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The supposed dichotomy between 
modem and traditional has an old 

_history. Until very recently modem 
architectural jargon dominated both school 
and practice, and the issue modem versus 
traditional was irrelevant to most of the 
professionals in the Muslim World. Tradi
tion was remembered only in the design of 
mosques for obvious symbolical reasons. 
Nowadays in the mind of many Muslim 
architects the potentials of historical form as 
a source for contemporary design is a high
ly relevant subject; The argument has been 
extensively discussed in recent years. I 

But no clear answers surface from the 
discussions and each country presents a 
somewhat different case. The core of the 
problem is cultural, and basically it concerns 
the interpretations of the Western image, 
and its interface with local realities. While 
we question our practice vis-a-vis tradition, 
the most developed technology is already at 
the heart of Islam. The Haj Terminal at 
Jeddah, built largely of prefabricated ele
ments and the tents for the pilgrims at 
Muna at Mecca, by Frei Otto, are convinc
ing proofs for those who would argue that 
nothing can be gained from a revaluation of 
tradition. There are numerous Muslim 
architects who search for an identity with 
the past through formal relationships. 

These conflicting trends or attitudes may 
be called the "leading edges" of the 
architectural scene and they are quantitative
ly, a negligible part of total output in the 
built environment. Everywhere the 
mediocre, "the middle way", the W1Con
cemed, the businessmen the small contrac
tor, decide the physical framework of ev
eryday life. The great number of architects, 
who do not discuss the nature of their 
work, fatefully and silently follow an image 
of architecture and city which supposedly 
express the modem world. 

Those who are concerned with the fu
ture of environments in Muslim countries 
should first analyse the imagery of the 
modem world as expressed by the buildings 
of the average professional. It is fashionable 
to speak of images, signs, signals and sym
bols. They are hazy and highly hazardous 
words. And even in the discourses of the 
semiologists, linguists and philosophers 
they are found in superposed contexts. 

'See Aga Khan AwardJor Architecture Seminars. 

The image of the city corresponds, in 
the mind of speakers or writers, to the 
possible but not definable idea of some 
human agglomeration, perhaps identified 
with some example, Cairo, Jcddah, 
Karachi, or Konia - experienced in their 
transformatioris, still preserving elements of 
the past as to confer them this expressive, 
picturesque flavour of bygone ages mixed 
up with paraphernalia of modem times: a 
city of facts and desires. A combination of 
expectations, information and malinforma
tion, desires, brainwashing, utopias, hazy 
forms, nevertheless shape, in a haphazard 
way, a new human environment, and lives 
of billions of people. 

Does any clear image of the city exist in 
the minds of architects or urban planners? 
Does it correspond to any rational form of a 
future city? Intellectuals of the Third World 
still tend to define their own image of an 
environment and create it accordingly de
spite the fact that the pastiche or direct 
importation is the dominant exercise. 

Thus our problem may be to screen the 
basic trends which direct the shaping of 
these cities and to reconstruct - not neces
sarily to plan those images of future cities 
towards which the citizen tend to concen
trate their expectations; both physical and 
spiritual. 

This analysis is an hazardous exercise 
since we evaluate our environment through 
the filters of various disciplines, or inherited 
opinion, we form visions or images of the 
city through these interpretative tools. 
There is an image of a city which exists only 
in our minds, such as, the Modem city, the 
European city, the Islamic city, the Amer
ican city, the Great city, or simply the city 
without a name. We might constitute this 
image through tales, pictures, by visual 
images offered by media and from the. 
examples around us. But the real visage of a 
city does not correspond to this image. 
Istanbul is neither its silhouette, nor its old 
quarters, or its slums or its richer neigh
bourhoods. One may always say the real 
Mecca is the old one; or the real Jeddah is 
the new booming city. Old Riyadh or the 
new Riyadh, colonial Lahore or the tradi
tional Lahore within its walled city are all 
partial images. Upon which image should 
we put our preferences, and upon which 
image should we build our future? It is a 
hopelessly individual task. We can only 
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observe that the dominant tendency is for 
the oblivion of the old. In the most tradi
tion-bound societies physical existence of 
the old seems unbearable. 

I n most cases, the unchecked intrusion of 
the Western image was devastating. This 

_ image existed before its implementation. 
And in the Third World city the physical 
component of the city image has not its 
equivalent components in society and in the 
mind and behavior of the individual. Thus 
when more than half of the inhabitants of a 
city live in their slums surrounding the new 
business quarters or richer residential areas 
the dualistic image of the environment, and 
the inability to attach themselves to one or 
another, do not give them the possibility to 
have a concrete vision of the future. For 
two classes of the society, the workers and 
the peasants, the city is a place which may 
offer survival. Its shape has little meaning 
for them. Its inadequacies are adequacies for 
them. Every new building is a symbol for 
their new life, even the slum they live in. 
The image of the city is an existential sym
bol composed of a multitude of symbols. 
The tough realities of everyday life neutral
ise the working classes. They rarely, if ever, 
pronounce their dissatisfaction with their 
physical environment as to influence deci
sion makers especially if we look for cultu
ral and aesthetic connotations. But this 
aloofness has its negative consequences. Be
cause the quasi neutrality of the masses is an 
asset for the politician and the speculator. It 
goes against improvement. 

Another vision of modem city is that of 
the old city dwellers. Most of them are 
estranged to their own city by the simple 
change of their neighbourhood during the 
decay of the old city cores, although their 
deplacement took place, by their own deci
sions. In fact the old bourgeois is the motor 
of the changing ideals of the society. They 
have been aware of the social status of the 
place and their steady deplacement in the 
city is easily followed through 19th and 
20th centuries. They were responsible for 
the imitation of the West. But the same 
class today may feel alienated by the sheer 
dimensions of the change in their environ
ment. They feel frustrated, because the 
economic and organisational capacities of 
their society are not on the same level of 
their consciousness of the modem world. 
The outspoken bourgeois lives in anti-
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nomical tendencies. H e wants to be "mod
em" but he is dissatisfied with the applica
tion in his surroundings . 

In most cases the econom y, and in all 
cases the culture of their country does not 
permit the creation of a life-style about 
which they learn through media. Two 
ways of escape from this frustration is to 
look for political and cultural identities . 
Political identity decides models of eco
nomy and modalities of urbanisation. 
Cultural identity, although less economical
ly oriented, tends to be critical of the im
ported shapes. The actual situation seems to 
favour the ongoing process of urbanisation 
and imitation which started mostly after the 
second World War. 

U rban planners and architects are mostly 
from this class. They are part of the Wester
nised elite. They share the sam e ideas. But 
they are inapt to force new ways . And here 
resides the source of some of the problems. 

As professionals they have more de
veloped, rationalised visions of their own. 
Why has Hassan Fathy been so respected all 
over the Islamic world by young architects 
while he scarcely built in his ow n country' 
Because he is a champion of resentment and 
cultural identity. O n the other hand the 
specialist has only one unique source for his 
specialisation: Western teclmology and the 
Western example. Whether in his country 
or outside he is fed by the West. In reacting 
to tills he would try to return to the past. 
But even if he would be guided, intellec
tually and spiritually by his own cultural 
identity, his visual imagination will be 
bound to the West; it will be refi-eshed and 
restored by the Western image. And most 
of them give only lip service to the cause. 
Some architects try to combine modem 
with traditional, a trend which has not yet 
achieved any sigillficant results. 

Can communication with the past ever 
be stronger than the communication with 
the present w ith all its political, economical 

Left, above: The 4th Vakif Hani at Istanbul (early 
20th eel/tw'y) by Kflnaleddill is a coUll tCl"PaJ1 4 
I'evivals ill Europe, and is all early expression of a 

"Natiollal Style". 

L~ft: The Head O.tJice 4 the lIews agency at Istanbul 
desiglled by Ciinay Cilingiroglu . S'II1'ol-lilding an old 
tomb it is all attempt to use I/'Ioden'/ architectural 
language with volumetric reminiscences to the tradition
al vernacular. 



and technological inputs? Th~ question re
mains unanswered. Are we free to define 
our identity under the shelling of the West
ern media? The West does not present us a 
model only, in most countries they directly 
contribute to build our environment and 
defme our world by their publications. 
Except a few cases, the written output on 
the Third world is essentially of Western 
origin. The study of Muslim cities, for 
example, except in a few countries, is made 
by Western scholars. And the third world 
intellectual and scholar has difficulty in 
separating the genuine analysis from the 
orientalist cliche and Western propaganda. 

Another aspect, as important as the 
others, which presents unsolvable problems 
for Muslim mind is the place of technology 
in the new image of the world. Technology 
is a way of western life. It is not neutral. It is 
imbedded in Western mentality over cen
turies. At first sight there was no difficulty 
to use an elevator, a car, to build a skyscrap
er. Our generation learned all these things 
from books before they became realities in 
our environment. At this interface with the 
Western technology, however, even if we 
forget economical hindrances, - which are 

forgotten most of the time, because they 
were stereotypes of modernisation - we 
have to ponder about the place of technolo
gical behaviour in our mental and cultural 
make-up. 

The culture we look at as a prime mover 
towards an original shape of our own, is not 
discemible in the forms of our mosques, 
cities or streets. And the most penetrating 
analysis calmot possibly see any trace of 
Islamic culture in the Yamasaki building in 
Riyadh. We are not supposed to fmd ele
ments of the past on the wings of which 
we'll fly to the future. It is the relationship 
of man who identifies himself as Muslim, 
and the object he uses. It is only in the 
behaviour of man vis-a-vis the objects that 
the culture unfolds itself As a metaphorical 
example we may say that a badawi rides 
his car as a horse or camel. Thus it is not 
techniques of driving a car which make him 
a Muslim or non-Muslim. His intimate 
relationship with the car makes him a Mus
lim, a modem Muslim, which is a highly 
differentiated species of industrial man. 

In general we may forward the idea that 
not only for the Muslims but for all recently 
industrialised societies, the utterly inorganic 
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Above: The library oj the University oj Istanbul by 
Hadi Saudou. Built in the'middle orthe Sultan Beyazit 
II Complex, it relates contextually'to its enviJ'Omnent in 
tenns of scale and simplicity. 
R(~ht: A coffee house (Taqlih) in Istanbul by Sedat 
Hakki Eidem built in 1949. Eidem, one oj Turkey's 
most impol1ant architects, believes in the vimles mId 
usabilityoftraditionalJonns. This well-known buildiJlII 
is a contempormy intfl'pretation of the reception hall of a 
17th CfIltury mansion. 

aspect of industrialised objects has not yet 
been clearly grasped. Between the dirt road 
which is still ready to absorb the organic 
waste, and the asp halted surface which 
cannot absorb nylon bags, the difference has 
not been consciously understood by the 
new city dweller. He still acks as a peasant 
in a natural environment. This is why the 
modem gadget for the organisation of our 
environment, the planning is a hopeless 
instrument in a semi-peasant society. It 
forgets the behaviour of men in all levels of 
society. 

We can only find the way toward 
genuine solutions in the conflict between 
the traditional and modem if we could 
observe the behaviour of people in the use 
of modem buildings. This may result in our 
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interest in the mechanism of change and 
their cultural context, instead of the formal 
details. Architects don't like this last argu
ment. They believe in the independent life 
of forms and their intuitions. The romantic 
idea of the artist is still strong among the 
most prominent. But the point is that the 
argument East-West, Islam and Non-Islam, 
Traditional and Modem or in whatever form 
it may be expressed these antinomies, is not 
architectural in essence. It has to be solved 
before the architects or planners can playa 
positive role but only if they start their analy
sis before the formal one. It can be demons
trated that the techniques proposed to solve 
problems from East to West are similar, or 
the same. What young architects proposed 
in India and Iran for self-help housing based 
on the use of traditional techniques, French 
and African architects proposed the same 
for West Africa. Although the context, 
dimensions and even the nature of mechan
isms of change are different from place to 
place, technicians are happy to offer ideal 
solutions. Therefore the crucial question to 
be pondered upon by the professionals is 
the following: How is it that Central Asian, 
Indonesian, Pakistani or West African 
architects reach similar conclusions as far as 
the form and the techniques are concerned? 
Are the traditions and situations so similar? 
We may suspect that the similarities of 
approach are not necessarily the similarities 
in the nature of the problems. I don't think 
that the cultural and behavioural aspects are 
sufficiently understood by the architects or 
planners. Similarities are the outcome of a 
professional deformation. They come from 
the use of the modem concepts of urban 
planning, building technology and modem 
architectural vocabulary, all distributed 
through Western publications and the im
age of the professional which is again a 
product of Western culture. It must be 
stressed here that the term "Western" is not 
used as a derogatory term. 

T he problem is not the Western or 
non-Western origin although it com

_ es to the scene under this cover by 
historical necessity. The problem is how far 
the vision of the professional about his sur
roundings is based by his education? Is he 
alienated, as many of the members of the 
educated bourgeoisie? Does he remain 
sensitive enough to understand and respond 
to the behaviour of the average user? Are 



the similarity of approaches in the nature of 
things or in the similarity of methods' 
Methods which are imposed by the interna
tional technical and scientific education. I do 
not mean that science is not scientific, but it 
can be ideologically used. This is especially 
true for in the selling of technologies. They 
can easily be the agents of exploitation. We 
all know that this situation cannot easily be 
solved, even if we would free ourselves 
from all ideological, religious, cultural bias. 

Tradition lives with us but where can 
we place it? Quantitatively speaking 
although having a strong urban tradition of 
its own (even as to be defmed as an urban 
culture) Muslim societies were peasant and 
nomad societies with all the implications of 
this term. While urbanisation takes place at 
an enormously rapid pace, if you look 
back you see an essentially rural culture. 
That is to say the citizen of Istanbul, of 
Riyadh, of Dakar are eighty percent of 
rural origin of very recent date. Their cities 
reach international status or they have al
ways been so. But the city population is 
extremely young in urban experience. 

So what is the meaning of spiritual 
continuity with the past in architectural, 
urban, spatial and formal terms, in this 
context? What constitutes tradition in 
architectural terms? Is it the regional ver
nacular, the old monumental, the colonial, 
their variations through time and region, 
interpreted in various ways? The beautiful 
vernacular carmot easily provide a formal 
basis for the multifaceted aspirations of 
urban life. The 19th Century's heritage had 
bad memories of colonisation. The old 
monumental is inadequate for modem ex
pression because it is charged with too 
much symbolism. It is to be gathered from 
these simple observations that we should 
not be inhibited with our own past. We 
should be satisfied with the idea that spir
itual continuity with the past is not a formal 
continuity. 

Thus to discuss whether a dome is 
traditional or not is a wrong issue. To go 
against colonial building because it is the 
expression of imperialism is a wrong issue. 
(Especially when everybody is shamelessly 
imitating Western cliches.) The only correct 
issue, and also a logical one, is to go against 
the blatant transfer of "the modem" from 
the West. The spiritual continuity with the 
past for the sake of cultural identity can only 

The Istallbul office of the Celltral Balik by CilillRiroR
lu. The traditiollal imaRe has heell lost, but the 
rythmically projecting elements are reminiscent oj tradi
tional secular al'Chitecture. 

mean that we are able to select architectural 
forms for ourselves. Whether they fit in to a 
vision of spiritual continuity with the past is 
not a problem of identity, but a problem of 
interpretation. 

Continuity is not to be sought in the 
conscious application of this or that 
approach; it is part of a meaning, from the 
past integrated into the present. If the past 
has a meaning for us, it should fmd a way to 
express itself in the present organisation of 
form and space. The only difficulty is that 
this kind of integration is more difficult to 
analyse and identify. It is a subtle act, 
resulting from a symbiosis of the traditional 
with the modem, and it is not as easily 
appreciated as the formal chauvinism of 
traditionalists. 

Two mental attitudes appear to block 
the proper understanding of the mechanism 
of change in our environment: rejection of 
the past, and the rejection of the West. But 
neither of them have ever been expressed, 
as it was in Renaissance Europe or in 19th 
Century Revivalism in as a total style. To
day, neither is the cultural climate so strong, 
nor Muslim world is so sure of itself to 
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make such statements; so they hinder the 
genuine development of a new architectural 
style. 

The past and the contemporary should 
not confront each other in the simple dialec
tic of past and present of East and West. 
This simplified interpretation of our situa
tion has its roots in 19th Century imperial
ism, in the teachings of orientalism, and in 
the struggles of national liberation of most 
of the Muslim countries. That is to say, it is 
the natural outcome of a long historical 
process - and is political in nature; and 
does not correspond to a rational evaluation 
of the present. 

The accumulated wisdom, sensitivity, 
attitudes, inclinations, of a national or local 
culture, constitute a natural base for cultural 
identity. Respect for the past, for every 
phase of human creation, humility and a 
sense of the creative potential of the existing 
elements of the social and national life 
should not be deprecated in order to join the 
arrogant sense of superiority of a Western 
world view. On the other hand the mass of 
knowledge which comes from the West 
cannot be ignored, nor its impact be ne
gated. But this does not mean that we have 
to be subservient to the bigotry and cliche 
of modem jargon. 

People can be happy within a courtyard, 
or without a courtyard, under a thatch or 
concrete roof As anthropologists like to 
observe, any solution should be evaluated in 
its intrinsic circumstances in order to be 
meaningful. 
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