
Housing, the building of homes, was 
formerly a personal everyday activity, a 
familiar aspect of every realm and an 
enterprise carried out by individuals, fami
lies and communities. However, now that 
housing has been identified as a component 
in physical planning or as an industry, it has 
become a problem or an issue, and thus in 
the realm of the specialists: architects, 
planners, sociologists and economists. The 
basic act of creating shelter has evolved into 
a complex development question. Most 
professionals consider housing to include 
not only the built unit, the house, but also 
its infrastructure and operational environ
ment. At the Jakarta seminar this distinction 
and definition were broadly accepted. 

Many of the governments of the Muslim 
world have been concerned with developing 
their countries into modern states and 
increasing their opportunities for indepen
dent decision making. In these areas, the 
question of identity has become a major 
issue. Due to its visible physical presence, 
the built form plays a prominent role in the 
search for identity. Gestures of independence 
become important. The commemorative 
column, the emergence of the National 
Mosque and the use of rather obvious 
symbols of past Muslim architecture (such 
as contemporary buildings with domes and 
arches) are commonplace examples. Such 
expressions of cultural consciousness are 
relatively recent phenomena and are easier 
to make in public buildings and spaces or in 
individual houses than in mass housing 
schemes. The houses and lifestyles of the 
elite in Muslim countries are in most 
instances still derived from the "interna
tional style." Housing for the poor, while 
using more locally available materials, also 
emulates this Western image of a dwelling. 
Planners too are guilty of examining 
housing using parametres developed almost 
exclusively outside their own countries. 

Indonesia was chosen as the venue of this 
housing seminar for a number of reasons. 
The locally and internationally-supported 
mass housing programmes in the country 
consider housing as part of a larger en
vironmental and programmatic context; 
they also direct attention to both middle and 
low income groups. The typical image of the 
Islamic house and traditional pattern of 
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community organization is usually that of 
the Arab semi-desert settlement. Southeast 
Asia, in the humid tropical zone, illustrates 
another model. Indonesia's location and 
complex sociocultural history present a face 
of Islam that is often not understood by 
more westward-based Muslims. 

In the so-called "lesser-developed coun
tries," where urbanization and the rate of 
rural to urban migration have been largely 
uncontrollable, housing is not only a socio
economic issue but also a political one. 
Housing problems centre around the 
processes of urbanism as they affect the 
lower income groups, which constitute a 
vast majority of Third World populations. 
The rich are able to fend for themselves, so 
most government housing programmes are 
directed to the poor. Not surprisingly, the 
seminar focus similarly was on the planning 
and design of the low income dwelling 
environment. 

Housing is seen increasingly as a continuing 
process rather than a final product. This 
outlook differs substantially from the 
housing directions of the 1950s, when 
"completed schemes" were provided for the 
people by target and object-oriented gov
ernments and organizations. These schemes 
often caused more problems than they 
solved, because the governments failed to 
recognize the evolutionary nature of hous
ing. In fact, the majority of house building 
in Muslim countries, and indeed throughout 
the Third World, is not done by recognized 
professionals. The activities of the people 
themselves supersede the efforts of planners, 
architects and government agencies. This 
does not imply that housing is a completely 
self-help, "do-it-yourself' activity. Skilled 
and specialized workers and trades are 
essential and are used to supplement local 
community labour. However, decisions 
remain locally made by individuals and 
families. 

Housing issues have been the subjects of 
countless discussions and publications. 
What was unusual and especially useful 
about this particular seminar was not only 
its focus on the Muslim world but also the 
dialogue and understanding of the issues 
which arose from the disparate viewpoints 
and different areas of expertise of its par-

ticipants. This sort of synthesis is all too 
rare. 

IX 

The question of roles in formulating na
tional policies and encouraging local 
community participation in housing was 
central to many of the seminar discussions. 
Questions of who provides, who decides and 
who controls the building process were 
acknowledged as crucial. Participants 
expressed a wide range of attitudes to 
decision making, from "the government's 
duty is to provide" to "let the people do it; 
they can do a better job, given the economic 
constraints." The roles played by interna
tional agencies such as the World Bank and 
by national semi-public bodies, such as local 
housing corporations, were also discussed. 
The efficacy of the international expert 
brought in to solve or advise on local 
problems was often questioned. Most 
participants seemed to agree that profes
sional and institutional interventions are 
necessary, but must be carefully balanced 
with internal community organization and 
individual actions. This optimal balance 
would necessarily vary from situation to 
situation. 

Given the variety of possible types and 
degrees of intervention, the next important 
consideration is what sorts and quality of 
actual living environments can be produced. 
Examples of a range of projects were shown, 
from people-generated buildings in Ismailia 
in Egypt and the government-regulated, 
community-based kampongs of Indonesia, 
to the architect-designed, carefully con
trolled development of Shushtar township in 
Iran. Appropriate building systems, par
ticularly those using labour-intensive 
construction methods and local resources, 
were emphasized. The failure of high-rise 
flats and high-tech (industrialized) delivery 
systems were in general criticized, but it was 
recognized that these too have their place in 
very special circumstances. 

Within the contexts of identity, roles and 
final products, the question of the "Islamic 
nature" of housing in the Muslim world 
poses many interesting problems. Muslim 
popUlations cover an extensive area of the 
world and many centuries of development. 
With this breadth of spatial and temporal 
evolution, can we really speak of "Islamic 
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urbanism" or even "Islamic housing?" Forty 
years ago scholars seemed clearer in their 
responses to this question, as most of their 
work was based on the similar models of 
North Africa or the Near East. They 
suggested that cities and residential neigh
bourhoods in the Islamic world did have a 
common character defined by the tenets of 
the faith. Cooperation, community outlook 
and privacy have all been cited as important 
aspects of the Islamic character and as 
determinants of the physical particularities 
of its housing. 

The Muslim community has been explained 
in terms of family rights of the inward 
(private) house courtyards and rooms and 
the outward (public) streets, bazaars and 
common spaces. However, in the case 
studies presented at the seminar it is difficult 
to explain, in terms of community or 
physical layout, what is peculiar to a region 
and what can be explained in terms of 
Islam. The seminar did not purport to 
answer these questions. Islam has been 
accepting of regional variations and cul
tures, and perhaps in examining Muslim 
communities it is more correct to think in 
terms of Dar ai-Islam than Islamic. 

Even though the majority of Muslims are 
rural, through the presentations it became 
clear (but by no means resolved) that 
housing in Islamic countries is normally 
associated with an urban context. This is a 
common and valid interpretation. When 
communities built in the past, there was a 
sense of interaction between legal institu
tions such as the waqfs and the social 
organization of the rulers and bourgeoisie; 
this provided a framework for legitimizing 
acts of building. This framework also 
allowed for the continuation and trans
formation of the building process over time. 
With the stages of colonialism, indepen
dence and the breaking of traditional ties, in 
most places this framework was destroyed. 
Contemporary planning has to contend with 
this disruption of the relationship between 
the private family world and the public 
realm. The understanding of this relation
ship depends to some extent on familiarity 
with Islamic law and the more recent civil 
codes. There has been a notable lack of 
integration of laws, action and lifestyles in 
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contemporary approaches to building. The 
failure to address these issues, until recently, 
has been patently obvious. 

It is relatively easier to define the Islamic 
house than to conceptualize Islamic housing. 
Many of the seminar participants said that 
the former was desirable and the latter 
unattainable in the rapidly changing so
cieties of Muslim countries. It appears that 
housing solutions to date must be seen as 
failures, but they have at least taught us 
many lessons on which to base new and 
more successful approaches. The need for a 
range of alternatives between indigenous 
and industrialized building techniques is 
clear. There can be no one direction for the 
Muslim world, only a number of explora
tions with some common ideas. The specific 
nature of these ideas evoked an opinion split 
among the seminar participants. 

It is not surprising that the seminar pro
duced no resolutions or conclusions. 
Housing encompasses such a wide variety 
of situations that a too-narrow delineation 
is inherently faulty. What did occur in 
Jakarta, besides an enriching experience and 
a useful exchange of information, was the 
emergence of important directions for the 
Award in establishing the parametres, 
ranges, contexts and criteria for looking at 
the housing projects nominated for the first 
1980 prizes. 

A Note of Thanks 

Many of the seminar participants had never 
visited this part of the Muslim world, and 
gained enormously from the experience. We 
are particularly grateful for the support of 
the Indonesian government, the Institute of 
Architects and the local communities who 
hosted our site visits, for making this 
seminar both a valuable and a pleasant 
experience. Indonesia has given most of us a 
new perspective on housing in the Muslim 
world. 

A Note on the Proceedings 

The seminar Proceedings do not recapitulate 
the organization of the seminar programme 
itself. The issues have herein been grouped 
more tightly. After a series of introductory 
remarks, the papers included in the first 
section discuss broad issues, institutional 
considerations and the larger contexts of 
housing. In the subsequent section, a variety 
of professionals look at specific situations 
and types of interventions. A series of 
photographs document the participants' site 
visits to the Jakarta environs. The third 
section presents some insights into the 
backgrounds to contemporary Islamic 
architecture; Muslim laws and attitudes are 
well borne in mind when looking at Muslim 
buildings. The final segment of the Pro
ceedings recounts some of the substantive 
commentaries proffered during the course of 
the seminar. These varied interpretations, 
including reports from the three small 
working group sessions, represent a syn
thesis of the viewpoints espoused and 
provide some directions for future thought. 
Such directions are the objectives of the 
seminar and of the Award programme as a 
whole. 


