
I am deeply honoured by the invitation of 
His Highness the Aga Khan to be present at 
this scholarly gathering. I feel somewhat out 
of place here, an engineer-turned-banker 
among architects, historians and sociolo
gists. Nonetheless, I am delighted that 
pragmatic financial considerations are to be 
included in the quest to improve housing for 
the world's large Islamic population. 

The timing of the A ward is most auspicious. 
The largest current Islamic age group 
consists of a large proportion of family 
heads, to whom questions of housing are 
critical. Islamic principles are awakening but 
also in turmoil; the pressing need to 
maintain the principles, basic disciplines and 
cultural heritage of Islam and to integrate 
these with modern economic development is 
only now being recognized. This balance is 
and will be both difficult and extremely 
important. Productivity, efficiency and a 
high rate of return on investments should 
not conflict with the observation of social 
needs and cultural values. Neglecting such 
values, or erroneously considering expendi
tures for them to be unnecessary, is very 
shortsighted and often constitutes a major 
setback to development. Prudent develop
ment investments in the Islamic world will 
take Islamic principles and culture into 
account, just as the Islamic religion cedes 
top priority to work, asks believers to set 
forth to seek their fortunes (is'n alia 
arzakikum) and warns them that the sky 
does not shower down wealth (alsamau la 
tumtiru dhahaban walafidda). Islam is a 
highly modern religion which encourages 
effective use of manpower; it is disciplined, 
efficient and simple, quite different from its 
common portrayal as lethargic, impractical 
and inflexible. 

I want to share some specific ideas on 
housing with you, from my perspective as a 
banker. The Award's ability to motivate 
owners, designers and architects toward 
improving Islamic architecture is clear, and 
the personal involvement of the Aga Khan is 
a most appealing aspect of this premiation. 
The A ward should recognize exceptional 
contributions to the built environment, 
especially in the important area of housing. 

The first objective must be the conservation 
of already-endangered housing. Another 

The Compatibility of International Development 
and Islamic Housing 

20 

Ahmed Sani EI Darwish 

crucial issue is the development of design 
standards consistent with Islamic culture. 
An owner can find specifications for 
buildings that define particular functions 
(e.g. a hospital or a school), but none exist 
for Islamic housing needs. I recall an 
unsuccessful search for such specifications 
undertaken in over twenty Islamic countries 
with nearly half a billion inhabitants This 
was the initiative of a conscientious Minister 
of Housing; we finally worked with him to 
set up some ad hoc specifications. 

A third aspect of housing which the Award 
should recognize is the proper implementa
tion of schemes which use Islamic standards. 
Here I would like to emphasize the role of 
governments, both as owners of housing 
schemes and setters of the building codes for 
both public and private housing. One can 
cite two superb examples of intervention by 
top decision makers. The first was the 
halting of a housing scheme to relocate the 
Bdul bedouins in Petra, Jordan, because the 
housing designed for them was impractical 
and repulsive to Muslims. The second was a 
prohibition of buildings taller than four 
stories in a Middle Eastern city plagued by 
skyscrapers. Both interventions were wise 
and, in the long run, economically viable 
decisions by public officials who were not 
prepared to sacrifice the future for the 
present. 

In these three fields-preservation, develop
ing standards and implementing intelligent 
housing schemes-excellence can be mea
sured by perhaps six features: sound 
planning and adaptation to modern needs; 
aesthetics for Muslims; functional utility for 
Muslim households; financial, economic and 
social viability; integration with local 
setting, culture and building materials 
industry; and coordination correlation 
between different Islamic countries and 
industries. It may be possible to develop an 
assessment matrix from these criteria which 
might be of use to the Award Master Jury. 

Focusing now on housing production, I 
propose that we develop culturally ac
ceptable standard units to serve as modules 
for both conventional and prefabricated 
housing. Given the massive number of 
young Muslims we expect to be at the heads 
of households in the next ten years, this is 

particularly important. Once these stan
dardized elements-an arch, a column, a 
window or a door-have been conceived 
and mass produced for immediate use in 
housing schemes, their price will not be 
prohibitive, as is the case for custom-made 
units. 

It is truly paradoxical that our culture must 
either use units of Western shape or no 
shape at all, in order to keep within reason
able cost. Typical Islamic or oriental shapes 
must be custom made, despite the huge 
amount of new housing now being erected in 
the Islamic world. The same is true of 
furniture, fixtures and utilitarian accessories. 
We must therefore recognize and encourage 
efforts to standardize and mass produce 
units of identifiable Islamic shape at 
competitive prices. 

I wish to digress from housing to consider 
two of the most important blessings and 
evils of our time: factory and office build
ings. En route to the seminar, I calculated 
that in the past twenty-five years I have 
spent fifty percent of my time in houses, 
twenty-five percent in office buildings, 
fifteen percent in factories and ten percent in 
open spaces, often constrained by cars, 
planes, shops, hotels and restaurants. But 
over half the time spent in houses I was 
asleep. Therefore, my conscious time in 
houses, office buildings and factories was 
almost equally divided, and truly dominated 
my awake life. It is not true that factories 
and office buildings must be inhumane, 
impersonal, cold and functional buildings to 
induce maximum efficiency; in fact, we 
recognize and invest in features which add 
interest to the work environment, in order to 
improve employee morale. New factory and 
office buildings, like new housing, will 
account for a large percentage of future 
investment. We must revive past excellence 
and encourage future endeavours to re
vitalize our proud culture, and we must do it 
at reasonable cost. 

Finally, let us consider one last dimension: 
the institutional scheme that disseminates 
worthwhile and replicable ideas. I would like 
to see models, pictures, brochures that 
would help me, at moderate cost, furnish 
and landscape a house I recently bought. So 
would innumerable other Muslim home-
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owners who care that their homes reflect 
their Islamic heritage. Surely this serious 
omission in the Muslim world can be 
remedied, by motivating knowledgeable 
persons to help develop standards and 
spread information about practical and 
reasonably priced products that can be used 
in private housing. 

In summary, it is time to harness huge 
imminent investments in housing, factory 
and office buildings toward the cultural and 
social needs of Muslims all over the world. 
Observing cultural and social needs is a very 
small price to pay in order to avoid mass 
discontent, a dangerous and extremely 
expensive enemy of development and decent 
living. In economic terms, this price is well 
worth paying. These cultural and social 
needs can be accomplished by conservation; 
by developing design standards; by imple
menting projects while observing aesthetics 
and good modern planning; and by eco
nomic viability with regard to local setting, 
but coordinated with similar problems and 
solutions in other Islamic countries. 

Standardized units of buildings, furniture, 
fixtures, utilities and landscapes would 
ensure Islamic design at competitive cost in 
homes, factories and office buildings. Pilot 
schemes could provide know-how which, 
through appropriate institutional structures, 
could be distributed through pictures, 
brochures and manuals to reach owners 
eager to live and work in an IslamIC setting 
but who are unable to readily find or 
develop reasonably priced solutions. Finally, 
governments of predominantly Islamic 
countries can playa paramount role in this 
effort, by proper direction of their own 
schemes and, through the building code, 
those of the private sector. 

Comments 

N. Islam 

I think all of our learned speakers have 
directly or indirectly gotten back to the 
problem of how housing policies are made, 
by whom and with what motivation. In 
housing, we know there is a problem, but 
there is no solution. But sometimes we do 
find people who advertise solutions. In my 
country, Bangladesh, we are presently 
having our national urban housing policy 
prepared by a United Nations agency. The 
formulators of this policy are essentially 
foreigners, with little participation by in
country professionals. If (as some suggest) 
architects should stay away from the people 
when they are capable of building houses, 
should some or all of these experts also 
stay out? How much participation do the 
people have when policies are being pre
pared for them? Should the people know the 
policies being prepared? Even the profes
sionals know very little until the policies 
are thrust upon them, with enormous for
eign aid or World Bank aid assigned to 
implement some particular project. 

We are not considering one little Islamic 
community or even a lot of them; it is the 
whole country. For instance, in the case of 
Bangladesh some eighty million persons are 
directly involved in the housing situation 
without knowing it. Housing process is 
indeed a political issue, as has already been 
noted. Can this group fail to commit itself to 
that kind of political discussion? I trust we 
are not limited to some technical and 
small-scale solutions for improvement of 
one small neighbourhood somewhere in one 
city, a solution which does not even touch 
the whole city, not to mention the whole 
country. Perhaps we could limit ourselves to 
the Islamic context of the much larger Third 
World, because if we start talking about 
other Third World religions we will need a 
great deal more time. 

Grabar 

No award in architecture which claims any 
cultural context could be given without con
sidering housing, because it is housing alone 

which is shared by all Muslims. Further
more, socioeconomic conditions which are 
not exclusively Muslim make housing the 
most pressing issue for millions of people. 
The Steering Committee knew that it would 
be particularly difficult to develop criteria 
for excellence in housing. We did not want 
simply a checklist of good and bad features 
against which the Master Jury could assess 
projects nominated for the Aga Khan 
Award. I have therefore attempted to iden
tify a number of key points for criteria, and 
wish to concentrate on four critical issues: 
perhaps we can discuss each of these in turn. 

The four aspects or guidelines of criteria 
that I should like to see developed are the 
following. First, the A ward should not 
normally consider a single house worthy of 
premiation, but only an identifiable cluster 
of houses or a housing project. The justifica
tions for this statement are several, but the 
key one seems to be that a single house is 
difficult to use as a model since it does 
not fit our desire for replicability; it serves 
mostly to express itself, and it is very diffi
cult to see it as reflecting more than an 
individual and presumably wealthy patron, 
rather than the mass of people. 

The second guideline I would like to pro
pose is that the Award evaluate a housing 
project as a reflection of service to a com
munity. We have had trouble defining this 
community, and have been unable to isolate 
those features which could identify it as 
Muslim and lead to an evaluation of its 
character. We had two choices here. The 
first was to define a Muslim community in 
broad sociological terms, as a group of 
identifiable individuals with a shared terri
tory and a definable internal structure, 
whose ideological parametres happen to 
promote the Islamic faith. In this instance, 
the main elements of a community's cohe
sion are universal and are to be judged 
according to universal criteria. 

The second definition considers community 
in more specifically Islamic terms. Individ
uals in a Muslim community not only sub
scribe to the faith, but make their Islamicity 
visible. I am unclear as to how this is done, 
but one could employ traditional sociologi
cal terminology: e.g., define the community 
by particular sets of internal relationships. 
The territory occupied by a given commu-



nity must be compatible with the principles 
of Islamic law. What, for instance, is its 
financial basis? The whole aspect of usury 
and related banking facilities is something 
that ought to be considered in evaluating a 
community. The internal structure of the 
community must be organized according to 
local practice, but must always reflect the 
overall balance presumed to be true of 
Islam. On this question of balance, one must 
be careful to distinguish between everybody 
being equally rich or equally poor and the 
notion that a community contains both rich 
and poor. It is this aggregate which com
prises a balance. I suspect that on this issue 
of how to define a community, in primarily 
sociological terms or in Islamic terms, 
there is a divergence of viewpoints. 

The third set of criteria guidelines could 
begin with the following sentence: the hous
ing of a community must be evaluated in 
formal terms. There must be, in housing, a 
set of qualitatively measurable or definable 
characteristics, and these are of many dif
ferent kinds. The ones I have tried to 
identify from the seminar discussions can be 
divided into "hardly debatable" types and 
"more debatable" ones. Let me first take 
care of the less debatable characteristics, 
because I think everybody would agree to 
those: ecological appropriateness (things 
have to fit within their setting and so forth); 
physical adequacy (the housing system must 
have proper sanitation and the like); rep li
cability and incrementalization (reproduci
ble with modifications elsewhere, and 
possessing within itself the potential for 
increase and growth); and adaptation to use 
of local materials. 

The more debatable aspects of housing char
acteristics lie essentially in two areas. Should 
the specific forms created in a housing 
project or housing cluster be allied to what
ever the culture considers to be a Muslim 
way of life? The seminar has not yet dis
cussed specifically Muslim definitions of 
forms. Are we talking about housing for 
Muslims or Islamic housing? Is there 
formally definable Islamic housing, or is 
there formally definable good housing in 
which Muslims live? My own observation 
is that we are talking about good housing 
in which Muslims live, not about a pre
scriptive housing scheme which would 
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improve Islamic life. 

Another aspect of housing which deserves 
our attention IS what I term "housing versus 
setting." Should an award for housing deal 
less with houses and more with the potential 
for houses which a man-made setting 
creates? It would be very tempting to deny 
the transitory character of housing and 
transform the housing Award into a kind of 
dog show medal-that is, to reward an 
accomplishment at a concrete moment in 
time because it looks good at that moment, 
without ensuring that the accomplishment 
can be either replicated or suitably main
tained. Thus, the A ward should perhaps 
premiate the setting for houses within a 
community. It is perhaps easier to define 
and identify a Muslim setting, with its 
mosque, its relationship between private and 
public spaces and its potential for individual 
alteration, to determine what kind of setting 
can make possible an Islamic way of life. 

I wish to preface my fourth point with the 
observation that the scale of the housing 
need precludes any individual or family 
alone from making the environment beauti
ful by the creation of housing. The A ward 
recognizes that in order to ensure its objec
tives, it must recognize not only the com
munity which uses, runs and works within 
the housing scheme, but also the whole 
chain which created it. These issues 
have not yet been fully and concretely dis
cussed. I would like to propose the follow
ing hypothetical conclusion. 

The Award recognizes the large number of 
different and at times contradictory deci
sions made around the creation of a housing 
scheme. After acknowledging the initial 
qualities of the scheme, we will attempt to 
identify degrees of responsibility for its 
success. First, concerning the community as 
a patron-user, what was its input? Second, 
what did the government do in its position 
as enforcer or relaxer of laws, rules, regula
tions? I would include financing mechanisms 
as part of this external, anonymous source. 
Next, is the designer-planner a creator not 
only of physical forms, but also of the 
flexibility for use and potential for change 
which are requirements of a successful hous
ing project? This is also the area where the 
role of the expert, consultant and so forth 
can best be evaluated. Finally, the provision 
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of technical services, from water distribution 
to the finishing on buildings, implies a 
fourth sub-group of responsibility. I am 
aware, of course, that I have not summed up 
everything which has been said, nor have I 
considered all features which merit consid
eration (such as the training processes of 
experts or craftsmen, and the aesthetic 
qualities of housing). Relationship to the 
past may be a category pertinent to housing, 
but because we do not know enough about 
mass housing in the past this will be difficult 
to assess. The nature of aesthetic merit as 
an abstract category of award-giving is 
another factor worthy of attention. 

A formal, monumental building such as a 
mosque, a palace, a bazaar or a shopping 
centre or an airport is an architectural crea
tion made to last, with technical and sym
bolic features and functions which can be 
specified and practically or aesthetically 
evaluated. In dealing with housing, on the 
other hand, we are dealing with all people 
in nearly all functions. The resultant excess 
of intertwining strands is as complex as any 
bureaucratic application form! 

There is room for legitimate debate between 
those who hold that housing forms may be 
created in accord with some predetermined 
concept of a "good life," and those who feel 
that the ever-changing Muslim people 
should decide what housing provides them 
with the highest quality of life. I personally 
think that only the people, in their infinite 
variety, can assess their own needs and 
priorities in the realm of housing. What we 
know least well are the precise nature and 
character of the aspirations of the Muslim 
peoples, and herein lies our dilemma in 
dealing with housing. One can build and 
finance, and one can be confident that the 
housing is needed, but one does not fully 
comprehend the desires of the potential 
users of this housing. We must ensure that 
we do not perpetuate frozen, changeless 
forms, but only those forms which can 
readily adapt to change and so lead to a 
better future. While picture postcards and 
internal or external propaganda will broad
cast the great public buildings and spaces, it 
is housing which will inspire the taste and 
create the way of life that makes more 
monumental architecture possible. 
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