a healthy and 
vital organism. It is this meaning that 
should be stressed in our policies, a 
concept that is perhaps more accurately 
conveyed by the word "revive," i.e., "to 
restore to vigour and activity after decline, 
to return to a flourishing state after 
decay." 

This exegesis into terminology is not aca
demic; the way we conceptualize the 
goal predetermines which of the mulitple 
policies that might be pursued under the 
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general rubric of "preservationlrestora
tion" will be selected. These policies range 
from: 

1) Reconstruction of buildings to some 
original state and then guarding them 
from subsequent deterioration by pre
venting their use. This is the "Dead 
Museum" historical monument ap
proach, which has great potential for 
inauthenticity despite its preoccupation 
with accuracy of detail. 

2) Partial restoration of deteriorated 
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monuments with a clear visual differentia
tion between surviving (but not neces
sarily original) fragments and newly
built reconstitutions of missing or 
destroyed elements. This approach tries 
to evoke a sense of history rather than 
to create a movie set. Although it is 
more authentic than alternative (1), it 
still tends to preserve "under glass" a 
functionally-vacuous monument. 

3) Reconstruction, or rather reconstitu
tion, of the original form of a structure 

Edirne, Turkey: view of the courtyard elevation of the Riistem Pasha caravanserai prior to its 
reconstitution into a hotel 
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or set of structures, but for a new use 
(e.g., palaces converted to museums or 
cultural offices, sUqs transformed into 
rows of tourist shops, etc.). This policy 
is less wasteful of space and assures 
continuous maintenance; it can, 
however, lead to a disembodiment of 
the "monument" from the true life of 
the community that surrounds it. 

4) Regeneration or revitalization, in 
which earlier forms and functions are 
adapted to contemporary needs. This 
may include reconstruction or rehabilita
tion of existing structures but must also 
involve continual replenishment of the 
stock of useful and beautiful elements in 
the quarter in a harmonious way. This 
policy, in my opinion, should be the 
goal of preservation policies, for only it 
emphasizes that we wish to preserve 
a dynamic community rather than a 
lifeless shell. 

The old, so-called Islamic city was, after 
all, a living city, and the basic charac
teristic of a living city is that it changes 
and constantly renews itself. When 
"alive," public-ceremonial buildings were 
not only maintained but also embellished, 
altered, added to from time to time as 
their use changed. They were replete with 
functions and were adapted as these func
tions expanded or varied. Private commer
cial and residential quarters, as well, under
went continuous rebuilding, as houses and 
shops decayed, were renovated or even 
replaced. 

If it is this principle of vitality we wish to 
revive, then clearly static reconstruction 
and dead preservation of buildings and 
quarters as they were at some arbitrarily 
selected point in time is not a reasonable 
way to proceed. Only a reactivation of 
economic functions that are the sine qua 
non of a healthy urban quarter, only a 
return of functional principles of construc
tion that will yield a desired pattern of 
spatial organization (not because it is 
ordered, but because it is functional), only 
a return to the use of certain legal forms 
that facilitated and guided urban develop
ments in a particular direction, only these 
in concert can yield the type of revival
cum-restoration we have been advocating. 



If these are accepted as goals, there is no 
necessary conflict between policies to re
store and preserve a historic heritage and 
policies designed to enhance the well
being of the poorer populations that 
presently occupy the older quarters of 
major Islamic cities. As we shall try to 
demonstrate in the remainder of this 
paper, the needs of that population can be 
met though the preservation and revitaliza
tion of older forms of economic and 
spatial organization and its skills and re
sources can be mobilized, duly assisted by 
the state and other public agencies, for the 
joint task of revitalizing core areas of 
historic importance and contributing to the 
satisfaction of their own needs for jobs 
and housing. 

How can this be done? Each country 
needs, of course, to devise its own plans 
commensurate with prevailing economic 
and social conditions and drawing upon its 
own particular heritage. Nevertheless, it is 
possible to outline some of the principles 
that could generally be followed in any 
reconstruction programme and to illus
trate, through a few more detailed 
examples, how the problem might be 
approached. 

We begin by distinguishing three basic 
types of land uses which were found in the 
historic core and which still exist today: 
commercial!industrial uses: public
religious and governmental-service uses; 
and domestic-residential accommodations. 
Each of these types of land use requires a 
somewhat different approach to revitaliza
tion. But about each type we must ask: 
What were the characteristics of these 
productive, ceremonial, civic and domestic 
functions in the historic city? What types 
of physical-spatial accommodations were 
invented to house and facilitate these 
characteristics in the realms of production 
and public and private consumption? Are 
any of these characteristics still in 
existence? In what ways have they 
changed? Given present characteristics of 
life and needs in the poorer quarters of 
the city, do the older physical-spatial 
arrangements have anything to offer to the 
solution of present needs? In what ways 
will they have to be modified to meet 
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changed requirements? If we respond 
negatively to the final set of questions, 
believing that characteristics of production 
and consumption have changed so dras
tically that older forms are no longer 
functional, then it is probably impossible 
to revitalize Islamic modes of urban 
design; they must be relegated to anti
quarian exoticism. On the other hand, if 
the answers to these questions are 
positive, as I believe they are, then a 
creative period of urban revitalization is 
not only possible but long overdue. 

I. What were the characteristics of these 
three land uses during the so-called 
traditional period of the Islamic city? 

Commercial and Industrial Uses 
The scale of operations was generally 
quite small. Labour was utilized 
intensively and was often family
organized. There was, except for 
long-distance trade, low capitalization 
which made it possible for entrepre
neurs to enter the field "on a shoe
string." Skills and knowledge of the 
trade were learned through a system 
of apprenticeship, not in schools. 
Specialization in plant was minimal 
and shop uses quite interchangeable. 
Many operations could be done with
out fixed plant in places such as the 
domicile. There were fairly direct and 
personal relations between producers 
and sellers and between sellers and 
buyers. 

Public Uses 
Most public uses were religious, 
broadly defined. Religious buildings, 
however, were always much more 
than specialized places of worship. 
They served educational, political and 
communal functions and often had 
attached to them more specialized 
facilities, such as hospitals, clinics, 
housing for resident or itinerant 
scholars, etc. Government officials not 
only held open court, but often cir
culated from one point in the city to 
another, bringing services to the 
quarters and dispatching neighbour
hood-related duties within tht< neigh
bourhood. 
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Domestic Uses 
The city housed itinerants, institu
tional groups and family units; these 
domestic groupings spanned the entire 
spectrum of the class structure. In 
addition, living accommodations were 
also provided at the place of work, 
although family units were usually 
segregated from workplaces. Residen
tial propinquity was not only often the 
outcome of some prior tie (such as 
kinship, ethnicity, clientage, or 
common occupation), but tended to 
reinforce more particularistic ties, 
because of shared needs and responsi
bilities. These might entail shared 
responsibility for the upkeep of 
common facilities such as party walls, 
accessways and the like; shared desire 
for protection and security, and joint 
responsibility vis-a-vis "the authori
ties" for the morals and administra
tion of the quarter. Subdivision of 
property rights was legally possible 
and common. Land ownership, sep
arable from building ownership, indi
vidual ownership of separate floors of 
a building or portions of a floor a 
possibility, and title separable from 
usufruct, etc., cooperation among 
multiple neighbours was enforced out 
of necessity. 

II. These basic characteristics yielded 
fairly universal physical plans through
out the lands of Islam. These spatial ar
rangements were highly functional, 
given the characteristics of economic 
and social organization. 

Commercial and Industrial Spatial 
Arrangements 
Except for the few large-scale 
noxious industries, such as slaughter
houses and occasionally tanneries, and 
the few operations involving resource 
extraction, such as quarries, etc., most 
industrial! commercial enterprises were 
concentrated by type within a rela
tively narrow belt (or in the more 
important cities within several belts) 
of maximum accessibility. Multiple 
outlets for the same product maxi
mized labour and competitiveness 
while their concentration together 
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maximized range of choice for the 
consumer (theoretically, at least). 
Proximate locations for production 
and sale, on the other hand, mini
mized transport costs and made it 
possible for the business of the city to 
be conducted without elaborate facili
ties for the movement of goods or 
people. Foot or animal-back were the 
chief means of travel. Since the public 
ways were primarily walkways, any 
wider portions were preempted by 
itinerant traders who provided cooked 
meals, sweets and drinks to passersby 
as well as vended goods too modest in 
value to warrant rent. The general 
rule of distribution was that bulk 
items of relatively low cost, purchased 
by wholesalers or seldom but in large 
quantities by individual house
holders, were located toward the 
periphery. High-cost small-bulk 
items (such as gold, jewels, rugs, etc.) 
were located as close to the centre as 
possible, while shops offering goods 
and services of low value but frequent 
purchase (groceries, baking ovens, 
baths) were scattered at close intervals 
throughout the quarters of the city. 

Public Spatial Arrangements 
Mosques were of two basic types, 
related to their principal function: the 
congregational or prayer mosque (the 
earlier form) which was a square 
court, increasingly enclosed by ar
cades on all four sides, equipped with, 
at the minimum, a source of water for 
ablutions and a milJriib to show the 
direction of prayer; and the madrasa 
mosque (a later development) which 
was a covered building, usually 
domed, having four eyvans arranged 
in cruciform, as well as numerous out
buildings designed for residential, 
medical and to predominate in the 
cities and which served the multiple 
functions noted above. 

There was an elaborate hierarchy of 
mosques, from the central cathedral 
type in which the khutba announced 
changes in dynasties and other major 
political events, down to the modest 
neighbourhood centres at which locals 
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gathered for prayer.! All, however, 
maintained some type of school and 
many offered, at least on an informal 
level, a range of social services. 

Government offices were similarly 
dispersed. The office of weights and 
measures was of course in the sl1q, as 
was that of the mulJtasib or his 
deputy. The chief qiiqi had a central 
court, but he also heard cases in his 
home and in mosques or other public 
structures throughout the city. Police 
functions, on the other hand, were 
usually well segregated from other 
activities. The major characteristics of 
most public activities were that they 
were decentralized, depended upon 
sharing time with other public func
tions, and made little distinetion 
between sacred and secular buildings. 

Domestic or Residential Spatial 
Arrangements 
The dominant physical form was a set 
of inter-nesting cells, each focused on 
an open core commensurate with its 
scale. The single dwelling or group 
quarter consisted of separate non
communicating rooms, strung out 
around a common courtyard (or sepa
rate male and female courts), to 
which there was limited access from 
outside. Visual privacy was assured by 
means of bent entranceways. The next 
larger unit was the cul-de-sac, 
around which individual dwellings 
were strung out, preferably with en
trances staggered to preserve privacy. 
Access to the cul-de-sac was limited 
and might be barred and privately 
policed at night. Multiple cul-de-sacs 
in turn aggregated around a common 
square linked to a feeder road having 
only limited contact with the major 
street. Most daily necessities were 
available within this medium-sized 
cell which during times of civil dis
turbance might be barred and de
fended. Several of these quarters (I 
have particularly refrained from using 
any specific term to designate these 
cells, since terminology varies from 
region to region while the basic cellu
lar organization itself is more common 

although not universal2
) may, in turn, 

have aggregated to larger units before 
they joined the final and largest cell, 
the city itself, surrounded by a wall, 
having only limited and controlled 
access (gates) and centering upon the 
major mosque and the core sl1qs. 

The advantages of such a pattern of 
spatial organization are its flexibility 
(units can expand or contract, de
pending upon exigencies) and its dis
tinctions into differential levels of 
intimacy. Dwelling units can expand 
to multiple rooms or contract to single 
ones; extended family life is possible 
through preemption of adjacent build
ings on a cul-de-sac, but nuclear 
families can contract into single dwell
ing units. Core space, what I have 
referred to earlier as semi-private 
space, may be used to unite neigh
bours in common activities or it may 
be used as a buffer zone to separate 
incompatible groups or activities. In 
any case, the existence of such shared 
space requires a modicum of coopera
tive activity among neighbours and 
makes it impossible for isolation or 
extreme anonymity to take root. 
Often, restriction of young children to 
the confines of the semi-private 
protected space creates neighbour
hood bonding (both positive and nega
tive) not only for the young but for 
their families. The availability of such 
space makes it possible to accommo
date the larger crowds that are gen
erated on special occasions (such as 
weddings or other ceremonies) and 
make it inevitable that neighbours will 
be spectators if not participants in the 
significant events of each other's lives. 

III. Are the functions described above 
so unsuited to today's needs? Are the 
spatial arrangements through which 
these functions were fulfilled so ill
adapted to present requirements? We 
shall examine, in somewhat greater 
detail, the special characteristics of the 
population which now lives in the older 
cities in order to determine how these 
forms can best be adapted for their use. 
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First, let us pause for a moment to survey 
some of the most "advanced" thinking 
among Western architects and city plan
ners. There is an uncanny congruence 
between some of the solutions arrived at 
in the premodern Islamic city and the 
recommendations now being made in the 
profession. 

I suggest that there is an interesting lag. 
Oriental cities are in the process of modern
izing by copying models of urban design 
from Western cities. The West, having 
seen the bankruptcy of some of its earlier 
approaches, has begun to invent new pat
terns I am tempted to say "reinvent," 
since many of the newest forms being 
developed by Western planners and archi
tects are very similar to the principles 
found in the older Islamic city. 

For example, in the realm of commerce, 
there has been a return to the organizing 
principle of the sl1q. What else, indeed, is 
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the covered, enclosed, arcaded shopping 
mall if it is not a sl1q? There has been a 
rebellion against the large department 
store and a renaissance of the boutique or 
small specialty shop There has been a 
recognition that automobile travel is least 
conducive to impulse trade and that more 
leisurely pedestrian movement is required 
for shopping. And there has been a 
recognition that small shops, run by their 
proprietors, can offer more personalized 
service than a large bureaucratically
organized store manned by indifferent 
clerks. 

In the realm of public services, architects 
have been advocating the construction of 
multi-purpose public buildings that utilize 
space efficiently through time-sharing 
Public schools, for example, now serve in 
the evenings as adult education centres 
and meeting places for community organi
zations. Churches have expanded from 
Sunday religious functions to include many 
midweek social services: day care centres, 
health clinics, counselling centres. Also 
being advocated is further decentralization 
of government offices to storefront and 
other nonspecialized space to bring 
administrative and health services to the 
people, particularly in areas inhabited by 
low income persons. 

The newest plans for residential units 
similarly recall principles that were well 
established in the Islamic city. Multi
family houses containing modular dwelling 
units that can be subdivided or expanded 
by subtracting or adding adjacent rooms 
are among the most advanced ideas 
architects are advocating to gain flexibility 
within the housing stock The condo
minium, which contains both private 
family space and semi-private shared 
facilities that can be used for ceremonial 
and recreational purposes, is another such 
design By definition these solutions 
require that neighbours assume joint 
responsibility for the maintenance and 
upkeep of these communal areas which 
stand midway between the household 
(private) and the outside world (public). 
There has been much talk in planning 
circles recently about defensible space, 
i.e, the creation through design of pro-
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tected subareas of limited access. Guards 
are hired or neighbourhood vigilantes are 
organized Protection, not only from 
physical harm or theft, but from the 
incursions of noise, through-traffic, and 
even visual stimulae are also being advo
cated to create islands of quiet and enclo
sure within otherwise centrifugal space. 
And there is no need to recall the reams 
of written material that have been devoted 
to the neighbourhood concept, ever since 
its discovery at the beginning of this 
century. 

Even many of the institutional mechanisms 
widely used in the old Islamic city and still 
able to be resuscitated are now being 
recommended for modern cities One of 
the most promising of these is the land 
trust, where public or mortmain title to 
the land is established in order to prevent 
the inflationary and destructive effects of 
land speculation. Ground rents are ad
justed to uses and the proceeds used for 
maintenance and the provision of neces
sary municipal services Students of 
Islamic history will recognize here that the 
much maligned institution of waqf 3 or 
habus which, despite the abuses which 
were certainly perpetrated, contained 
much potential for good Where waqf land 
still exists, it offers a tremendous ad
vantage to city government seeking muni
cipal control over land uses and a non
corruptible vehicle for subsidizing the 
housing of the poor. 

A second legal mechanism for achieving 
certain planning ends, more and more 
advocated in the West at this time, is 
divisibility of proprietorship rights. Islamic 
law made such flexibility possible. Owner
ship of a structure might be separated 
from ownership of the land on which it 
stood; "air rights" were purchasable, 
which permitted the construction of sep
arate floors of a building by different 
owners; the family mortmain trust offered 
the precedent for shareholding in a 
common usufruct. Automatic easement 
rights involved owners of abutting proper
ties in a mutual responsibility for shared 
space and accessways, and legal precedents 
enforced the liability of neighbours toward 
each other's welfare. All of these are 
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considered highly innovative in the West. 

Political institutions also strengthened the 
bonds among neighbours, increasing the 
influence of direct social control over 
behaviour and requiring the contribution 
of cooperative labour to local upkeep. 
Many of these goals are now being 
advocated by Western social planners who 
have been stressing the importance of 
devolving certain functions and responsi
bilities and powers back onto the small 
local subarea, both as a way of performing 
those functions more efficiently and 
relevantly and as a way of creating bonds 
of caring and mutual assistance within 
neighbourhoods. These traditions are still 
alive in cities of the Islamic world and 
could easily be strengthened and adapted 
to new purposes. 

The above remarks are sufficient to indi
cate that we are not asking that Islamic 
cities regress to some archaic and no 
longer viable system of organizing space 
and human relations. Rather, we are 
asking that a close and respectful look be 
taken at existing indigenously developed 
designs and mechanisms to determine how 
they can be built and improved in order to 
solve the urban problems of today. I 
believe that they have much to offer, not 
only to the Islamic world as it 
"modernizes," but to the rest of the 
world, even those parts which are 
considered the most advanced. 

We return now to the crucial questions. 
Do the characteristics for which the older 
Islamic city was so functional still exist in 
today's cities? In what ways have they 
changed? And given the present charac
teristics and needs in the poorest quarters 
of the city, how functional are the older 
physical/spatial arrangements in satisfying 
these needs? In what ways will they have 
to be modified to suit present require
ments? 

A. Commercial and Industrial Uses 
Looking first at commercial and in
dustrial activites, we note that through
out the Third World there has been not 
only a persistence but indeed an in
crease in small-scale, labour-intensive 
commerce and services dependent upon 
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minimal capital, modest or no fixed 
plant, having ease of entry and requiring 
little or no formal schooling. At least 
half of the labour force in city after city 
in the developing world is engaged in 
occupations that fall within the tertiary 
sector of the economy. 

It was formerly fashionable to view these 
activities as pathological, unproductive 
"make work" necessitated by overpopula
tion/over-urbanization. Actually, they 
provide an important livelihood to a 
population that would otherwise be un
employed. Current views of this informal 
sector acknowledge that it provides a 
valuable and economical means for distri
bution within the city. This is particularly 
true for poorer persons whose costs of 
living would be considerably higher if they 
had to depend exclusively upon the formal 
distribution sector. Such distribution is 
accomplished primarily by animate means. 
This not only conserves increasingly scarce 
and expensive energy, but uses the ex
isting, though perhaps inadequate, circula
tion system less wastefully than would 
mechanical transport. Despite the con
descension with which Western economists 
have viewed this activity, to have one's 
own business, no matter how modest, is 
viewed as success by the practitioners. 
This is the ultimate ambition of semi
skilled workers in large-scale industry. 
One must also acknowledge that many of 
the goods distributed and the services 
performed enhance life for the residents 
(we might note in passing that it is also 
these trades that give animation and 
flavour to many Third World cities). A 
large proportion of the people living in the 
remnants of the Islamic city are engaged 
in these occupations. The daily crowds in 
the oldest quarters attest to the continuing 
demand for their goods and services. 

Industrial activities are somewhat less 
thriving on the small-scale informal level. 
Many of the former handicraft activities in 
the old cities were long ago undermined 
by the forced incorporation of their re
gions into the world system of trade, as 
sources of raw materials and markets for 
manufactured goods. While these handi
craft activities continue, chiefly in the 

oldest quarters of town where they are 
increasingly mobilized for tourism, their 
role is dwarfed by two other types of 
industrial activity. One is large-scale 
factory production, highly capitalized often 
by external sources, which is located 
chiefly on the outskirts or in the newer 
parts of town and employs many new 
migrants to the city. The other, still 
centred chiefly within the oldest quarters, 
is small scale but not traditional, although 
it employs many of the old time craftsmen. 
This latter may be called, for lack of a 
better term, the industry of recycling. 
Either the detritus of the modern sector is 
used as the raw material from which 
hand-crafted consumer goods are pro
duced for the poor (e.g., used coke bottles 
melted down and reblown as glassware· or 
containers), or items which have been 
discarded as broken or obsolete by the 
upper classes are repaired or reconstructed 
for sale to the poor. These operations are 
of incomparable importance, both in giv
ing occupation to workers and in salvaging 
scarce resources that would otherwise be 
wasted. 

Petty commerce, nonmotorized transport, 
traditional handicrafts and industries of 
recycling are all potential bases for eco
nomic viability in the oldest quarters of 
the city. These should, therefore, be 
encouraged rather than suppressed or 
neglected. For most of the uses, the 
spatial organization of the old city is 
ideally suited. The open cores surrounded 
by small storage rooms that can be closed 
at night (i.e., khans), offer low cost space 
for handicraft and recycling operations 
without interfering with circulation. If 
bulky motorized vehicles can be prevented 
from competing for space, then pedes
trians, nonmotorized transport and semi
stationary vending can be accommodated 
without blocking movement on the streets. 

Let us list the major problems: How to 
improve access to, and articulation with, 
the remainder of the city; how to gain 
adequate room for storage and expansion; 
how to exercise some control over haz
ardous, noxious or extremely noisy activi
ties in quarters that are chiefly residential. 
Additionally, some assistance to innova-



tive entrepreneurs may be needed to 
provide the seed capital to get them 
started. Rather than suppressing mobile or 
semi-mobile vending because it interferes 
with automobile transport, it would be 
better to prevent the latter by providing 
adequate parking facilities and mass
transit terminals at the edge of the old city 
to integrate it better with the new. Rather 
than devoting subsidies to large-scale 
industries, often foreign-controlled, which 
use little labour and require significant 
public expenditures in infra-structure, it 
would be better to subsidize the smaller 
indigenous enterprises that provide so 
many of the jobs needed by residents in 
the old cities. And rather than encourag
ing the introduction of new methods of 
mass building into the construction in
dustry, it would be better to utilize and 
develop further the construction skills of 
the un- and under-employed. 

In summary, then, we note that enormous 
changes in economic production and dis
tribution have occurred which have re
duced the small-scale labour-intensive 
sector to only a part of a large system that 
now also includes mass production and 
large-scale operations. These changes 
have not done away with the types of 
activities which find a natural home in the 
older city sections. Our goal must be to 
enhance these functions and to help their 
workers adapt to new products and proc
esses. This can be done within the spatial 
format inherited from earlier times, al
though planning will be needed and sub
sidies may be called for occasionally, so 
that the joint goals of achieving economic 
viability and of preserving a heritage can 
be reached. It would be too much to lay 
the complete burden of preservation upon 
the poor, since they operate too close to 
the margin to allow them this luxury. 
Public subsidies for rebuilding and restora
tion should be used to create efficient 
workplaces for the many small-scale 
industries and commercial ventures that, 
for a long time to come, will have to 
provide a livelihood for many urban 
residents. 
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B. Religious, Ceremonial, and Other 
Public Uses 

Religious beliefs and practices, once 
universal throughout society, have increas
ingly become less important to the middle 
and upper class in the Islamic world, as 
secularism and Westernization enter and 
move progressively down the class struc
ture. Mosque attendance and the cen
trality of religion in life are more and 
more found as the most important 
communal connection only within the 
poorer classes. The fact that religion 
remains crucial makes it very possible to 
maintain mosques as living centres in 
the older parts of the city. 

Unfortunately, many of the functions that 
were previously associated with mosques 
have been removed to more secular insti
tutions or to larger, more centralized 
facilities. The natural connection between 
social welfare functions and communal 
religious centres has been broken. In 
reviewing the Islamic cores of cities, a 
return of these functions would help 
enliven structures which are now used only 
at time of prayer. Even worse, often they 
are used only at the Friday noon prayer. 
Such a return would give new meaning to 
structures which have been deprived of 
these reasons for being. 

There seems to be no good reason why 
public health facilities should not be 
located in conjunction with mosques, since 
the old mtiristtins prove that such functions 
are not considered incompatible. There 
seems to be no reason why adult literacy 
classes and other types of educational 
activities should not be located in 
mosques, for the association of the kutttib 
and the mosque is a fundamental one. 
There seems to be no good reason why the 
mosque should not regain its use as a 
social meeting place for ceremonies and 
celebrations, especially in overcrowded 
areas where adequate facilities are often 
lacking. The structural forms of the older 
madrasa mosques would lend themselves 
to such multiple uses, for they are 
equipped not only with sacred space for 
communal prayers but also with numerous 
outbuildings and appendages of somewhat 
less sacrosanct character. In most Islamic 
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cities I know, this space is empty and 
unused; only the prayer hall is functionaL 

Most of the functions noted above have 
become activities of the government which 
has become a secular institution separate 
from religious life. And yet the constitu
tions of many states adopt Islam as the 
official religion, revealing that such 
secularization is not really intended. I am 
not suggesting that religion and govern
ment be more tightly integrated, for that 
would be an anachronism, but merely that 
governments become less defensive about 
associating social services with the 
strongest existing communal agency in the 
older portions of the city, the religious 
institution. Certainly, government social 
agencies could make important use of at 
least some of the under-utilized space in 
religious structures; this would not only 
revitalize them but would also, at the 
same time, decentralize these services and 
thus make them more accessible to the 
people. 

C. Domestic and Residential Uses 
Just as was the case in industrial
commercial uses,we find that many of 
the older domestic patterns of life for 
which the Islamic city was spatially 
adapted are still very much in evidence 
in the city of today, although they may 
now represent only a sub-portion of 
urban dwellers. The upper and middle 
classes have largely left the old cities 
and it is very improbable that more than 
a handful can be lured back into them.4 

The people remaining in the old city 
cannot make use of the larger and more 
commodious dwellings vacated by the 
wealthy without modifying them in such 
significant ways that their architectural 
qualities may be destroyed. Even then, 
the modifications are rarely sufficient to 
achieve the degree of privacy and flexi
bility possible within such equally tradi
tional forms as the apartment court or 
rab'. 

A distinction must be made therefore, 
between structures for which demand is 
still healthy in terms of their original 
functions and those for which there is no 
demand today, except for uses quite dif
ferent from those originally intended. 
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Within this latter category one must 
further distinguish between those struc
tures having special merit architecturally, 
historically and other lesser values. s 

There will be, in each city, selected pal
aces which the society wishes to preserve, 
even though they are no longer demanded 
as residences by the wealthy. These can 
neither be left vacant (at risk to vandals, 
scavengers and squatters) nor allowed to 
be subdivided and extensively occupied, as 
so many already are. Salvageable palaces 
need to be emptied of their residents, 
where they are occupied at high densities. 
They need to be restored so that original 
portions can be made safe and structurally 
secure. A system for opening them to view 
and ensuring their continued maintenance 
must be found. 

In a number of cities a few such palaces 
have been minimally restored for new 
cultural uses, such as offices, museums 
and meeting halls This seems as good a 
solution as we are likely to find, provided 
that the installation of modern utilities 
(heat and electricity) is done tastefully 
without defacing the building and with 
careful attention to safety standards. Most 
of these older buildings are, of course, 
made of stone, but the decorative ele
ments (ceilings, window screens and 
doors) are often of ancient wood. Thus 
far, the absence of central heating has 
preserved this wood from excessive dry
ness, and the absence of electricity has 
minimized fire hazards There is the 
potential risk of utterly destroying im
portant buildings through modernization. 
but if care is taken, the risk can be 
reduced. In any case, it must be weighed 
against the certain, if piecemeal. destruc
tion ensured by neglect and overuse. Hard 
decisions need to be made about how 
many of such structures one can indeed 
afford to preserve: the answer will depend 
in part upon how many can be given new 
meaningful uses and how many the society 
can spare, given the pressing needs of 
residents for more practical housing. 

Palatial dwellings that do not constitute a 
significant part of the architectural heri
tage can be subdivided for multi-family or 
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institutional group housing, but there are 
challenging architectural problems that 
have thus far not been addressed. By 
examining the plans of these kinds of 
structures within a given city, creative 
architects should be able to devise func
tional plans for subdivision and conversion 
that offer privacy and safety to the present 
occupants while preserving the structural 
strength and harmonious design of the 
original structure 

The same challenge exists with respect to 
buildings which, while originally con
structed for non-family or even non
housing uses, have already been converted 
to multi-family residences. albeit with 
scant attention paid either to livability or 
to external form. Many families now living 
in these structures often pay significant 
rents, since conversions are not covered by 
existing rent control laws They would 
benefit immeasurably both from financial 
and technical assistance in the redesign 
and renovation of these buildings. Ten-

Cairo. Egypt detail of courtyard elevation. Bayt 
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ants, however, will have to be given some 
equity and secure tenant rights if they are 
to invest their time and labour in rehabili
tation. 

Finally, we come to most buildings in the 
historic core quarters, which are clearly 
not palaces but rather multi-family units. 
These units were built at various points in 
time according to varying patterns and are 
now at varying stages of dilapidation and 
rebuilding. The bulk of the population 
lives in this kind of unit; therefore, if a 
joint solution to mass housing and urban 
revitalization according to Islamic 
principles is to be found at all, it will have 
to be found here. If it is to work, it will 
have to fulfill the real needs of the 
resident population at an affordable price. 
If it is to be affordable, a judicious 
combination of sweat, equity, public sub
sidy and self-supporting sources of supple
mentary funds will be needed 

Before making a modest proposal for a 
concrete pilot project, I would like to 
examine briefly some of the resources that 
exist in the oldest quarters of the city and 
that might be mobilized for an operation 
which, to be effective, would eventually 
have to be done on a massive scale. Chief 
among these resources are the motivation 
and skills of the population. 

In city after city, when labour force sta
tistics are examined, one finds that per
haps thirty percent or more of the active 
members of the male labour force, living 
in the oldest quarters, are now working 
or have worked in construction. If we add 
to this number those who took in the 
industries of small-scale production. car
pentry, repair and recycling, we come to 
appreciate the range of talents that could 
be brought to bear on housing renovation 
and reconstruction 

Furthermore, despite current stereotypes 
that depict the oldest quarters of the city 
as ports of entry for migrants from the 
countryside, I have found this to be 
inaccurate in city after city in which I have 
done research On the contrary, these 
oldest quarters contain disproportionate 
(above the averages for the city) numbers 
of persons who were born within the city, 
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often in the same quarter in which they 
currently reside. The lower income resi
dents who were born in the city are 
remarkably stable, perhaps because the 
growing shortage of housing has given 
them no alternative, but in no small 
measure because they wish to stay in their 
own neighbourhoods. Voluntary move
ment to a different district is not sought, 
even though housing quality might be 
improved. Where families have moved 
after long-term occupancy, the explana
tions are often that either their former 
dwelling was destroyed, or a new marriage 
and family overcrowded the home, and 
expansion space was not available. Be
cause of this stability, social units which 
could be used as the basis for coopera
tively executed improvements or recon
structions already exist and can be mobil
ized. 

Many residents within the old quarters 
have strong sentiments for remaining 
where they are. A high percentage work in 
the central areas and would experience 
great hardship if relocated to more 
peripherally-sited residential areas. There
fore, they may be presumed to have high 
potential motivation for improving their 
immediate residential environment. Long 
accustomed to renting units in multi
family structures, they are not fixated on 
achieving freehold tenure over their 
residential unit, although they certainly 
desire secure long-term tenure at con
trolled rents. 

From the above, it is clear that the present 
residents have a need to remain, have 
potential motivation for becoming involved 
in improvement schemes, and have many 
of the skills and extant social organization 
that would permit them to renovate, 
reconstruct or even build new dwelling 
units. All of these characteristics should be 
most reassuring as we contemplate revitali
zation of the historic districts 

Two additional factors are also important: 
availability of labour and availability of 
land. There must be enough slack in the 
labour force to permit expansion in con
struction, and there must be enough 
vacant land to allow some readjustments 
to take place Labour presents no 
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problem. In most Third World cities the 
unemployment rates, even in the central 
zones, are unfortunately quite high. 
Mobilizing labour for reconstruction 
schemes, particularly when this labour will 
go into improving the level of living of the 
labourers themselves, should be relatively 
simple; it cannot, however, be free. 

Gaining the necessary space leverage is 
more complicated, but not impossible. 
True, new buildings cannot be constructed 
on occupied land without displacing people 
and thereby causing hardship. True, the 
central zones are among the most densely 
settled in the city. But the remarkable fact 
is that there is land available, empty land, 
albeit in small and scattered parcels. This 
land becomes available, periodically, due 
to the collapse of decrepit buildings or 
planned demolition of unsafe quarters. 
The crucial task, at this point in time, is to 
devise ways of using open spaces existing 
in the quarter itself as the leeway in a very 
tight puzzle of rearrangement and recon
struction. 

In the proposal that follows, I suggest that 
these existing vacant parcels be used as 
sites for demonstration and pilot rehousing 
schemes that will show how the principles 
used to organize space and human be
haviour in older Islamic cities could be 
adapted to satisfy the contemporary hous
ing needs of the lower income persons 
now living there They could be integrated 
into the economic life and vitality of the 
older areas. Since these lower income 
persons would be drawn as a unit from a 
single, nearby badly-deteriorated settle
ment, slated for later clearance or rehabili
tation, the sites they vacate could then be 
cleared or restored for the next project. In 
this way, populations would not have to be 
displaced until they had prepared their 
new homes. In what remains of this paper, 
I would like to set forth some ideas 
concerning possible demonstration projects 
and the principles that might guide their 
execution 
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A Modest Proposal for 
Architecture in the Spirit of Islam 

Pilot projects should be undertaken to 
explore the feasibility of constructing 
residential-commercial-industrial com
plexes on the pattern of the old rab,6; 
the construction would be undertaken 
by the occupants of an existing rab' 
slated for clearance because of structural 
dangers (fear of collapse). The projects 
would be accomplished with the finan
cial assistance of the city and private or 
public philanthropy (since prototypes 
are generally more expensive than self
liquidating projects constructed by 
normal methods), and with the technical 
assistance of architectural/social affairs 
consultants. 

A. The criteria for selection of the 
site should include the following: 

1) Already vacant site in a his
torically significant zone, 
2) Land in municipal or religious 
foundation ownership, 
3) Site preferably adjacent to a 
public Islamic monument (mosque, 
sahli, palace, khan, etc.) which is 
being restored, 
4) Site in the immediate vicinity of 
the residential structure(s) that are 
to be cleared and from which the 
new occupants will come 

B. The criteria for selection of the 
population to be assisted: 

1) Long-standing residence in the 
quarter and in the residential com
plex (majority of present occu
pants), 
2) Existence of some informal co
operative social organization within 
the present unit, 
3) Desire to participate in the ex
periment and willingness to con
tribute time for planning and work 
to gain sweat-equity, 
4) Existence of rudimentary skills 
and experience in construction, 
carpentry, electrical work, other 
mechanical abilities in sizeable 
proportion of the households and/or 



the financial ability to contribute 
funds in lieu of labour, 
5) Most occupants dependent upon 
central location for their work. 

C. Prior research required for the 
planning phase: 

1) How do residents currently use 
their dwelling units and communal 
space? What changes in spatial 
organization would facilitate this 
usage? What are the major areas of 
dissatisfaction-inadequacy as per
ceived by the residents in their 
current arrangements? What is the 
different usage of space and facili
ties at the present time? Are there 
areas of under-usage within the 
dwelling unit or within the com
munal space that could be sacrificed 
to achieve adequacy in areas now 
viewed as unsatisfactory? 
2) Would there be a demand 
among the residents themselves for 
industrial-commercial facilities 
within the unit? How could these be 
located to minimize hazards within 
the rab' and maximize access to 
external sources of supply, trans
portation, customers, etc.? 
3) What other uses might be intro
duced into the complex which are 
demanded by outsiders but which 
would not interfere with the semi
private character of the rab'? For 
example, if storage space for bulky 
items is in short supply in the 
historic quarter, could storage space 
be provided (for rent or sall!) within 
the rab' without opening it to 
undesirable infringements on pri
vacy? How could the unit be de
signed to minimize such undesired 
infringements? What commercial 
facilities would be used daily by 
occupants of the complex? Could 
some of these be located in such a 
way that they would yield an 
income to the rab' and provide 
needed services to occupants and 
persons in the adjacent zones, while 
still maintaining the semi-private 
character of the residential court? 
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4) What are the relative costs of 
various possible building materials, 
and what are the different skills 
required to use them? Does the 
population involved have those 
skills? What additional training or 
supplementary craftsmen would 
have to be supplied if the construc
tion is to be done chiefly by the 
future occupants? 
5) What is the minimum amount of 
income residents would require to 
maintain existing standards of living 
during the construction phase? 
What excess labour is already avail
able, in the form of unemployed or 
under-employed workers, which 
could be mobilized immediately for 
the construction phase? What 
labour could be temporarily freed 
for construction, if alternate income 
could be assured? 
6) What architectural forms would 
be functional for the residents, and 
also beautiful and evocative of the 
qualities one wishes to preserve in 
the historic city? Attention should 
be paid to issues of general design, 
division of space, circulation pat
terns and decorative elements, with 
special attention to ease of mainte
nance. There will, undoubtedly, be 
many other research questions that 
will have to be asked. 

D. Finally, one comes to the ques
tion of the socioeconomic and poli
tical institutions that might be asso
ciated with the project. I would 
recommend that serious consideration 
be given to the ensuing thoughts. 

1) Freehold tenure, in land or in 
individual dwelling units, is not 
essential for the successful execu
tion of this scheme and should be 
avoided. Rather, land should re
main in municipal or religious trust, 
with ground rent waived during the 
early phases as a form of subsidy to 
be provided for the project. Once 
the unit is constructed and begins to 
derive income from its operations, a 
ground rent might be charged in 

lieu of taxes, to help finance public 
utilities and services. 
2) Once the complex is constructed, 
occupants should be given secure 
long-term tenure over their units, 
as compensation for the labour and 
money they have contributed to its 
creation. However, this tenure 
should be secure only as long as 
residents continue to live in the 
unit. Tenure rights are not trans
ferable, although, to ease hardships, 
transfers within a family should be 
permitted. Where no relatives wish 
to exercise this right, preference in 
reassignment should be given to the 
kin of the remaining residents in the 
rab'. A schedule of amortization of 
the initial financial and labour 
investment might be drawn up so 
that, in the event of early transfer, 
fair compensation could be paid to 
departing members of the coopera
tive. 
3) Rents for dwelling units should 
be kept to a minimum, paid to the 
cooperative organized by the 
residents and utilized for mainte
nance and internal improvements, 
as these are perceived and decided 
upon by the members. Some 
mechanism will have to be found to 
ensure payment of these rents. 
Where temporary economic rever
sals occur, there must be some 
mechanism for "carrying" members 
of the cooperative until they are 
able to pay again. In cases of loss of 
employment, contributed labour 
might be permitted in lieu of pay
ment; in cases of illness, old age or 
widowhood, other forms of social 
assistance will be needed. A revolv
ing credit fund subscribed to by 
members of the cooperative might 
be a further device of mutual assist
ance. 
4) Some source of external funding 
should be sought. Rental fees or 
even sales prices of shops, storage 
facilities, workshops for craftsmen, 
etc., provided as part of the com-
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plex, might serve as such a source 
of income to the cooperative. It 
could be used to payoff construc
tion loans, to maintain and repair 
the complex, and to serve as the 
basis for the mutual aid require
ments in the neighbourhood. 
5) Location of the complex next to 
a religious monument would offer 
an additional opportunity for em
ployment. Funds allocated for the 
protection and maintenance of the 
monument might be assigned to the 
cooperative in return for its agree
ment to assume guard, guide and 
maintenance responsibilities for the 
monument. 

Should such a pilot project prove success
ful, it could serve as a model in a chain 
reaction of projects which would cumula
tively contribute to achieving the~ joint 
goals set forth in this paper: revitalizing 
the Islamic tradition of architecture and 
city building, and improving not only the 
economic but social conditions of the 
people who now occupy the historic dis
tricts in Islamic cities. In my opinion. such 
an approach would. in the deepest sense, 
create an architecture in the spirit of 
Islam. That spirit has traditionally valued 
fraternalism, equity and mutual responsi
bility, values which are as relevant today 
as they were when the message was first 
preached 

Preserving the Living Heritage of Islamic Cities 

Reference Notes 

I A third type, the pilgramage "shrine," will not 
be discussed because of its local peculiarities and 
variations 

2 It was primarily absent in planned royal cities 
which failed to evolve because they did not grow much 
larger 

3 The closest parallel to a waqf I have been able to 
identify in the United States is Radio City in New 
York, where the land is in trust The rents pay not 
only the upkeep of an elaborate structure, but help to 
support Columbia University 

4 Even this small leavening, however, should not 
be minimized for its symbolic effect in raising the 
prestige or status of these quarters and for its more 
practical effect in enhancing the political support for 
programmes designed to improve them 

5 An important ancillary criterion of selection 
should be location of the building Preservation and 
revitalization of a "complex" of structures is probably 
preferable to the restoration of an isolated building 

6 Implicit in the following discussion is the idea 
that such an experiment could be undertaken in 
medieval Cairo 


