
Pragmatism and the Built Environment 

Most of the Islamic world was colonized by European nations in the nineteenth and early 
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twentieth centuries. These colonial states, with the exception of the Central Asian 

republics, became independent after World War II and, along with the few Islamic states 

that had remained independent, adopted welfare state or socialist 'models' on which to 

base the development of their own societies. These models, drawn from European and 

Soviet experiences, were intended to provide for the physical and social needs of the 

urban centres. 

Both models failed to deliver, however, because they were not compatible with the 

political, social, economic, demographic and cultural realities of the societies to which 

they were applied. As a result, the urban environments in most Islamic countries have 

deteriorated; 'adhocism' has replaced policy; helplessness has led to corruption; formal 

sector planning cannot reach the poor, who increasingly depend on an informal sector 

for the fulfilment of their needs; and numerous innovative projects (often funded by 

donor agencies) that can bridge the gap between theory and reality cannot be trans

formed into effective national programmes. 

The repercussions of the failures of these two models on the built environment are 

many. However, four issues are of primary importance because they are having an 

adverse effect on the built environment in most Islamic cities. These four issues are the 

absence of land protection; the increasing gap in housing supply and demand; the 

absence of transport- and cargo-related infrastructure; and environmentally unfriendly 

developer-built housing. 

Almost all city governments in the Islamic world own land and many cities have 

master and/or land-use plans. However, these land-use plans are seldom followed, and a 

powerful politician-bureaucrat-developer nexus (formal and informal) makes it possible 

for land to be encroached upon or acquired illegally for inappropriate commercial pur

poses. This process causes environmental degradation, denies the city space for 

recreation, culture and infrastructure and makes a mockery of official planning. Obvi

ously, something is wrong with the institutional arrangements for developing and 

implementing urban plans if they can be routinely violated. 

Millions if not billions of dollars have been invested over the last four decades in 

building the 'capacity and capability' of urban development agencies in the Islamic world, 

but land-use violations continue to grow. Therefore, it is also obvious that the problem is a 

conceptual one and is not related to capacity and capability alone. It is also important to note 

that in many mega-cities, citizens' groups have started to put pressure on development 

agencies to follow their plans and have taken steps to protect land from encroachment. 

In the housing arena, the supply-and-demand gap has increased. In many Islamic 

cities the formal sector caters to no more than 20 per cent of the housing demand. This 
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supply-and-demand gap is met in three ways: (i) by the illegal occupation and subdivi

sion of state land by informal developers; (2) by the informal subdivision of 

agricultural land on the city fringe, always in defiance of government regulations; and 

(3) by the densification of inner-city settlements. These processes are not supported or 

guided by any professional input and lead to badly planned, unserviced settlements 

that have no relationship to each city's larger master plan. Since many of these settle

ments do not have the security of tenure, they also create immense social and political 

problems for the city. The subdivision and sale of agricultural land for housing pur

poses in sensitive locations is also adversely affecting the ecology of the regions in 

which the cities are situated. 

Many innovative projects have been developed over the last 25 years for the 

upgrading of informal settlements and for providing land to the urban poor at afford

able prices. However, none of these programmes has been able to expand to such an 

extent that the growth of informal settlements could be at all curtailed. In fact, these 

programmes have shrunk considerably in the past decade. 

In most of the larger Islamic cities, the informal development of housing 

described above has now been institutionalized, and its various actors have a well-

established relationship with each other and with government officials. The official 

planning process cannot replace the work that the informal developers are carrying 

out, and experience tells us that government agencies do not have the knowledge of 

development procedures or the ability to deliver housing that is compatible with the 

sociology and economics of low-income groups. 

Many populations of Islamic cities have tripled and quadrupled in the last five 

decades owing to rural-urban migration. As a result, the demand for transport, whole

saling, retailing, cargo handling and related facilities has multiplied proportionately. 

However, most of these cities have only catered to the needs of residential, retailing 

and formal industrial requirements. As a result, the other requirements have devel

oped informally, often in the old city centres that constitute the historic urban fabric. 

Much of the economy of the cities is also of an informal nature, unattended to by plan

ners, and this too has developed in the inner cities. 

Because of these factors the old city centres and inner cities have developed 

severe environmental problems and the historic fabrics have been damaged to varying 

degrees. Attempts have been made to rehabilitate these fabrics but this work has 

seldom been viewed as a part of a larger city planning exercise that is linked to city-

owned land, infrastructure and housing issues. 

Finally, there is the issue of developer-built housing. In recent years, there has 

been a phenomenal increase in the urban middle and lower-middle classes in Islamic 
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The typical, environmentally unfriendly 

developer-built housing in urban centres 

has changed the appearance of cities into 

characterless urban spaces that do not 

reflect their individual locations. 
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cities. Large-scale housing projects have been developed by private-sector developers to 

cater to the housing needs of these classes. This housing and related commercial devel

opment is determining the built environment of many large cities. This is the new 

'urban vernacular'. Much of it is of very poor architectural quality and badly built. In 

almost all cases, it creates a bad physical and social environment and is unrelated either 

to other neighbouring developments or to larger ecological issues. Often, it violates 

building regulations. Increasingly, apartment owners' associations are being created to 

negotiate with developers for a better product, for implementation of building by-laws 

and for subsequent maintenance of the housing developments. Where owners' associa

tions have the support of local government, they are able to protect the environment and 

get a better deal. In most cases, however, local governments either openly support the 

developers or prefer not to involve themselves. 

Pragmatism demands that the politicians, planners, professional institutions and 

academia accept the above-stated realities. These realities cannot be wished away and 

conventional planning has not developed the means to relate to them; thus it is neces

sary to support the 'good practices' in them and regulate the bad ones. To do this, it is 

necessary first to accept this approach and, second, to understand these processes and 

the relationships between their various actors. 

It is also necessary to understand and deal with two new realities. First, a new gen

eration of city dwellers has come of age. These are the children of the first generation of 

migrants. Unlike their parents, they are not pioneers but are searching for a new iden

tity that relates to the city in which they live. If the city gives them this opportunity, then 

they lobby and work for the physical and social development of their neighbourhoods 

and take an interest in citywide development. If not, they search for a larger political 

identity that often conflicts with the immediate and long-term social, cultural and phys

ical interests of their city. 

The other new reality is related to the fact that almost all Islamic countries have 

liberalized their economies and have been subjected to structural readjustment. Essen

tial services are being privatized, state land is being sold for revenue generation, 

investment for public housing has been reduced and there is pressure to do away with 

subsidies on land and social facilities. State agencies and politicians will thus 

obviously play a lesser role in the development and management of city functions in 

the future. 

A new agenda is required to deal with the issues related to the built environment 

in Islamic cities. This agenda should set in motion a new process that over time will give 

citizens control of the physical city as well as of the institutions that plan, implement 

and maintain the city. 



The essential components of such an agenda should be: Large cities in islamic countries have 

expanded rapidly in the last fifty years, 

• All government agencies should publish a list of their real-estate assets (including land) resulting in an unsatisfactory physical 

along with their present and future land-use proposals. NGOs, citizens groups, neighbour- and socia| environment for urban dwellers, 

hood associations and professional institutions should be encouraged to prevent misuse of 

these real-estate assets. The citizens' groups, supported by the real-estate land-use listings, 

should also lobby for a law that prevents land-use changes without public hearings. 

• In the housing sector, rules and regulations for supporting and regulating the functioning 

of the informal sector and its actors should be developed and implemented. Their work 

should be seen as a part of a larger city plan. 

• Space for the development and growth of a transport- and cargo-related infrastructure 

should be given priority, along with space for the functions of the informal sector. Inner-city 

rehabilitation and conservation should be seen as a part of this process. A steering commit

tee of the representatives of the various interest groups should receive all plans at the 

conceptual stage and supervise their implementation. This process will promote appropri

ate planning and introduce much-needed transparency and accountability in planning and 

implementation. 

• By-laws related to developer-built housing should be revised so as to make it difficult to 

build housing complexes that are not conducive to creating a suitable physical and social 

environment. It is also necessary to institutionalize the relationship between apartment 

owners'/purchasers' associations and developers to ensure that building regulations are not 

violated and that the complexes are fully completed. 

What is being asked for in the above agenda is to understand, support and/or reg

ulate what is already happening and what experience tells us cannot be replaced. It also 

calls for the creation of a 'space' for interaction between politicians, planners and people 

(communities, interest groups representing the formal and informal sectors). Once it is 

created, this space will have to be nurtured over many years and finally institutionalized. 

The creation of this space cannot be achieved simply by enacting a law, but adopting the 

above agenda can make a beginning. 

In the initiation of this process, the architectural profession has a very important 

role to play. It alone can give design and technical advice to informal sector processes; 

relate urban infrastructure projects to social, aesthetic, and conservation issues; develop ^ 

relevant by-laws and regulations (and lobby for their implementation) to produce envi- < 

ronmentally friendly, developer-built housing; and create a link between its own work ^ 

and that of other actors in the built environment drama. How the profession can do all « 

this is a subject that needs to be discussed and debated. 


