
Architecture and city planning are one of 
the most eloquent, most significant 
expressions of the social relationships 
arising within each socio-political space. 
That is why it is important to go beyond 
the technical and economic aspects of the 
act of building in order to decipher the 
multiple functions, implications and 
long-run consequences of any architectural 
project Reading an urban space means 
reflecting in a new and radical way about 
the relationships - undeniable but not yet 
clarified - between the configuration of 
the physical environment in which a 
community lives and the aesthetic, ethical, 
symbolic universe in which the imaginative 
life of this community organizes and 
asserts itself 

At the very outset, when one observes the 
outskirts of the large African cities such as 
Dakar, Casablanca, Nouakchott ... , one 
gets the feeling of wild expansion, which 
has been poorly controlled. Numerous 
population groups are uprooted and forced 
to put together a precarious existence from 
day to day The improvised nature of this 
existence is shown by the salvaged 
materials, the spectacle of the streets, the 
naive settings, the recreation attempts in a 
significant environment .. One then 
wonders whether there have been, and 
are, urban policies in Africa since the 
reconquest of independence. I mean not 
only construction plans for housing or 
rehousing population groups that are 
young (demographic pressure) or are 
forced to emigrate, but a pluri-disciplinary 
search for ways to think oW the city as a 
space for the emergence of new social 
relationships, of new political potentials, 
of cultural initiatives that are still poorly 
perceived and not much encouraged The 
fact is that it seems to me it is necessary to 
stop contrasting the Center and the out
skirts ideologically, polemically and 
economically. Without denying the 
tensions, the cleavages, the relationships 
of domination and exploitation between 
the two residential systems, we should also 
read the Center and the outskirts as 
environments for reinterpretation of the 
ancient conditions of existence, of 
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reworking traditional forms of solidarity, 
of intensification of adaptive activities. 
The modern Center can become a 
marginal phenomenon from falling back 
on its political, economic and cultural 
powers; and, through their social and 
human weight, the outskirts can force 
spectacular reorientations of history, as in 
Iran. However, the Centers and the out
skirts are experiencing the same crisis of 
symbolization of existence the break with 
the symbolic support systems linked with 
the traditional religions and cultures, 
widely invested in the house, the con
figuration of the village, the structure of 
the big city, this break is not compensated 
for anywhere by a coherent activity of 
resymbolization. 

It is on behalf of better exploration of 
these new horizons in the understanding of 
the urban phenomenon that a large place 
has been given - in this seminar - to the 
great cities of West Africa and to their 
outlying areas It will be noted that the 
inquiry opens with a histOlical question 
what is the importance of the urban 
tradition, and What can one say as to its 

significance? We know how vehemently 
Third World societies struggle to safeguard 
their identities; but as soon as it is a 
question of accurately designating the 
positive components in these identities, the 
elements and the values from the past 
worthy of being reactivated, we run up 
against unmeasurable depths of ignorance. 
Thus architecture and city planning in the 
classical and contemporary Moslem world 
are hardly covered by research and 
teaching corresponding to the stakes they 
represent. 

I have felt a strong desire for the authors of 
the communications and the persons 
participating in the discussions to go 
beyond a simple description of 
appearances or a historical or sociological 
account of the facts in order to take aim, 
on each occasion, at grasping the breaks 
with the past, the explanation of the 
situations that have been created, the 
possible solutions to the most urgent 
problems. In fact, one of the goals of the 
seminars is to help the people admini
stering the Aga Khan Award for Archi
tecture Prize to give better definition to the 
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criteria, the recognition signs of an 
architecture that respects both the positive 
tradition and the necessary creativity of the 
new generations'. 

Particular emphasis has been placed upon 
avoiding the pitfalls into which the various 
researchers taking an interest in Africa 
very frequently fall I shall make a quick 
enumeration of them to enable the reader 
to judge the extent to which this challenge 
has been heard: 

1) The main pitfall, to which all the others 
are related, consists in projecting onto the 
contemporary African city a number of 
concepts, ideological forms and aesthetic 
values that are foreign to the local genius 
and to the expectations of the population 
groups At present, of course, everybody 
denies falling into such gross error - but 
when we consider the large buildings and 
the housing complexes built during the last 
twenty years, we must admit that the 
Western model, itself strongly criticized, 
has exercised a strong influence. It is too 
often reproduced with the imperfections 
and the awkwardnesses of imitators with 
small or inadequate means. 

In order to underline this danger more 
effectively, it seemed necessary to reveal 
the processes involved in designating the 
prime contractors, the technical, logistical 
and economic constraints on architecture 
and city planning, the assimilation of the 
traditional practices into contemporary 
architecture, the interferences of the 
religious power structure and the lay autho
rities in the orientation of this practice', 
etc One should also dwell on the problems 
of training architects, on the role of the 
human sciences in this training, and on the 
absence of interest in Islamic and African 
tradition in the Western schools in which 
manyThirdWorid architects are still trained. 

2) The second pitfall, which goes hand in 
hand with the previous one, is found in 
ideological discourse on identity that 
actually camouflages the forms of 
destruction and the moral and cultural 
breaks already imposed by a style of 
economic development that has neveI 
been thought out from the inside on the 
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basis of serious knowledge of African 
history and culture. If it is not based on 
strict scientific procedure, discourse on 
identity - in the Islamic world as in Africa 
- is a factor of alienation and of mystifi
cation that slows up the needed emergence 
of awareness. The idea, for example, that 
Islam and Aflica could safeguard their 
personality while adopting paths and 
procedures for material development 
borrowed from the West has so far had 
only an apologetic role and an ideological 
function. 

3) The third pitfall is due to the attitude of 
the African elites themselves - political, 
economic, religious and intellectual elites 
- which speak and act as if they were 
adequately expressing the collective hopes, 
the ancient and new meanings of their 
societies, the "objective" needs of the 
different ethnic groups and layers of the 
population By "objective" needs, I mean 
those that are independent of the 
perception that each group or each person 
has of his status The fact is that, to the 
extent this perception is a function of the 
degree of alienation, whether individual or 
collective, it is necessary to bring out the 
misguidedness, to measure its deviation in 
order to reach the "objective" need. In 
this respect, we are familiar with the gap 
that separates, evelywhere, the Wester
nized elites from what are called the 
traditional elites, both of which are equally 
distant from the marginalized working 
classes. The Islamic and African societies 
have yet to invent a polyphonic, trans
social discourse in which there would be an 
interchange - as occurred in the time of 
the prophets - between the people's 
receptiveness and symbolic expression, the 
revelatory power of the Word, the moving 
force of inspired figures who capture 
creative energies and inclinations. I repeat 
that I am speaking here as an African, 
formerly involved in the effervescences of 
the great popular celebrations These are 
the occasions on which the discourse of 
which I am speaking is born and takes on 
form and strength 

4) The fourth pitfall, in the case of Africa, 
is frequently encountered in an inter-

national forum grouping, as ours does, 
intellectuals, experts, technicians and 
responsible officials of all levels It is then 
easy to take up again the themes of 
recrimination against the monetary and 
economic powers, the misdeeds of tech
nology, unequal trade relationships, etc It 
is true that 20 per cent of the world 
popUlation controls 75 per cent of the 
traqe, 90 per cent'of the dominant science 
and technology, 80 per cent of the planet's 
wealth It is true that this 20 per cent 
manages to impose an extroverted 
development process that prevents, delays 
01 diverts the indispensable activities by 
which each people produces its own 
history. But it also remains true that the 
legitimate rejection of these situations of 
domination must never make us forget that 
lucid, intransigent, revelatory criticism 
must also be brought to bear on the 
internal conditions of evolution of each 
society. The evaluation of architectural 
activity and of the process of urban change 
cannot wind up with usable results if the 
denunciation of external pressures is only a 
screen for hiding local responsibilities. 

No research towards improving the habitat 
for the masses towards the rehabilitation 
or the invention of architectural practices 
that meet the tastes and the varied needs of 
groups and of persons with respect to the 
design and the execution of city planning 
that goes beyond the social and ideological 
divisions, the strategies of profit and of 
domination - no research oriented along 
these lines can force acceptance and 
succeed unless the professionals, the 
decision-makers and the users first free 
themselves from the mental constraints 
that are perpetuated by the ever present, 
dynamic representations, that we have just 
mentioned briefly. 

The documents put forward here bring 
out, with varying degrees of insistence and 
precision, the vital importance of the 
competition and the risks that now weigh 
upon the production of our habitat, for 
modeling our environment, for inserting 
human life into what remains of "nature." 
The search undertaken within the 
framework of the Aga Khan Award for 



Architecture is aimed at reaching this level 
of critical analysis, of creative imagination 
and of integrated reflection Far from 
limiting itself to the field - vast, to be 
sure, but special- in which the marks of 
the Islamic tradition reveal themselves, the 
Award wishes to detect, identify, con
solidate and encourage all initiatives 
offering progress, promises of emanci
pation of the human condition with respect 
to architecture and city planning 

It is for these reasons that we have chosen 
Dakar, Senegal, to allow an African voice 
to express itself, to listen to it carefully, 
and then to pass on its appeals, its 
requests, its refusals, its strongest, most 
authentic acceptances. The same quest, 
already carried out in Indonesia, in China, 
in Pakistan, in Turkey, in Jordan, in 
Morocco, in Boston and in Paris, will be 
continued in other parts of Africa and of 
the rest of the world It is an open quest, 
concerned and confident at the same time, 
because it is carried out in effervescent 
societies in which anxiety is mixed with 
hope, and destructive violence with 
creative and liberating energy. 

To conclude these reflections, one ought 
still to underline the richness of the 
concept of reading, as applied to the city. 
When the title "Reading the African City" 
was suggested to architects and city 
planners, they immediately adopted it. 
This proves that, at least for the French 
speaking public, the rich semiotics to read 
literary texts have migrated toward other 
fields of significant activity, i.e., any 
production of systems of meaning by 
means of signs In this respect, architecture 
is similar to literature: it produces works 
that ask to be read. The whole set of works 
produced in this way fills an urban space 
and gives it a particular configuration that 
also requires a suitable reading, a suitable 
deciphering. The decision to lead implies 
the existence of a coded space, one that is 
marked with signs, constructed, a complex 
space whose meanings - and .the meaning 
of which - are not easily perceived by all 
observers In order to do this, it takes a 
preparation, a strategy, a system of 
methods as rich and flexible as the multi-
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tude of signs that are invested - con
sciously or unconsciously - in the con
struction, which may be a literary, 
philosophical or religious document, a 
painting, a statue, a monument, a house, a 
city, a costume, a piece of furniture, etc 

The problem here is that we are asking 
architects, city planners and engineers to 
speak about their own works Will they 
succeed in this exercise better than the 
poets or the novelists when they turn 
literary critics? In any case, they will have 
to open a dialogue with other observers, 
practitioners of other disciplines Let us 
hope that in this way, the African city in 
the Sahel area will become more intelli
gible for us with a view towards inter
ventions that are better attuned to the 
physical environments, to the values of the 
past, and to the expectations of the 
populations. 
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I For more details about the objectives of the Aga 
Khan Award for Architecture, see my study Con
struction and Meaning in the Islamic World: Intro
duction to the 1983 Aga Khan Award for Architecture, 
in Mirnar. No 8,1983 

2 The person invited to deal with this latter point 
unfortunately did not carry out his contract The two 
religious capitals of Senegal, Tivaouane and Touba. 
deserved thoroughgoing inquiries 
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