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and massing, specific tokens derived from general types (like Copan itself in relation to 
Le Corbusier’s Unité d’Habitation) – belong to a street-based and multi-layered cityscape 
that creates a participatory public of people and buildings engaging each other. By their 
collective effort, the sum becomes great urban architecture.
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Why is Contemporary Islamic Architecture Risking Banality?

nasser rabbat

Architecture in the Islamic World underwent a series of major shifts in the last two centuries, 
which is, significantly, the period of Western colonial dominance and its aftermath. In fact, 
the definition of an Islamic architecture itself is a European idea that owes its genesis 
to the post-Enlightenment project that aimed to collect, classify, and codify all available 
knowledge about all cultures. That early conception of Islamic architecture was rather 
romantic and essentialist, aside from not having bothered to differentiate between the 
various historical strands of architecture within the Islamic world. It managed, nonetheless, 
to inform most of the architectural production of the 19th and early 20th century in the 
recently colonised Islamic countries as well as the fantastic Oriental follies in Europe. 
But the historically eclectic and heavily ornamental architecture it created lost a lot of its 
appeal by the middle of the 20th century with the waning of direct colonial rule. National 
independence movements brought with them the more vocal and more aggressive 
categories of modernity, nationalism, and, later, socialism to represent the architecture of 
the recently established states. The new framework engendered some grand architectural 
and urban projects, such as commemorative monuments, large governmental complexes, 
and whole new administrative and industrial cities. It also generated extensive debates 
about regionalism and vernacular architecture as authentic illustration of the nation’s spirit, 
which produced idealistic villages, residential suburbs and community centers, in addition 
to villas for the artistically minded nationalist elites. This progressive stage, however, was 
succeeded and somewhat supplanted by the no less passionate discourse on religion as 
framer of identity that sprang forth in the 1980s primarily as a response to the failure of 
the nationalist regimes to fulfill the aspirations of their people. An indirect consequence 
to this ideological twist was that most new architecture built in the Islamic world after 
1980, though still following some international standards of form and function, began to 
pay homage to some notion of ‘Islamic architecture,’ even if sometimes only in the form 
of pastiche. 

This last stage, which we are still going through, runs the risk of completing a conceptual 
cycle of sorts and returning us to where we started, i.e., a narrowly defined, historically 
predetermined, and formally homogenised ‘Islamic architecture’. This possible, though 
probably never intended nor anticipated, outcome finds its causes in various trajectories. 
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Some are political and socio-cultural and can be summed up by the question: What do 
Muslims today, or at least the patrons among them who are dictating the current demand 
for an ‘authentic’ architecture, want their buildings to express and why? Others have 
to do with the profession of architecture and its current politics and demographics, as 
well as its changing conceptual, financial, technical and ethical parameters. Still others 
are economic: they relate to the effects of the unstoppable global late-Capitalism and its 
regional clones, which promote a glitzy yet monotonous architecture in order to satisfy a 
business ambition to homogenise all markets. But one little-explored factor affecting this 
state of affairs is in fact a cultural theory, which, though powerfully present in the current 
architectural discourse, has its distinct and clear origins outside the domain of Islamic 
architecture. This article is a concise and somewhat selective review of the history of 
that particular theory from its intellectual roots in 19th-century Europe to its application 
in architectural practice today. It aims to understand how a relatively simple and strongly 
prejudiced cultural theory was able to affect and define the orientation of architecture in 
the Islamic world and how it was, conversely and unpredictably, bolstered by the reaction 
of those who are ostensibly opposed to both its premises and conclusions.

It all began at the turn of the 19th century when the term ‘Islamic architecture’ (or any 
of its period equivalents such as Oriental, Arabic, Saracenic, Mohammedan, Moorish, 
etc.) first appeared in pioneering Orientalist tracts on architecture. The initial attempts 
at formalising a name and definition of that architecture were rather open-ended. This 
was probably a function of the novelty and peculiarity of the architectural specimens 
encountered by the first European architects, artists, archaeologists, and draftsmen who 
came to the ‘Orient’ right before the first European military interventions. They had 
little preconceived notion of ‘Islamic architecture’, other than its outlandishly extravagant 
allure, which they had imbibed as children from the fantasies of the Arabian Nights and 
other such romantic tales. And although they did not readily find the fanciful architecture 
of their childhood dreams in the dusty and rundown cities of the Orient, what they came 
across was strange enough to provoke certain wonderment among them, which they 
set out to remedy in the best manner available to them. They empirically represented it. 
They measured and recorded buildings and ruins and illustrated them using all sorts of 
techniques from freehand sketches to photography and exact camera lucida projections. 
They collected, analysed, and translated all the historical references they could find in the 
primary sources available to them. They then published impressive architectural catalogs, 
which began to reveal the rich architectural heritage of the historical ‘Orient’ (the present 
was too degraded for their tastes) that was hitherto almost totally unknown in Europe. 

The next wave of Western architects coming to the Islamic world around the turn of the 20th 
century carried out their work under colonial tutelage and within the confines of a colonial 
ethos. Most of them in fact came in search of employment in the colonial administrations 
or local governments and occupied positions ranging from documentation, research and 

conservation, to design and construction, to even intelligence gathering. They had learned 
about Islamic architecture from the usual travelogues but also from the substantial corpus 
of elaborate catalogs produced by their predecessors in the late 19th century. But that 
rather empirical knowledge base did not erase from their minds the tales of yore and their 
images of Oriental fantasies. Nor did it taper the effect of their conventional architectural 
education which espoused a canonical view of architecture as culturally circumscribed 
and linearly chronological, with the architecture of the West ensconced at the core and 
impervious to any influence by a lesser culture. Thus, despite their serious architectural 
learning, the Western designers still conceptually, historiographically, and analytically 
separated the styles that developed north of the Mediterranean, i.e. Western styles, from 
those that emerged south of it, i.e. Islamic styles. They also, following the Orientalist 
approach to the study of Islamic history, sharply distinguished between the Islamic past, 
considered glorious and inspiring, and the decadent present seen as the antithesis of the 
modern, ordered and advanced world. This translated into two traits that often appeared 
in the architecture built by these Western designers in the first half of the 20th century. 
First was the burgeoning of numerous historicist and revivalist styles that borrowed freely 
from the varied repertoires of the past and blended them with some modern structural, 
stylistic and compositional modes. Second was an excessive focus on the architectural 
object as detached from its urban environment with its messy social, economic and 
political conditions, rendered paradoxically complex by colonial domination.

This culturally and historically skewed conception was formalised when Islamic architecture 
became a subject of academic specialisation in a few top art history departments in major 
Western universities in the 1940s and 1950s. With this development, the study of the history 
of architecture of the Islamic world joined a constellation of culture-specific, non-Western 
traditions, which made their way into Western academe around the same time. There, 
these disciplinary newcomers acquired the patina of scholarly authority and professional 
respectability. But lacking any theoretical or historiographical constructs derived from 
their own context or developed in their own tradition, they found themselves subsumed 
by the conceptual framework of Western architectural history. This was methodologically 
expedient for Western architectural history offered a ready-made classification system 
that could be adapted to the various non-Western cultures in a clear and comprehensive 
way. It was also academically advantageous as Western architectural history had a dignified 
scholarly tradition behind it dating back to the 18th century and had substantially matured 
through its encounters with various anthropological and historiographical new schools of 
thought in the 20th century. 

But Western architectural history also engendered a hegemonic structure in the sense 
described by Michel Foucault; that is, it discursively controlled the intricate network that 
produced and used architectural knowledge. Furthermore, because of its venerable legacy 
and institutional power, the chronology of Western architecture, from its presumed 
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Classical origins to its victorious culmination in modern times, constituted the historical 
core of World Architecture, which has to be internalised by all architects, and relegated 
other architectural traditions to peripheral places in its ordered hierarchy. This is best 
exemplified by the famous Tree of Architecture of Banister Fletcher, which appeared 
as frontispiece in all the editions of his influential book, A History of Architecture on the 
Comparative Method for the Student, Craftsman, and Amateur, between 1896 and 1961 (see 
Figure 1). This unabashedly racist diagram reserved the trunk and the upper, healthy 
branches of the tree to an uninterrupted succession of Western styles from Greece to 
modern America, and relegated the architecture of all other cultures, both in the Old and 
New Worlds, to dead-end branches. 

Figure 1: The Tree of Architecture 
of Banister Fletcher.

This rigid framing of the history of architecture, which owed much to the colonial 
atmosphere of the late 19th century, reduced all architectures outside the West to 
endogenous and seemingly self-contained architectural traditions that somehow did not 
manage to complete the leap toward modernity and remained embalmed in their splendid 
past. The consolidation of that conceptual separation between past and present and East 
and West as well as its concomitant conjecture that Islamic architecture was essentially 
a dead tradition affected the production of new architecture in the Islamic world, as well 
as elsewhere outside the West, and it still does today. It afflicted any design that aimed to 
relate to its architectural context with a schizophrenic condition, which lies at the roots of 
the homogenising impulse that this essay set out to analyse. Architects active in the Islamic 
world at the height of the colonial age and their patrons were actually futilely challenged 
to bring together two epistemologically distinct and historically irreconcilable traditions: 
the modern architecture they learned about and imported from the colonial metropolises, 
which was a living tradition with a long history, and the historical architecture they 
encountered in the colonies, which had a long history but was no longer alive. They had 
one of two choices. They could reject the dead tradition and copy directly from Western 
models to assert their modernity and up-to-dateness, hence the preponderance of Neo-
Classical, Art-Nouveau, Art-Deco, and Modernist architecture in their work. Or they 
could reference Islamic historical architecture in their design as a way to give it a local 
flavor. They had, however, to filter their references through established Western revivalist 
methods, since they were trained to regard Islamic architecture as a heritage of the past 
that was interrupted and thus in need of revitalization. This is how we can understand the 
various neo-Islamic styles that flourished at the time all over the Islamic world: they were 
mostly European styles dressed in sometimes fanciful yet geometrically calibrated Islamic 
ornaments that represented a nod to the architectural history of the place.

Analogous constraints governed the work of several architects of this generation from 
the Islamic world who studied in European schools of architecture and applied the lessons 
they learned to the buildings they designed in their countries. Their work, though formally 
indebted to the same Art-Nouveau, eclectic-revivalist, and other stylistic innovations of 
the period that informed the work of their Western counterparts, is usually interpreted 
as a conscious effort towards the creation of a historically recognisable and legitimising 
national image. To that end, they tried to identify within the vast Islamic formal repertoire 
the most representative subset pertinent to their geographically circumspect nation, but 
still had to maneuver around the incompatibility of the two mega-historic traditions they 
were trying to blend: the Western and Islamic. 

Although many ideological constructs crumbled after the end of colonial rule in the mid-
20th century, the bluntly Eurocentric stratification of world architecture survived to exert 
a considerable influence on the national architecture of the sometimes hastily formed 
states of the decolonised Islamic world. In their zeal to purge their emerging national 
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identity from any compromised influence, be it colonial or pre-national, the nationalist 
architects and architectural historians bought into the cultural autonomy paradigm, so 
as to reconstruct a ‘pure’ and ‘authentic’ architectural heritage. As noted long ago by 
Franz Fanon,1 the nationalists’ heartfelt resistance to the hegemonic Western model did 
not translate into their rejection of its conceptual and methodological premises. On the 
contrary, they embraced them in their own work and ended up structuring and categorising 
‘their’ architecture and ‘their’ culture in general, from an exclusive and ultimately narrowly 
defined perspective.

The first architectural signs of this nationalistic impulse appeared in countries that 
experienced radical rupture with their past such as Turkey after the breakdown of the 
Ottoman Empire or the Islamic Khanates of Central Asia after their annexation by Tsarist 
Russia. Digging up ancient civilisations and abstracting their architecture in modern 
renderings was a favorite path. Next were those modern states, such as Iran and to a 
lesser extent Egypt (but also Spain, Portugal, and Greece, though they had already been 
admitted to the Western club), which sought to revive a pre-Islamic past as a means 
to construct a presumed historical continuity of a quintessential national identity. 
The rediscovery of vernacular architecture is the most revealing case in point of that 
process. Idealistic architects saw vernacular architecture as the true, honest architectural 
expression of traditional culture that successfully addressed both contextual specificity 
and formal diversity. This, however, was not culture in an anthropological or historical 
sense, but rather culture in a militant and passionately ontological one: culture as a marker 
of identity and a framer of national unity. It is therefore no accident that the rediscovery 
of vernacular architecture as the embodiment of cultural identity coincided with the age of 
decolonisation and independence. Its revival was a direct outcome of a rising nationalism 
that located its identity in the original, authentic culture of the homeland to which it laid 
claim. To the nationalist and culturally sensitive architect, vernacular architecture was 
in fact a sign of the vitality and depth of native culture that existed before and would, 
hopefully, be restored to its former glow after the overthrow of the tarnishing colonial 
experience. It was both an affirmation of an active, pre-colonial traditional architecture 
and the foundation for a postcolonial national architecture. 

No architect has accomplished this more passionately, more gracefully, and more steadfastly 
than the pioneering Egyptian architect Hassan Fathy (1900–1989).2 He challenged the 
mainstream modernist architecture of his training by advocating a return to the vernacular 
as a source of architectural and even social rejuvenation. The design principles he proposed 
are seen as expressions of indigenously developed architecture with clear cultural and 
environmental contours and place rootedness. But the ideological references of Fathy’s 

1 Fanon, F. (1967) A Dying Colonialism. New York: Grove Press.
2 Fathy, H. (1973) Architecture for the Poor: An Experiment in Rural Egypt. The University of Chicago Press.

vernacular architecture did not remain fixed over time. They expanded, and even shifted 
with the changing national identity of Egypt as it went through the long and torturous road 
from colonial domination to independence to development and its aftermath entangled 
with grand dreams of regional supremacy. 

Fathy’s discovery of the vernacular had its historical roots in the struggle against the 
British colonial rule in the 1920s and 1930s and the rise of an Egyptian national identity. 
He presented his first experiments in New Gourna as the embodiment of an authentic 
Egyptian architecture, albeit of an unlikely mix of Mamluk and Nubian styles that he admired 
(see Figure 2). But what started as a visual marker of an Egyptian national identity was 
transformed at least twice during Fathy’s lifetime. After his return to Egypt in 1962, Fathy 
himself modified the interpretation of his architecture from a manifestation of a primeval 
Egyptian model to an essentially Arabic and later an Islamic one with ambiguous universal 
applicability. He first identified a ‘ubiquitous’ Arab house with a spatially ingenious response 
to the harsh desert environment as the model for his own architecture. A few years later, 
the model became the Arabo-Islamic house, and ultimately an all-encompassing Islamic 
concept of domestic space with references to notions of the serene and protected family 
life and the conception of unique God and the images of His promised Paradise as the 
normative paradigms of his architectural model. His last grand project in Abiquiu, New 
Mexico (1981–86), when his trademark design crossed the Atlantic to be implemented 
in the southwestern American wilderness, was predicated on an idealistic universalism 
that was nonetheless recognisably Islamic in forms, meaning, and aspirations (see Figure 
3). This process paralleled the changing dominant ideology in Egypt, and elsewhere in the 
Islamic world, from the pre-and post-independence liberal nationalism, to the various 
experiments in supra-nationalism and/or socialism of the 1960s, to the populist Islamism 
of the 1980s, which was underwritten by various groups primarily for political ends.

This badly understood and still-unfolding process evolved intermittently during the late 
1970s and 1980s in the vast majority of the Islamic countries. Spurred by the triumph 
of Khomeini’s Islamic Revolution in Iran of 1979, and vaguely conceived as a response 

Figure 2: New Gourna village, Egypt, 
Hassan Fathy (1948–1961).
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1970s and 1980s in the vast majority of the Islamic countries. Spurred by the triumph 
of Khomeini’s Islamic Revolution in Iran of 1979, and vaguely conceived as a response 

Figure 2: New Gourna village, Egypt, 
Hassan Fathy (1948–1961).
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to the perceived failures of the national edifices built after Western cultural constructs, 
the Islamicist movement sought a return to more authentic cultural, political and social 
foundations. This search ultimately gave rise to an ideology that saw Islam as identity and, 
tangentially, Islamic architecture as an expression of that identity. Several culturally and 
politically dissimilar, though ultimately mutually reinforcing social elite groups promoted 
that development. Their wealth and their fervent quest for political and cultural identity 
combined to create a demand for a contemporary, financially beneficial, yet visually 
recognisable Islamic architecture. Sincerely at times, but opportunistically at many others, 
scores of architects responded by incorporating in their otherwise postmodern designs 
various historical elements dubbed ‘Islamic’, which they often used as basic diagrams for 
their plans or splashed on the surfaces as ornament.

Thus, the 1980s and 1990s became the decades of readily identifiable Islamicised post-
modern architecture everywhere in the Islamic world. There were the post-traditionalists 

Figure 3: Dar al-Islam, Abiquiu, New 
Mexico, Hassan Fathy (1981–86).

who, like Hassan Fathy before them, looked for inspiration in vernacular architecture. But 
unlike Fathy, they did not build on the social, environmental, and economic underpinnings 
of the revived traditional forms and restored material and construction techniques. Instead 
they brandished their architecture as a kind of native response to both the blandness of 
international modernism and the Eurocentrism of post-modernism and, in some cases, 
exported it as an expressive Islamic style. There were also the free, and often arbitrary, 
mélanges of diverse historical forms and patterns from the full range of Islamic styles, and 
even un-architectural symbols sometimes. This trend culminated with grand structures 
by large international firms, which re-interpreted visual symbols and historical motifs and 
used them in otherwise ultra sleek designs. Parallel to this historicist process, and following 
a similar socio-economic track, was the adoption of regional references that originally 
appeared in nostalgic small projects all over the Islamic world, to be appropriated by large 
real-estate and tourism developers and translated into mega-projects, especially in the 
Arabian Gulf cities (see Figure 4). In these later projects however, thoughtful regionalism 
was given up in favor of compositions that loudly, and perhaps even too loudly, bespoke 
the desire to endow a global pursuit of luxury in architecture aimed at the wealthy, with 
sanitised but recognisable local referents.

Figure 4: The Burj al-‘Arab Hotel 
(designed by Atkins, 1999) seen 
behind the wind catchers of 
Madinat Jumeirah (designed by 
Creative Kingdom Inc., 2004), 
Dubai. 
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Despite their different social, political and economic backgrounds and their diverse 
architectural output, the proponents of all three phases of historicist architecture in the 
modern Islamic world – the Orientalist/colonial, nationalist, and neo-Islamicist – share the 
same cultural theory on ‘Islamic architecture’. They all accept the paradigm of cultural 
autonomy developed in the triumphant colonial Europe of the 19th century that casts 
Islamic architecture as a tradition that ran parallel to the Western architectural tradition 
but almost never intersected with it throughout the Middle Ages until it dissolved into 
it with the onset of modernity, loosing all creativity in the process. The only difference 
between the nationalists and the neo-Islamicists is that they emphasise different historical 
trajectories. The nationalists stress the point in time when their putative nation – 
i.e. Turkish, Iranian, Arab – rose to prominence under Islam or broke away from its 
hegemonic grip. They sometimes search for some anchoring roots in the distant, pre-
Islamic past and postulate some latent continuity between that past and the awakening 
of their nation to its true identity in the modern age. The neo-Islamicists, on the other 
hand, subscribe to the notion of an Islamic Golden Age, stretching from the high Caliphate 
in the 8th century to the Gunpowder Empires’ high tide in the 16th century. They hold 
that age as the fountainhead from which their architecture derives, jumping right to the 
present where they try to rebuild that romantically remembered architectural utopia 
using purely postmodern compositional and formal techniques and leaving out all that they 
consider ‘foreign’, i.e. the age of intense interaction with the West after the 16th century. 
The end result is that both nationalists and neo-Islamicists conceive ‘their’ architecture  
from an exclusionary, reductive, and eventually ahistorical perspective, which they 
unwittingly inherited or conveniently appropriated from their Orientalist predecessors and  
sometime teachers.

The historical exclusivity and referential reductiveness delimited by the theory of cultural 
autonomy are among the most critical root causes of the potential for homogenisation in 
architectural production in the Islamic world today. For as long as architects responding 
to the demand for a contemporary Islamic architecture turn uncritically to either the 
nationalist (and by and large modernist) or the neo-Islamicist (and resolutely postmodern) 
interpretation of the Orientalist paradigm, the pool of conceptual and compositional 
possibilities available to them will remain limited. Nor will further documentation and 
assimilation of little-studied specimens of historical architecture in the Islamic world, or 
even the inclusion of the hybrid styles of the colonial age in their referential repertoire help 
much in increasing the diversity within the realm of Islamic architecture. What is needed 
is a true re-conceptualisation of what Islamic architecture is; a reappraisal that goes all the 
way to challenging the dominant paradigm of the entire discipline of architectural history. 
Organisations such as the Aga Khan Award for Architecture (AKAA), the Aga Khan 
Program for Islamic Architecture (AKPIA), and individuals concerned about architecture 
in the Islamic world will have to once and for all transcend the polarising dichotomous 
conditions, such as East vs. West and modern vs. traditional, that have restricted their 

discipline’s scope and self-image for so long. They will have to cast the illusory notion 
of cultural autonomy aside and espouse the full range of world architecture with all its 
wonderful cultural multiplicity and interconnectedness as their rightful domain of learning, 
inspiration, and, in the final account, belonging. 
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A Research Agenda for the AndAnd

Mari Fujita

When I show people images of Thames Town China, the inevitable response is laughter. 
Not rolling, side-clutching laughter but the tentative, dry, nervous sort. I have shown 
Thames Town to a wide range of colleagues, friends and family and it’s always the same: 
nervous laughter. I am interested in this laughter and its deeper implications. Since the 
gradual privatisation of the market starting in the mid-1990s, developers in China have 
been experimenting with new forms of urban development. Through my own research 
of the various forms of private real estate development that have and are taking place 
in China, I have become particularly interested in what are known as ‘themed housing 
developments’: Beijing’s Orange County, Upper East Side and Vancouver Forest, Thames 
Town in Songjiang, Venice Aquatic City in Hangzhou, Anting, a ‘German town’ designed 
by Albert Speer Jr.; the list goes on. These developments are typically received with 
horror in the press, horror in academia, and delight by new buyers eager to invest. Faux. 
Ersatz. Copy. Farcical fantasyland. Simulate a simulacrum. Self-Colonisation. These are 
some of the words that have been used to describe the new developments in the press 

and beyond.

Underlying these critical descriptions is the belief that there are ‘appropriate’ and ‘authentic’ 
building forms that have a ‘correct’ position in time and place. In such a belief-system, the 
inverse must also hold true: that there are building forms that are inappropriate and 
unauthentic and have an ‘incorrect’ position in time and space. 

Rereading the 1983 paper by Kenneth Frampton, ‘Towards a Critical Regionalism: Six 
Points for an Architecture of Resistance’ I came across this same either-or construction. 

Figure 1: Aerial view of Thames 
Town, Songjiang City, China.



6968

Some weeks following the Knowledge Construction Workshop that was convened by the 
Aga Khan Award for Architecture in Vancouver in February 2009, those of us who had 
participated in it were asked by Modjtaba Sadria to expand on the presentations we made 
there, and in doing so, to focus on two specific questions. These were:

What are the contemporary social, economic, political, cultural, historical mechanisms that 
lead towards homogenisation and heterogenisation of the built environment, and what are the 
implications for the lived environment?

and

What are the contemporary social, economic, political, cultural, historical mechanisms that 
lead towards homogenisation and heterogenisation of the lived environment, and what are the 
implications for the built environment?

In my contribution to the February workshop in Vancouver, I had attempted to elucidate 
the relationship of design intention to the architectural unconscious, in the processes of 
homogenisation of representations in architecture. That is to say, I argued, if it is true that 
homogenisation is caused by such factors as the ‘mobility of influential people teaching in 
faculties of architecture and urbanism’, by ‘scholarly networks and journals with strong 
editorial policies’ and by ‘the growing presence of symbolic buildings being conceived and 
built by largely the same networks’, I claimed that this process of causation is one that is 
at least as much ‘unconscious’ as ‘intentional’.1 I confessed at the outset my realisation that 
this inclination of mine was, in substantial measure a consequence of the fact that I began 
my career in architectural theory with an exploration of the possible uses in architecture 
of the precepts of semiology – especially as they had been set out by the Swiss linguist 
Fernand de Saussure in the early 20th century.2 In particular, Saussure argued that any 

1 These ‘factors’ had been cited by Dr. Sadria in a statement of the themes he wished participants in the 
workshop to pursue, several months prior to it taking place.

2 George Baird (1969), ‘La dimension amoureuse in architecture’, in Jencks and Baird, (eds.), Meaning in 
Architecture. Barrie & Rockcliff: the Cresset Press, London.

Conscious and Unconscious Aspects of Homogenisation Processes 
in Architectural Representation

george bairD
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efficacious communication system in human affairs necessarily operated simultaneously 
in both unconscious and conscious ways, and he characterised these two constituent 
components of any such communication system respectively as langue and parole. The 
langue was collective, and comprised the body of mutual knowledge and assumptions 
implicitly shared among a group of users of any given communication system – most 
typically, of course, a spoken and/or written language. The parole, on the other hand 
comprised the individual, and more personal features brought to such a language by any 
given user, and included such features as tone and style – and in spoken language, even 
intonation. I proposed then – and in fact still believe today – that a theoretical apparatus 
such as this one borrowed from Saussure, could assist a analyst in comparing relatively 
similar and relatively dissimilar architectural forms in an illuminating fashion. 

For example, consider a well-known body of works in southern California from the 1940s 
and 50s: the Case Study Houses sponsored by Arts and Architecture magazine. This body of 
works as a whole exhibits a formal language powerfully influenced by the work of Ludwig 
Mies van der Rohe – in particular by his Farnsworth house near Chicago from 1949 (see 
Figure 1). That having been said, it is not difficult in examining that body of works, to 
distinguish the work of designers such as Charles and Ray Eames, from that of their local 
contemporary, Pierre Koenig. The influence of the Miesian language on the langue of the 
Case Study Houses is easy to discern. The steel frame, the regular structural module, the 
articulated relationship of frame to skin; all these are in common, and they are all Miesian 
(see Figure 2). Yet notwithstanding this mutuality at the level of the tectonic langue, we 
can say that the parole of the Eames house of 1945–49 is clearly episodic, relaxed and 
ingratiatingly quotidian in its deployment of steel frame technology (see Figure 3). The 
parole of Koenig’s West Hollywood house from 1958, on the other hand, is minimal – we 
might even say reductive – formal and aloof. By some such semiological method as this, I 
would argue, it would be possible to compare in depth works manifesting such complex 
sets of formal interrelationships – both similarities and differences – as these buildings do. 

More recently, I have found myself employing such a method to bring to light what seems 
to me to be a problematic feature in the oeuvre of the major American firm, Kohn Pedersen 
Fox. Late to an appreciation of their importance in contemporary American architecture, 
I found myself on a trip to Manhattan examining a project from their ‘postmodern’  
period at the corner of Lexington Avenue and 57th Street (see Figure 4). In particular, I 
was looking for what had been described to me as the characteristic KPF window, one 
that was detailed with the glazed panels adjacent to the window jambs set back from the 
other panels, so as to create an apparently deep reveal within a relatively thin, modern  
wall assembly. And sure enough, the building in question included the notable window 
detail in question, thereby buttressing the design’s traditional and classicising formal 
intentions. What is more, it combined the window with a series of elaborate window 
framing profiles and mullion patterns that underscored the classicism even more.

Figure 1: View of the Farnsworth 
house (1949) near Chicago by Mies 
van der Rohe.

Figure 2: The Eames house  
(1945–1949), Pacific Palisades,  
Los Angeles.

Figure 3: The West Hollywood 
house (1958) by Pierre Koenig.
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Then, by chance, a few months later, I found myself in Montreal, and there I took it upon 
myself to pay a visit to a major new office building there, a headquarters building for 
IBM also designed by KPF. But this building, I had been given to understand, represented 
KPF in a different design mode. In the interval between the design of the Manhattan 
project and the Montreal one, the firm was understood to have undergone an important 
ideological design shift, and to have abandoned postmodern classicism for a more recent, 
neo-modernist design mode (see Figure 5). And sure enough, as I approached the site on 
René Levesque Boulevard, I could see in the middle distance the tall, slender tower of the 
complex with its curved and cantilevered prow, projecting dramatically into the Montreal 
sky. Continuing to walk towards the building, I arrived a few minutes later at its base, and 
was able to observe the ensemble in its entirety, right down to ground level (see Figure 6). 
To my surprise, I discovered window framing profiles as well as mullion patterns similar 
to those used at the building in Manhattan had also been employed here. Details that had 
made some visual sense in a ‘postmodern’ design with classicising formal ambitions in 
1986 had been carried over into a 1992 design that was, as I understood it, supposed to 
represent a return to the sleek, anti-classical motifs of a recovered constructivism. The 
overall result in Montreal is an oddly ponderous one.

As far as I can tell, the explanation of this puzzling carry-over of a formal motif from the 
1986 design to the 1992 one has to do with the managerial organisation of a corporate 
architectural firm, in which the employees who are responsible for the development of 
design concepts are a different group from those who are responsible for the development 
of construction details for the firm’s projects. One suspects that a corporate decision on the 
part of KPF’s management to shift from 1980s classicism to 1990s neo-constructivism was 
effectively conveyed to the group of employees responsible for overall conceptual design 
for projects, but not to those responsible for façade details. Or to put in it Saussurean 
terms, the langue of KPF (as embodied in the firm’s repertoire of stock construction 

details) was unconsciously carried over from the 1986 classicist project to the 1992 neo-
constructivist one, despite the conscious formal intentions of the employees responsible 
for the overall design concept of the later project. Or again, to employ an intellectual 

Figure 6: KPF’s IBM building, 
Montreal, detail view at ground 
level.

Figure 4: View of the KPF office 
building at Lexington and 57th Street 
in New York City.

Figure 5: View of KPF’s IBM building 
on the Montreal skyline.
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Figure 6: KPF’s IBM building, 
Montreal, detail view at ground 
level.

Figure 4: View of the KPF office 
building at Lexington and 57th Street 
in New York City.

Figure 5: View of KPF’s IBM building 
on the Montreal skyline.
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construction from Erwin Panofsky, we may say that we are observing here a detail of 
architectural meaning that has been betrayed rather than one that is explicitly proposed. In 
my view, we confront here a problematic instance of the contemporary homogenisation 
of representations3 and one can even say that this homogenisation results in a discernable 
devaluation of the architectural language of the project.

An especially controversial example of this sort of homogenisation is one presented by 
Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown and Stephen Izenour in their famous 1972 publication,  
Learning from Las Vegas. In it appeared a disheartening trajectory of slowly dissipating 
formal intensity that stretches from le Corbusier’s la Tourette monastery through to a 
Neiman-Marcus department store in Houston, Texas by Helmuth, Obata and Kassabaum 
(see Figure 7). Here you can see the sequence in its entirety, on a double-page spread 
from the first edition of Learning from Las Vegas. And here are the constituent steps in the 
sequence, beginning with la Tourette of 1959–60, and then moving through Paul Rudolph’s 
Art and Architecture Building for Yale University of 1962–63 (already, in this case, the 
range of complementary employments of concrete textures is reduced from that of la 
Tourette), Ulrich Franzen’s Cornell University Agronomy Building from 1936–68 (here, 
both massing and surface texture can both be seen to be reduced from the original), 
Kallman McKinnell and Knowles Boston City Hall of 1963 (here we can, I think, recognise 
some recuperation of motifs of the original building of le Corbusier, but only at the cost 
of a certain stiffening of its compelling sculptural plasticity), to, finally, the Neiman Marcus 
department store cited above (in which all that is left of the referent is the heavy cornice). 
In the case of this sad sequence, we can say that the gradual decline in the formal intensity 
of the projects illustrated betrays the increasingly limited capacity of their design firms 

3 In his introduction to the theme of the workshop, Modjtaba Sadria cites ‘a certain vertical integration’ of 
architectural offices as one of the possible contributors to the overall homogenisation of representations 
in our field. And I do not doubt that such integration is a typical contributor to it. Ironically enough, 
it would seem that the sheer scale of the KPF operation is such as to have allowed the instance of 
homogenisation I have described above to occur.

Figure 9: View of Caesar’s Palace 
Hotel in Las Vegas (right).

Figure 8: Advertisement for the Taj 
Hotel in Mumbai from the New 
York Times (January 14, 2009).

Figure 7: Double page spread from 
Venturi, Scott-Brown and Izenour’s 
Learning from Las Vegas.
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to emulate the Corbusian parole. And not only that, the perceptible decline in question 
is severe enough to constitute an overall diminution of the very langue of late modern 
architecture itself.

Now I understood at the workshop in Vancouver that this was not exactly the mode of 
homogenisation contemplated by Dr. Sadria in his introductory text. Instead, I took him to 
be alluding to a condition more like the one captured in an image from an advertisement 
that happened to appear in the New York Times, just as I was beginning to formulate 
the argument of this paper (see Figure 8). In regard to the image, let me say that I have 
never been to Mumbai, and thus have no first hand familiarity with the Taj Hotel. But I 
have, of course, been exposed to many images of the main Taj building, on account of 
the numerous news reports of the 2008 attack on it. I had seen textual references to 
the Taj tower in those news reports, but unlike the original building, the tower was not 
represented in the news photos that accompanied reports in the attack and its aftermath. 
It was this advertisement that made me aware for the first time of the existence of 
the tower, and that enabled me to begin to ponder its problematic formal and semantic 
relationship to the original hotel building beside it. 

In this tower, as far as I can tell, we confront a more-or-less typical instance of a pragmatic 
contemporary hotel tower, which has been provided with a representational cladding its 
authors deemed appropriate to its geographic and cultural situation. Let me quickly say 
that while I find its relationship of skin to volume too perfunctory, this example is far from 
being the most problematic condition one I can imagine. Here, for comparative purposes 
we can use an image of the tower of the Caesar’s Palace hotel in Las Vegas, seen past the 
façade of the Bellagio hotel across the street (see Figure 9). If one compares the Caesar’s 
Palace example to the Taj, then one can readily see the effort and expense that has been 
taken by the designers of the Taj tower to contextualise the skin of the pragmatic tower 
mass, in a fashion appropriate to an institution as important – and as iconic – as the 
Mumbai Taj. Nevertheless, for me, the Taj tower hovers in a problematic representational 
limbo. I am able to read its cladding as sufficiently articulate to cause me to grasp its 
intended relationship to its precursor building, but not sufficiently so as to enable me to 
read the cladding as conceptually integral with the tower’s own volumetric mass. 

One need only scrutinize the façade of the original Taj building adjacent, to be able to 
discern a more successful conceptual integration of cladding and massing. I confess that 
sustained examination of the façade of the original building has not enabled me to decode 
the precise iconographic terms of that integration. Indeed, I probably lack the historical 
knowledge to be able to do so. Still, that having been conceded, I am intrigued by this 
building that has only entered my consciousness recently, and by chance. And even 
though I cannot fully decode the relationship of its massing to the detail of its plastic 
expression – for example, what is one to make of those insistent dormer windows that 

so strikingly animate its eave line? – I tend nevertheless to read such a relationship as a 
visually successful one. My tentative interpretive speculation notwithstanding, to my eye, 
the original building demonstrates a happier, and more supply reciprocal relationship of 
skin articulation to massing than its more modern tower partner is able to do. In the 
case of the only partial success of the tower in this matter, it seems to me that we might 
speak – on the plane of theory – of a failure of the parole to engage with the langue deeply 
enough. If I have understood Dr. Sadria’s charge correctly, I would say that this is surely 
an instance of precisely the sort of cultural homogenisation that is to be lamented. 

Perhaps I should confess at this juncture that I was not really surprised to discover that 
such a reciprocal relationship as that of the skin articulation of the original Taj building to 
its massing can exist in architecture, even in forms of architecture that evidently straddle 
distinct cultural contexts. In short, I would hold, as opposed to certain essentialist cultural 
arguments, that not all representations that combine references from different cultures 
are necessarily homogenising ones. Perhaps an even more flamboyant example of imperial 
British appropriation than the original Taj would be the British John Nash’s Royal Pavilion 
at Brighton – from nearly a century earlier than the Mumbai hotel (see Figure 10). At 
Brighton, it seems to me that the formal facility of the designer has been expansive 
enough that his promiscuous appropriation of representational motifs from diverse 
settings does not prevent him from achieving a surprisingly integral tectonic conception. 
It even occurred to me in developing this particular part of my argument that one might 
characterise Nash as a designer possessing an unusually and highly synthetic and inclusive 
visual sensibility. Designers of such temperament as this cannot resist a certain playfulness, 
and perhaps even dare-devil formal experimentation. And even when their experiments 
fail, one can say nonetheless that such experiments still open the door for further possible 
experimentation by others. 

I can go further still, and say that some of my favourite moments in the canon of world 
architecture entail precocious designers deliberately seeking to emulate formal genres 

Figure 10: View of John Nash’s 
Royal Pavilion at Brighton.
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that have been developed by, and are critically associated with others. I show here, as a 
case in point, Pierre Chareau’s and Bernard Bijvoet’s sublime Parisian project of 1930, the 
Maison de verre (see Figure 11). Among the many contemporary admirers of the project 
was le Corbusier himself, and notwithstanding his admiration for it, the pre-eminent 
European architect of the time was evidently discomfited by it, even a little upstaged by 
the formal and technical virtuosity Chareau and Bijvoet had exhibited in it. But whether he 
was discomfited or not, it is a fact that in one of his own projects of the very next year, the 
Maison Clarté in Geneva, Le Corbusier paid his peers the definitive homage of borrowing 
innumerable details from their superb Parisian precedent (see Figure 12). In this case, I 

would argue that Le Corbusier’s design dexterity has enabled him successfully to emulate 
the parole of his precocious colleagues.

Let me now discuss a pair of examples of consciously designed urban fabrics that I find 
relevant to this discussion. I refer to the so-called ‘villes indigènes’ designed and constructed 
during the 1920s and 30s by the French colonial authorities in Casablanca, Morocco (see 
Figure 13). The Habous quarter from the ’20s and the extension of the new medina from 
the ’30s are examples of urban expansion of existing cities that are perhaps among the 
most successful ones I have even seen. One cannot, of course, deny the cultural and 
political complexities of the conscious creation by French architects of housing precincts 
to be inhabited by indigenous Moroccans populations. Nonetheless, as urban fabrics that 
now belong to the long dureé, the Habous quarter and the new medina are much more 
successfully integrated into the city in which they were built, than innumerable examples 
from other cities and later periods. The morphological compatibility of these Moroccan 
neighbourhoods with the urban fabrics to which they abut, seems to have granted them 
an exceptional capacity to integrate over time, urbanistically, sociologically, and formally, 
in ways that their later, orthodox modernist projects have been unable to do. In this case, 
a conscious – and it must be said largely successful – effort was made by the designers 
of the quarters to design for ‘the other’. It would seem that their capacity to bridge a 
socio-cultural gap that the concept of parole is too individual to capture, was a formidable 
one.4 Once again then, even in clearly problematic cultural and political circumstances, a 
thoroughgoing homogenisation seems to have been eluded. 

4 See Jean Louis Cohen and Monique Eleb (2002) Casablanca: Colonial Myths and Architectural Ventures. New 
York: Monacelli Press.

Figure 12: Interior view of le 
Corbusier’s Maison Clarté in 
Geneva.

Figure 11: Interior view of Pierre 
Chareau’s and Bernard Bljvoet’s 
Maison de Verre in Paris.

Figure 13: Laprade drawings of the 
design for a new indigenous town 
from Cohen and Eleb’s Casablanca: 
Colonial Myths and Architectural 
Ventures.
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Now one might ask, even if one is persuaded by my arguments about the specific examples 
I have cited, if it would be possible to explain just how it is that some of them have evidently 
been successful, and others not. And this is, of course, a very large cultural question 
that brings sharply into relief the two questions posed by Dr. Sadria to us, following the 
workshop in Vancouver. I will not be able to offer a definitive explanation of these relative 
successes and failures in this short paper, but let me offer a few suggestive possibilities for 
consideration. If it is true that the conceptualisation of many formal aspects of building 
designs is, as I have claimed, an unconscious one, then it is equally true that the reception 
of those forms by their public is equally so. In Walter Benjamin’s famous statement:

Architecture has always represented the prototype of a work of art the reception 
of which is consummated by a collectivity in a state of distraction.5 

In the first instance, we may say that even before it is apprehended visually, architecture 
is appropriately in a bodily fashion. The sensory-motor movement of our body through 
the spaces of the city or the buildings that comprise it utterly precedes our conscious 
perception of them. Moreover, perception of architectural forms in its turn takes place 
before well before we begin to read them iconographically. It is in light of these aspects of 
the appropriation of architectural forms by their publics that I will offer a few speculations 
on the success or failure of the built examples I have cited above, to elude homogenisation.

In the case of the Los Angeles houses of the Eames and of Pierre Koenig, one can discern 
two distinct design approaches to the referent for both that is Mies’ Farnsworth house. 
The Eames house quotes motifs from Farnsworth, and then goes on to exfoliate them 
in extended chains of signification, semiologically speaking. Indeed, in their oeuvre as a 
whole, one can see this exfoliation extending the palette of modernist design discourse to 
encompass a whole range of vernacular artifacts that were not previously part of it. The 
Koenig house, on the other hand, sticks much closer to Farnsworth’s basic compositional 
strategies of reduction, always eliminating as many ‘extraneous’ motifs from the field of 
perception as possible. And I would argue that an observer does not have to be a culturally 
trained one in order to read these opposed compositional techniques of ‘association’ on 
the one hand, and ‘reduction’ on the other, even if he or she may not be able to identify 
explicitly the iconographical or ideological intentions of the buildings’ designers.

In the case of the office buildings of KPF in New York and Montreal, I detect a 
methodological confusion between the techniques of association and if not reduction, 
then at least radical unification of the mass of the building as a whole. In other words, the 
consciously classicising Manhattan tower employs the well-established formal motifs of 
module, measure, and pattern associated with classicism, and as a result the pictorial effect 

5 Walter Benjamin (1968) ‘The Work of Art in the Era of Mechanical Reproduction’ in Hannah Arendt (ed.), 
Illuminations. Harcourt Brace & World, p. 241.

of its façades is articulate and animated, at least on its own terms. The formal imperatives 
of constructivism, on the other hand, require an assertive welding of the mass of the 
building as a whole into a much smoother and more unified volume. The associative façade 
detail that has been carried over from the New York building to the Montreal one, badly 
erodes this necessary unification of the volume of the bulding, and as a result, its façades 
– especially those near the ground – appear excessively articulated and overwrought. In 
this case then, it seems to me that the form of homogenisation that has occurred has led 
to a somewhat incoherent blandness.

In the case of the Habous quarter and the new medina in Casablanca, the frame of 
reference of my commentary necessarily shifts from the scale of the individual building to 
that of the urban quarter. And here we can readily read certain features that distinguish 
both of these French colonial projects from the orthodox modernist examples of 
urban renewal and extension that so problematically succeeded them after the end of 
the Second World War. First of all, the Casablanca projects carry over from their local 
vernacular the courtyard housing type, together with its shared party walls and low-rise 
urban form. Unlike their post-war successors, the Casablanca projects are not conceived 
as discrete formal objects in space, and they are not multi-storey. Indeed, they shape 
the public spaces of the neighbourhood they comprise in a very positive way. Then too, 
these projects also eschew the desire to separate themselves off from the existing urban 

Figure 14: View of house built by 
Luis Barragan in the 1920s.
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Figure 14: View of house built by 
Luis Barragan in the 1920s.
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influential tenets of international modernism, and the result of this was a whole series 
of projects from that decade in which he demonstrated a new dimension of his design 
virtuosity. I show here a typical example from that period (see Figure 15). Then, later 
still, Barragan’s deployment of the formal language of modernism gradually evolved again,  
into the minimalist, somewhat mystical vocabulary for which he is now most renowned. 
In one remarkable instance of work from this later period – one we can surely call his 
‘mature’ one – he built a home and studio for himself, a project that is another in the 
canon of my own world favourites (see Figure 16). Here, we can see that Barragan has 
successfully distilled the spare essence of the vocabulary of modernism, and yet has 
managed at the same time, to evoke the powerful artisanal traditions of the country in 
which he practiced his whole life. It seems to me that in his home, we contemplate a 
hybrid masterpiece that is able to hold in brilliant equilibrium, a whole series of complex 
references to architectures and to cultural histories that show Barragan’s conceptual, 
representational capacities triumphant. Sculptural forms that are at one and the same 
time Arabic and cubist, construction details that are both industrialised and artisanal,  
and an utterly playful interpretation of the age-old architectural theme of the relationship 
of a building’s interior to its exterior.6 

6 In a brilliant text published in the first issue of the recently launched architecture journal Positions, Jorge 
Liernur has argued that the conservative German critics of the architecture of die neue sachlichheit in 

fabric to which they abut, and thus forsake the opportunity to try to symbolise a new 
urban future, as their post-war successors so consistently – and so tragically – have done. 
Instead, they are conceived as integral components of an urban fabric which already exists, 
and in relation to which they stand simply as improved, but still relatively familiar urban 
and social typologies; formally more precocious and considered than their vernacular 
precedents, but still recognisable to their inhabitants, both individually and collectively. 

I would like to conclude my sequence of architectural cases with what is for me an 
especially poignant crossing of genres, this time in the long, productive career of the great 
Mexican architect Luis Barragan. Barragan began his career in the 1920s, and executed 
a large number of residential projects in and around Mexico City which were skillful 
ones within the classical vernacular genre of Hispanic residential architecture of that 
period (see Figure 14). In the early ’30s, Barragan found himself swayed by the increasingly 

Figure 16: Interior view of the studio 
of Barragan’s house for himself.

Figure 15: Barragan building from 
the 1930s.
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To conclude my text as a whole, I return briefly to the two questions that Dr. Sadria posed 
to us after the workshop, in respect to the mechanisms that lead towards homogenisation 
or heterogenisation in the built environment and the lived one. Needless to say, in my 
intense focus on built form, I have leant more to the former than the latter. But I would 
claim that through my employment of a semiological framework to shape my analysis,  
I have posited a workable enough, early mode of reception theory to be able to argue 
that my argument encompasses in significant measure, aspects of the lived environment 
as well. 

What is more, I hope that I have demonstrated that the conceptual, formal, technical and 
social skills of designers can successfully elude homogenisation, despite the power of the 
contemporary social, economic, political, cultural and historical forces that so powerfully 
promote it. I would argue that my varied examples from Los Angeles, Paris, Geneva and 
Mexico City all demonstrate this, and that my more problematic instances from Montreal 
and Mumbai demonstrate what happens when the skills of the designers in question are 
insufficient to meet the challenges of those forces. Let us reflect for a moment on the 
example of contemporary Dubai, cited by Dr. Sadria as an example in which it is clear that 
the consequences of those insufficiencies can be culturally catastrophic. It troubles me 
deeply how current commentaries on the new architecture of Dubai – even those that are 
critical ones – tend to focus almost entirely on its iconography, and leave unconsidered its 
urban morphologies and building typologies. As a result, in most of these commentaries, 
its utter lack of urbanity escapes unscathed. As anyone who has spent time there knows 
all too well, the quotidian experience of the public space of the new Dubai is degraded in 
the extreme. Its streetscapes lack intimacy or amenity; its high-rise towers lack any urbane 
relationship one to the next, and its putative public realm is utterly void of any but the 
most acutely stressed modes of social heterogeneity. All that is usually commented on is 
the ensemble of its innumerable towers, viewable as pictorially engaging only as a skyline 
from afar. Yet those towers, by and large, are utterly repellent in bodily or social terms, 
up close. 

The new Dubai is surely a world cultural tragedy. Yet the irony is that even in this part of 
the world, all one has to do to rediscover true urbanity is to retreat to old Dubai – the 
area known as Deira – on the east side of the creek, where a modest, but nonetheless 
vibrant social, economic, political, cultural and historical urban fabric continues to exist. 
There one finds streets bustling with multifarious life, a dense, relatively low-rise pattern 
of built form appropriate to the local climate, and an intense series of souqs, some of  

the 1920s and ’30s, were not wrong to label the forms of that architecture ‘Arabic’ as their modernist 
opponents have claimed, but only wrong to suppose that to label them as such an epithet was sufficient to 
demonstrate their lack of cultural value. See Jorge Liernur (2008) ‘It’s the Viewpoint, Stupid! Nine Points 
on Positions’, Positions, Netherlands Architecture Institute and University of Minnesota Press, No: 0,  
Fall: 62.

which have even been provided with simple, yet sophisticated forms of climate modification. 
And all this only a few kilometers from Jumeirah and the tragic ‘new’ Dubai. Can we hope 
that the next generation of designers of the new Dubai will possess the formal and the 
political sophistication to learn from the old one?7 

7 Some evidence that this hope is a reasonable one appears in two recent projects, one by the Office of 
Metropolitan Architecture for Dubai, and the other – the Masdar initiative – by Foster & Partners for 
Abu Dhabi. In the first case, yet another artificial island is created, but on it is proposed a multilaterally 
connected urban grid with street-related buildings on blocks – and even a climate modifying system 
of covered pedestrian ways. In the second, even more ambitious case, a contemporary urban mat is 
proposed, which takes its overall design cues from the traditional forms of Arab urban housing, with 
dense, low-rise accommodation, courtyards, covered streets, etc.
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Neither Homogeneity Nor Heterogeneity:  
Modernism’s struggles in the Muslim world

nezar alsayyaD

Looking at architecture and urbanism in the Muslim world today, one cannot ignore the 
revolutionary developments that have occurred in the world in the last decades of the 
20th century. Trends such as the transnationalisation of capital, the internationalisation 
of labor, the steady increase in global trading and communication, and the ensuing 
competition between cities have led individuals, businesses, industries, and governments 
to attempt to position themselves globally.1 It follows that in a globally compressed world, 
constituted of national societies that are becoming increasingly aware of their ethnic and 
racial roots, the conditions for the identification of individual and collective selves become 
very complex.2 It is important to take into account that any theory of globalisation must 
recognise the distinctive cultural and unequal conditions under which the notion of the 
‘global’ was constructed.3 It also becomes difficult to comprehend globalisation without 
recognising the historical specificity of traditional cultures, their colonisation, and their 
later emergence as nation-states. 

At the heart of all of these issues is the question of identity. We see this very clearly in 
no place more than in the vast Muslim World, where the very problematic traditional/
modern dialectic is often invoked. Of course, all societies are constructed in relation 
to one another and produced, represented, and perceived through the ideologies and 
narratives of situated discourse.4 For example, the definition of the ‘Muslim World’ as 
a category is very much dependent on the existence of a ‘Christian West’. Both terms 
are mainly defined in difference, constructed in opposition to the other, produced in a 
variety of postcolonial and anti-colonial discourses, although neither of them constitutes a 

1 See Anthony D. King (ed.) (1991) Culture, Globalization, and the World-System. Basingstoke, U.K.: Macmillan, 
in association with the Department of Art and Art History, SUNY at Binghamton.

2 Roland Robertson (1991) ‘Social Theory, Cultural Relativity, and the Problems of Globality’, in King, 
Culture, Globalization, and the World-System.

3 Many conceptions of globalisation have been developed in the social sciences or are rooted in economic 
theories. This essay mainly draws from the field of cultural studies.

4 Janet Wolff (1991) ‘The Global and the Specific: Reconsidering Conflicting Theories of Culture’, in King, 
Culture, Globalization, and the World-System.
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The colonisation process affected the overall planning model that determined the patterns 
of urban development. This was the era when modernist ideas flowed from the countries 
of the West to the Muslim World. Ironically, in the 1950s and 1960s, when many Muslim 
World countries launched their wars of liberation and independence, the colonists 
resorted to an age-old urban strategy. Hundreds of traditional villages were destroyed in 
order to regroup the population in checkerboard resettlement towns under the banner 
of modernisation. This uprooting operation, as in the case of the Algerian war, was meant 
to break the subversive influence of the rebels, rather than to improve conditions for 
the local population. The colonial era thus resulted in a hybrid urban condition and, 
subsequently, a certain architectural and urban language began to emerge, at least at 
the visual level, that unified the countries of the Muslim World ruled by certain colonial 
empires – British, French, and Italian. 

When the people of the Muslim World started to rebel against this colonial world order, 
they had little conceptual language to employ in their drive to establish sovereignty. 
Often they were forced to use the terms of the existing order, with all its baggage of 
physical realities and ideological constructs, like the nation-state. Groups of people living 
in one region under a colonial power (but of different religions, languages, ethnicities, and 
traditions, as in the case of Iraq and Sudan), sharing little more than a colonial history, had 
to band together to achieve this new, ‘more advanced’ stage of independence. The new 
political and governing bodies highlighted what few commonalities existed, and suppressed 
differences, in pursuit of the larger goal of freedom and independence. A national identity 
based on shorter-term political interest and the ideology of struggle emerged as the driving 
force behind many nationalist movements in the Muslim World. Once independence was 
achieved, the glue that bound together the various groups no longer held. Indeed, the 
long ethnic civil wars in Sudan and the recent American occupation of Iraq have exposed 
these weaknesses in those states. The continuing conflicts between the different ethnic 
groups that formed these countries are testament to the true associations of their native 
populations, where ethnic origin or religious affiliation have been, or have re-emerged as 
the prime definer of their collective identity.6 

Again, the second phase of independence struggles and nationalism did not necessarily 
improve the quality of the built environment in the Muslim World, nor did it resolve the 
conflicts that plagued the traditional settlements of those countries. During the era of 
colonialism, important and irreversible decisions were made that affected the production 
of the built environment. In the Arab Muslim World, for example, new building codes 
requiring setbacks (based on Western norms) forced the traditional courtyard house 
out of existence in much of the Arab World. New construction often took the form of 
banal single-family dwellings that were unsuited for the climate of those countries. Also, in 

6 Nezar AlSayyad (1992) ‘Urbanism and the Dominance Equation’, in Nezar AlSayyad, (ed.), Forms of 
Dominance. London: Avebury.

monolithic preexisting real subject itself.5 Even the Aga Khan Trust, in setting up the Aga 
Khan Award for Architecture, had to come up with its own definition of what constitutes 
the Muslim World for the purposes of the Award.

Periodising Modernity in the Muslim World 

In studying the relationship between the West and the Muslim World and its effect on 
the corresponding identity of people and architecture, three historic phases may be 
discerned: the colonial period, the era of independence and nation-state building, and, the 
most recent phase, globalisation. These phases appear to have been associated with three 
respective urban forms: the hybrid, the modern or pseudo-modern, and the postmodern. 
In this essay, I hope to demonstrate how constructed the notion of the Muslim World 
has been and to show the fluidity of identity under both colonial and global conditions, 
often invoking examples from the Muslim World. But I also want to make explicit that 
this historical periodisation and the attempt to theorise modernity in the entire Muslim 
World will always be an abstract exercise. Generalisation about the diverse countries of 
the Muslim World, a fragile geopolitical entity whose existence as a single cultural unit 
can, and should be always called into question, and may only be justified in the pursuit of 
general cultural knowledge of the region. 

Before the era of colonialism in most of the Muslim World, architecture and urbanism 
largely took the form of traditional communities under pre-industrial and often insular 
conditions. Although some forms of economic exchange occurred between this world and 
that of the developed world, curiosity about the ‘other’ was limited. These vernacular forms 
were shaped primarily by socio-cultural attributes and surrounding natural limitations. 
They also reflected, possibly at the subconscious level, the identity of their inhabitants. 

Around the middle of the 19th century, the world witnessed the rise of modern industrial 
capitalism and the emergence of organised political dominance, represented by colonialism. 
The paradigm shift from the traditional to the colonial created a relationship of unequal 
cultural and socioeconomic exchange. And, if one analyses the issues of identity in the 
Muslim World, one must take this fact into account and understand the processes by 
which identity was violated, ignored, distorted, or stereotyped throughout history. For 
once the ‘backwardness’ of this traditional Muslim World population was established (at 
least in the minds of the great mass of citizens in the colonial motherland), reform was 
legitimatised. This series of events did not necessarily have an effect on the physical fabric 
of cities; everywhere the colonists went, they introduced their own brand of settlements. 

5 See Stuart Hall (1991) ‘Old and New Identities, Old and New Ethnicities’, in King, Culture, Globalization, and 
the World-System.
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5 See Stuart Hall (1991) ‘Old and New Identities, Old and New Ethnicities’, in King, Culture, Globalization, and 
the World-System.



9190

most nations in the Muslim World after the two World Wars were expected to be 
homogenous entities with a common culture. But the reality was otherwise, as these 
nation-states were mainly put together by international deals that displayed little interest 
in the will of the people who inhabited these lands. Iraq, Lebanon and Afghanistan are 
among the clear examples. 

National identity as perceived by a government is inherently tied to the image it wishes 
to project in the international arena. Many governments of Muslim Countries resorted 
to using local and foreign architects to help them create such a new national style. While 
many of these post-independence projects continued the modernist schema, some others 
totally retreated to older traditional forms, and sometimes to newly invented ones that 
claimed to be based on specific historical periods. The work of Ramzy Omar and Ali 
Nassar in Egypt was an extension of the modernist schema, but with a lot of attention 
to issues of climate and abstract symbolism. These two architects helped build a large 
number of structures for the newly constituted public sector in Egypt, which included 
hotels, schools, clubs, and even structures for Egypt’s single party at the time, the Arab 
Socialist Union, representing the attempt to devise a modern architecture for Egypt that 
was based on universal principles but adapted for the Egyptian context. Anyone who lived 
in Egypt in the 1960s easily recognises these buildings today, which are often referred to 
as the Socialist Architecture of Egypt. I am not only talking about these public buildings, 
but also about the vast numbers of five-storey public housing walk-ups discussed earlier. 

There were a few who had earlier rejected the Western styles altogether, and here 
architect Hassan Fathy stands out as the lone ranger. His village of New Gourna, near 
Luxor, Egypt, provides an interesting story of grudging critical acclaim. New Gourna was 
planned in the 1950s as the new home for residents of an old settlement that existed among 
the archaeological sites of the ancient Theban necropolis, whom the Egyptian government 
wanted to evict from their houses. Fathy designed the village using elaborate mud-brick 
structures that he imagined represented indigenous traditions. However, in his search for 
the ideal vernacular form, he turned to the geometries and proportions of Islamic styles, 
particularly Mamluk, which had flourished in medieval Cairo several centuries earlier. 
Among other things, this resulted in the use of unfamiliar forms (domes and vaults) for the 
project, which the local people associated with the tombs and shrines of the dead. New 
Gourna was an elegant depiction of an idea, but when the villagers who were meant to live 
there refused to move in, the attempt to create a new community with no real economic 
or social justification was revealed as a costly mistake. And in the end it became all too 
clear that Fathy’s true concern was with his standing among his Western architectural 
peers, not his struggling Egyptian colleagues. Nevertheless, on account of the publicity 
of his effort to adapt indigenous architectural forms to create a national style, and after 

such societies, where privacy was cherished, major adaptations of these new forms were 
required. In some countries, entire efficient systems of construction were abandoned 
because they did not suit the modern era. The urban system fell grossly out of balance, 
and the urban environment of many Muslim Countries became pseudo-modernised.7 

An obsession with modernity accompanied the early years of nationalism and independence 
and preoccupied most governments in the Muslim World, including the most conservative 
ones. As a result the Western, particularly European, pattern of urban development 
continued to serve as the main frame of reference, especially for the urban middle 
classes who stepped in after independence to run the various bureaucracies of these new 
nation-states. During this period, after World War II, the construction of public housing 
was pursued in many parts of the world both as an instrument of rebuilding and as a 
mechanism to achieve social justice. Despite the failures of many public housing projects in 
the West, the international influence of modernism was strong enough to assure that this 
public housing model would be often copied in the Muslim World without questioning its 
stability. Here, as with other developing nations, Muslim World governments in rich and 
poor states alike often used public-housing projects as an instrument of nation-building 
in an attempt to gain the allegiance of the new citizenry. In Egypt, for example, under the 
nationalist-socialist regime of Gamal Abdel Nasser, thousands of public housing blocks 
were built across the country. Suffering under the usual problems of such development 
– lack of maintenance, empty and unused spaces, the need to accommodate expanding 
families – many residents took matters into their own hands and took over these projects 
by reappropriating them in novel ways. Some built additions into public spaces, others 
took over ground floors to use as private vegetable gardens, and, in some cases, the 
project’s community collaborated in erecting small neighborhood mosques to camouflage 
their interventions, which revealed a new tendency to resort to the power of religion to 
achieve their goals. Both ethnicity (e.g., Kurdish, Berber, Nubian) and religion (in this case, 
Islam) were becoming the preeminent forms of community identification in much of the 
Muslim World. 

We may consider globalisation as the third phase in the relationship between the Muslim 
World and the West, particularly at a time when the search for and the reconstruction 
of identity has become paramount. Once independence was achieved and the dust from 
the struggle had settled, the problems of national and community harmony began to 
surface. Where these issues were resolved, religious and political fundamentalisms began 
to flourish. To understand the impact of these forces on urbanism, closer attention must 
be paid to the difficulties associated with defining national identity. The primary elements 
of nation identity – race, language, religion, history, territory and tradition – have always 
been essential but unequal components in its formation. The political units that formed 

7 Nezar AlSayyad (1995) ‘From Vernacularism to Globalism: The Temporal Reality of Traditional 
Settlements’, Traditional Dwellings and Settlements Review 7, no. 1, pp. 13–24.
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demographic change has often been the cause of social conflict as these local subcultures, 
often Muslim, have resorted to ethnic, racial, or religious allegiances to keep from being 
swallowed up by the majority culture.10

The current attempts at multiculturalism in Europe, and the struggles, often failed, of 
many European governments to cope with their minority Muslim populations, usually 
from Muslim countries, may be a good example of a strategy to embrace difference as 
a fundamental constituent of national identity. It is ironic that as the national identity of 
the former European colonisers is being discussed and reassessed, often in an attempt 
to become more inclusive, the national identity of the formerly colonised nations of the 
Muslim World is moving in the opposite direction, and is often becoming more exclusive 
and more directly linked to national origin or religious association. Indeed, the 20th century 
has witnessed the return of states where belonging to a particular religious or ethnic 
group is a prerequisite for the enjoyment of full citizenship rights or status.11 Here, Israel 
and Iran may be good examples of this point.

We must remember, however, that national identity is always undergoing a process of 
transformation and flux. While the contradictory forces of globalisation may be playing 
havoc with traditional loyalties and values and challenging older ideologies and practices, a 
single ‘world culture’ inclusive of Muslim Worldern traditions remains a distant prospect. 
Thus, as Benjamin Barber points out in his appropriately titled book, Jihad vs. McWorld, 
Muslim Worldern and Islamic nations want the veil, but they also want the World Wide 
Web and Coca Cola.12 

Timothy Mitchell, on the other hand, argued that Jihad is not antithetical to the development 
of McWorld, and that McWorld is really McJihad, a necessary combination of a variety 
of social logics and economic forces, often driven by and benefiting from the advances in 
communication technology that led to the emergence, particularly in the Muslim World, 
of the current Jihadist movements, like Al-Qaida.13 Here, some Muslim countries evolve 
their own local appropriations of many Western practices without ever embracing their 
logic. Similarly, for its part, the West continues to be interested in consuming the cultures 
and environments of Muslim countries because of the exotic differences they offer, but 
without accepting their underlying premise. A good example here may be the fascination 
or the fixation that some Western countries have with monuments in the Islamic World 
and their emergence as financial patrons for monument preservation as part of what they 

10 Nezar AlSayyad and Manuel Castells (eds.) (2002) Muslim Europe or Euro-Islam. Lanham, Md.: Lexington 
Books.

11 Nezar AlSayyad (1992) ‘Urbanism and the Dominance Equation’, in Nezar AlSayyad, (ed.) Forms of 
Dominance. London: Avebury.

12 See Benjamin Barber (1995) Jihad vs. McWorld. New York: Ballantine Books.
13 Timothy Mitchell (2002) ‘McJihad: Islam in the U.S. Global Order’, Social Text Vol. 20, no. 4, Winter: 1–18.

winning the distinguished Aga Khan Award for Architecture, Fathy became something of 
a guru among Muslim World architects.8 

Today, examples of Fathy-like architecture are widespread in the Egyptian landscape, 
often giving the mistaken impression that this is what vernacular architecture in Egypt has 
always looked like. What Fathy had inadvertently done was to resuscitate an old tradition, 
or to simply invent a new one based on an imagined continuous history and an assumed 
homogenous community, when neither existed. His project is, in fact, an excellent example 
of how architecture can provide some of the best illustrations to Benedict Anderson’s 
brilliant and important thesis about imagined communities.9 Only time will tell whether 
the imagery that Fathy created in Gourna will become a lasting national Egyptian style, 
unlike the short-lived modern style that emerged in Egypt’s socialist period. 

Of course, identity cannot be based on some myth from precolonial times. Many 
‘Muslim Worldern’ nations have resorted to a past in which identity may coalesce as a 
solace against the perceived dominator, often forgetting that respect for the past must 
also include accepting and coming to terms with the architectural and urban legacy of 
colonisation itself. In the 1920s and 1930s, when it was a monarchy, Egypt often resorted 
to its Pharaonic past to establish the symbols of its new nationhood. But its architects 
and planners, like Fathy, often borrowed more from its Islamic heritage as well. Other 
architects simply invoked both traditions without resolving any possible contradictions, 
and that resulted in interesting hybrid forms that some may consider uniquely Egyptian but 
still modernist. The work of Ali Labib Gabr is a good example of this creative but small 
group of practitioners from the 1940s. 

Globalisation, Identity, and the ‘Other’ in the Muslim World 

The problem of national identity is of course complicated by the extensive economic 
exchanges that characterise the world today. Not only do Muslim nations have to mediate 
between pre-colonial and colonial legacies, between the traditional and the modern, but 
they must also deal with the effects of globalisation and the New World Order. 

‘Globalisation’ here refers to the process by which the world is becoming a single economic 
entity, characterised by information exchange, interconnected modes of production, 
and flows of labor and capital within a predominately capitalist world system. Indeed, 
the considerable migration from the former colonies in the Muslim World and North 
Africa to the lands of their former colonisers in Europe and the infiltration of these 
ethnic subcultures into mainstream European societies cannot be dismissed. In fact, this 

8 Ibid.
9 Benedict Anderson (1983) Imagined Communities, London: Verso.
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The second lesson involves the connection between this world culture and the nature 
and form of space and place as this culture is increasingly placeless. Indeed, it is a culture 
created through the rapid interconnectedness of local, national, and foreign communities, 
through flows of information whose logic is largely uncontrolled by any specific local 
society but whose impacts shape the lives of all these local societies.16 Nowhere can this 
be better observed than in the Muslim World. Here, the impact on architecture and 
urbanism is that cultural experience, even in the supposedly traditional Muslim World 
which is sometimes notorious for its resistance to change, will likely become less place-
rooted and more information-based. 

The case of the Muslim World may in fact convince us that the so-called ‘universal 
modernism,’ if one can talk about such a thing, is only or mainly a European phenomenon. 
The permanently hybrid nature of architecture and urbanism in the Muslim World makes 
it impossible to accept this ‘universal’ notion. Hence, the rising tide of placelessness will 
not likely generate a uniform global response, since the underlying cultural diversity will 
find new and yet to be known means to manifest itself. Placelessness will not eventually 
undermine cultural diversity, but it will require different practices for the construction of 
the multiple and increasingly complex identities of the people of the Muslim World. 

Finally, and despite the world’s preoccupation with globalisation, the history of the world 
demonstrates a movement toward cultural differentiation and not homogenisation, in which 
each individual belongs to many cultures and people have multiple cultural identities. In 
this sense, identity is always under construction and in constant evolution. For if hybridity 
is accepted as an inherent constituent of national identity, then the ensuing urbanism must 
be accepted as only a reflection of a specific transitional stage in the life of any society.17 

Indeed, globalisation has made the issues of identity and representation in urbanism very 
cumbersome and has cast doubt on urbanism’s ability to fully represent the peoples, 
nations, and cultures within which it exists. But since culture has become increasingly 
placeless, urbanism will likely become one of the few remaining arenas where one may 
observe how local cultures mediate global domination. Again, here the countries of the 
Muslim World will be prime sites for such observations. But as the nations of this globalising 
Muslim World become more conscious of their religious convictions and ethnic roots, 
they are likely to seek forms and norms that represent these sub-identities, even if these 
send confused messages to a global audience that will ultimately deal with them through 
the spaces of flows. 

16 Manuel Castells (1992) ‘The World Has Changed: Can Planning Change?’ Landscape and Urban Planning, 
Vol. 22, no. 1, pp. 73– 78.

17 Nezar AlSayyad (ed.) (2001) Hybrid Urbanism. New York: Prager.

define as ‘universal’ heritage, even when the natives of those Muslim countries do not 
recognise or accept the historic value of such structures. The dynamiting of the Buddha 
Statues in Bamian, Afghanistan, under the Taliban regime is a case in point. 

I have argued elsewhere that most people usually exhibit two conflicting sentiments 
toward tradition, culture, and the past. The first is to resort to culture and tradition 
out of fear of change – change that in and of itself may be inevitable. But protectionism 
against the unknown or the unfamiliar can, and often does, turn into fundamentalism. 
Some may simplistically argue that this position offers an explanation for the attitudes of 
some Muslim nations and their people toward the West, but I believe that the matter is 
more complex than that and requires a more global perspective. 

The second sentiment, characterised by interest in the culture of the mysterious ‘other,’ 
an idea that generated the initial interest of European orientalists in the Muslim World, 
emerges from a totally different feeling, that is, the desire to have the choice to merge 
with the ‘other’ and share in a wider or a different collective consciousness. Indeed, we 
see this sentiment clearly represented among groups of Muslims living in the West who 
have become thoroughly westernised and are no longer interested in or comfortable with 
their Muslim heritage, as well as among groups of Europeans. 

The tremendous movement of citizens across borders and the rise of protected ethnic 
minorities demonstrate that the two sentiments, both legitimate, are not necessarily 
contradictory. In fact, they may indeed occur simultaneously, or, alternatively, based on 
time and place.14 I would argue that the interplay between these two sentiments shapes 
much of the attitudes of many Muslims in Western countries and may be a better way to 
shape the debate than the homogeneity – heterogeneity dichotomy. For those interested 
in the critical study of architecture and urbanism in the Muslim World in the era of 
globalisation, there are some lessons to be learned.15 First, one may argue that even as 
the many different nations converge into a ‘world culture,’ it is a culture marked by the 
management of diversity, rather than by the replication of uniformity. Indeed homogeneity 
of images conceals a heterogeneity of experience and reality. This so-called ‘world culture’, 
an idea made possible during the heyday of modernisation, remains essentially a culture of 
dominant groups, in which the persistent diversity of the constituent local culture – as is 
the case with many Muslim countries – is often a product of globalisation itself. 

14 Nezar AlSayyad (1996) ‘Culture, Identity, and Urbanism in a Changing World’, in Michael A. Cohen et al. 
(eds.), Preparing for the Urban Future. Washington, D.C.: Woodrow Wilson Center Press and the Johns 
Hopkins University Press.

15 Many of these lessons are collected in a series of essays by Anthony King, Stuart Hall, Roland Robertson, 
Immanuel Wallenstein, Ulf Hannerz, and Janet Wolff, among others. The essays are from a symposium 
held at the State University of New York, Binghamton, in 1989 (see King, Culture, Globalization, and the 
World-System).
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In the end, while some may argue that there is a world of difference between the ‘true’ 
modernity of a First World city like London or Paris and the ‘apparent’ modernity of Cairo 
or Beirut, much new research has demonstrated that citizens of Muslim World countries 
are articulating a project of active citizenship outside of the traditional institutional arenas. 
It is a unique modernity cognizant of the surrounding global and transnational current.18 

Whether the different nations that constitute the Muslim World will be able to develop 
a new political culture and a spatial articulation beyond the slogans of traditionalism, 
religious revival, and anti-modernity is yet to be seen. The new claims to citizenship that 
have emerged recently may simply be a response to the perceived threat of the rising 
American Empire. This raises for me the most important issue in studying modernity and 
modernism in the Muslim World. 

In his book All That Is Solid Melts into Air, Marshall Berman brilliantly illustrated how the 
modernity of Paris and St. Petersburg in the mid-19th century was a modernity based on 
urban encounters in the newly-opened boulevards, which, in Paris, were often cut from 
the traditional fabric of the medieval city.19 These new public spaces allowed the rich and 
the poor to come together in physical contact in new and unprecedented ways. This 
apparently similar modernity in both of these cities captured very different meanings. 
In Paris, it was a modernity of class encounter grounded in a particular liberal tradition, 
whereas in St. Petersburg, Berman argues, it was a ‘modernity of underdevelopment’, 
bearing the apparent forms of the modern but lacking its processes, and marked more by 
a mix of mimicry and envy. 

The globalising changes that the Muslim World has undergone, particularly in its 
confrontation with the West following the repercussions of 9/11, have opened up new 
experiences of modernity à la Berman. Are today’s exclusive malls of Cairo, Beirut, Dubai, 
and Doha, where the totally veiled mix comfortably with the skimpily dressed, the new 
boulevards of a unique Muslim modernity?20 Will the attempt to reconcile ‘McWorld’ and 
Jihad lead to a new and different modernity? Or will we see a retreat to traditionalism 
without an abandonment of the fundamental premises of modernity, a sort of ‘Medieval 
Modernity’ that deals with the new parameters of survival in an ever-changing and 
globalising world?21 

18 Paul Amar and Diane Singerman (eds.) (2006) Cairo Cosmopolitan. Cairo: American University in Cairo 
Press.

19 Marshall Berman (1988) All That Is Solid Melts into Air. New York: Penguin.
20 Nezar AlSayyad (2006) ‘Whose Cairo?’ in Paul Amar and Diane Singerman (eds.), Cairo Cosmopolitan. 
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CIAM modernism is one of the most enduring, reproduced and recognised standards 
of architecture and planning the world has known. For all the criticism it has endured, 
from every angle and imagination (mine included, see Holston 1989), it remains arguably 
the most coherent paradigm of the architected environment globally. To be sure, there 
are successful competitors. But most derive directly from it in both form and strategy. 
Moreover, its practitioners and sponsors – architects, planners, developers, governments, 
international agencies, local organisations, corporations and so forth – range across the 
entire political spectrum. The global pre-eminence of CIAM’s modernist lexicon may be 
attributed to a number of factors: its formal brilliance in subverting the architectural 
conventions of its opponents, its dominance in architectural education and professional 
organisation, and, perhaps above all, its elective affinity with modernity itself, that is, its 
ability to communicate both the aspirations and the tragedies of being modern – the 
bravado of being able to rewrite history and leap into a radiant future by means of ‘total 
design’ as well as the aloneness of mass life registered in building forms whose outlines 
appear self-contained and detached.

The very success of CIAM suggests a means to address an important question raised in 
this volume of essays: Do CIAM’s globalised standards homogenise the built environment, 
producing look-alike urban landscapes that flatten urban life itself into sameness? A sameness 
without vitality? One might ask the same question of other successful architectures, 
especially those that accompany empire. One might ask it, for example, of the ubiquity 
of the Doric column and entablature, though the destiny of classical architecture as pure 
appliqué gave it an adaptable superficiality inherently unavailable to CIAM’s sculptural 
modelling. Certainly, one of the frequent charges levelled against CIAM modernism is 
homogenisation. By that, I mean the reduction of social, cultural, material and functional 
differences to templates of architectural solution produced through the universalisation 
of a particular conceptualisation of architecture and its conventions of form, space and 
design. My focus in this paper is in part on these conventions. However, my larger concern 
is with a problem of copying, the problem of reiterating and transplanting recognisable 
conventions that is necessarily a component of the propagation of any model, style and 
paradigm, including architecture.
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High and Low Copies

I take as my case one example of such propagation, namely, Brazil’s national investment in 
CIAM modernist architecture. This modernism is on display in all Brazilian cities. Among its 
various renditions, one is internationally renowned for transforming the lexicon of CIAM 
into brilliant Brazilian performances. I refer to the gems of this avant-garde that Brazil’s 
world-famous architects continue to produce – the buildings of the Ministry of Education 
and Culture, Copan, and Brasília to note a few. Although their types and functions vary, 
they are designed by architects – such as Paulo Mendes da Rocha and Oscar Niemeyer 
– who maintain a highly competitive dialogue through them not only with each other but 
also with the ambitions of design professionals globally.

Another performance of this modernism is not well-known outside Brazil. Yet examples 
are found by the thousands in modest residential neighbourhoods throughout the 
country: single-family homes that are owner designed and built, an ‘autoconstruction’ 
(autoconstrução) as Brazilians call it, produced by both the middle and the working 
classes without professional architects. Sometimes labelled ‘popular modernism’, its 
designer/builders are no less concerned with using modernist architecture to narrate, 
to say something about being modern Brazilians. However, their modernist means are 
routinely dismissed by both native and foreign architects, critics and historians as kitsch, 
degenerative, vulgar and worthless imitations precisely because they are vernacular.

One way to bring these two performances into critical relation is to show that while 
they sometimes homogenise, at other times these architectural modernisms create active, 
participatory and diverse publics. The question is, what conditions produce each outcome? 
Surely one condition for evaluation concerns the means and modes of their dissemination. 
Neither ‘high’ nor ‘low’ versions are imposed undesired in Brazil. Rather, both are widely 
demanded and consumed. Studies of Brazilian architecture demonstrate the popularity of 
modernist architecture among all classes of Brazilians. Though most focus exclusively on 
the production of star architects, a few consider autoconstruction among the lower and 
middle classes.1 

*  All illustrations are by the author unless otherwise noted. 

1 For example, James Holston (1991) and Fernando Luiz Lara (2008). There are many historically-oriented 
studies of modernist architecture in Brazil. They may be grouped in terms of the final period of architectural 
production they consider: Goodwin (1943) up to the early 1940s, Mindlin (1956) the mid 1950s (before 
Brasília), Bruand (1981), Ficher and Acayaba (1982) and Lemos (1979) the 1970s, and Arantes et al. (2004) 
and Cavalcanti and Corrêa do Lago (2005) the mid-2000s. On Brazilian modernism in other fields, see 
Wilson Martins (1969). Specifically on Brasília, see Holston (1989) and Holston (2001), Belo Horizonte, 
Lara (2008); and Rio de Janeiro, Czajkowski (2000). Interestingly, I could find no book solely on modern 
architecture in São Paulo. Furthermore, there is very little, if any discussion in the general architectural 
studies I cite above on the density of modern residential and commercial construction in downtown São 
Paulo that I consider in this essay. Perhaps that is because the design of most of this construction is not 
considered ‘star quality’ but only ‘ordinary modern’, and architecture books tend to focus on stars. Thus 

These studies highlight two crucial sources of dissemination: modernism’s propagation 
by the state – that is, its sponsorship in projects built by various local and national 
administrations of government – and its appearance in the media, in ‘coffee table’ magazines, 
television (especially in telenovelas and advertisements), and in trade magazines. These 
sources expose massive numbers of Brazilians to modernist architecture, turning this 
architecture into a widely legible, compelling and innovative paradigm of communication 
about the modern and its prospects for producing new personal, social and national 
identities.

Especially between the 1930s and 1970s, but continuing today, Brazilians of all classes 
embraced the ‘new architecture’ because they saw in it a means to express their 
aspirations to invent new futures that were simultaneously national and personal, the 
destiny of one identified with that of the other. To both the state and its citizens, the 
modernist vocabulary articulated a way of leaping over a backward, rustic, and colonial 
past into a radiant industrial urban future constructed symbolically and concretely with 
the columns, canopies and brises-soleils of modernist architecture. It expressed a direct 
equation: building modern indicates being modern and being modern means innovation. 
Thus President Jucelino Kubitschek justified his support for Lúcio Costa’s modernist 
Master Plan for Brasília in the following terms: ‘Owing to the need to constitute a base 
of radiation of a pioneering system [of development in all areas] that would bring to 
civilization an unrevealed universe, [Brasília] had to be, perforce, a metropolis with 
different characteristics that would ignore the contemporary reality and would be turned, 
with all of its constitutive elements, toward the future’ (1975: 62). This ‘spirit of Brasília’ 
as it was often called – this invocation to break with the past, to dare to imagine a 
different future, to embrace the modern as a field for experiment and risk – was most 
legibly captured in Brazil’s architectural production. However, it was also articulated 
in other important aspects of Brazil’s emerging urbanity, from television and cinema to 
participatory citizenship.

Another way to bring Brazil’s cosmopolitan and popular performances of architectural 
modernisms into critical relation is to suggest that the intense debates about the worth 
of each have the same root issue. It is the judgement that the copy is inferior and that 
copying is inauthentic, if not degenerative. There is a double iteration of this problem 
in Brazilian architectural modernism. On the one hand, the importation of European 
avant-garde modernism to the ‘periphery’ of Brazil is deemed artificial and false because 

there are books on São Paulo’s individual star architects and, in the general studies, some treatment of 
their (star) buildings in the city. However, these are overwhelmingly single structures (often houses) 
presented without discussion or illustration of their urban context. Even the well-known Copan receives 
scant attention and, when it does, it is only as a decontextualised single structure. Is the obsession in 
architectural criticism and education with ‘stardom’ (with individual star architects and buildings) the best 
approach to an architecture for and of cities, most of which will inevitably be ‘ordinary modern’?
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exogenous; on the other, the Brazilian masters of the high modern ‘made in Brazil’ dismiss 
its translation into an ‘unarchitected’ vernacular as mimetic kitsch.

The problem of the foreign copy that produces alienation at the core of Brazilian identity 
is, however, hardly new. At least since the founding of the Republic at the end of 19th 
century, the thesis that Brazilian society results from the dichotomous development of 
‘two Brazils’ – each foreign to the other – is commonly expressed in literature, art, social 
science, and religion, as well as everyday interaction. The one Brazil is coastal, urban, 
capitalist, cosmopolitan, rational, national and modern. The other is backland, feudal, 
mystical, dark and primitive. Most Brazilian authors are located in the former, even those 
who write about the other Brazil. What is curious is not that some despise the backland 
Brazil as degenerate, even though they may describe it as little-known and remote. It is 
more that this Brazil emerges in their reflections as the genuine one, the real and popular 
Brazil, in contrast to the urbane Brazil which is artificial as an European or American 
transplant. The former, unfamiliar and primitive, is nevertheless authentic. The latter, 
modern and urban, is, to use a phrase Roberto Schwarz (1977) made famous, a copy ‘out 
of place’ of European and American ideals of progress, civility, law and aesthetics.

Brazilian architectural modernism doubly suffers this castigation of being out of place. 
Much of the high modern rejoinder to this charge argues that it is, after all, an authentic 
Brazilian production because it uniquely combines European modernism with elements 
of Brazilian baroque. In digesting both, it produces an ‘anthropofagic’ original.2 It seems 
to me, however, that the important point is not to debate whether this or that element 
implies a continuation or reinterpretation of a specific style from the past but to analyse 
the selective uses of the past for present purposes. What the argument about authenticity 
misses is that with or without supposedly baroque curves and decorative ceramic tile, 
the Brazilian renditions of CIAM’s global modernism constitute a copying that is itself 
generative and original. In a fundamental sense, the very purpose of its exemplars (think 
of Brasília) is to capture the spirit of the modern by means of its likeness. Its supposedly 
baroque elements are irrelevant to this project. Rather, it is the homeopathic relation to 
the model – brilliantly executed to be sure in many Brazilian cases – that gives the copy 
its transformative power. In other words, its power resides precisely in the display of 
likeness, in a replication of the model in new places. Paradoxically, it is this replication of 

2 It is widely heard in Brazil that Niemeyer’s architecture has a baroque aspect. Such comments point to 
the curving and ‘lyrical’ lines of his massing and to the iconic quality of some of his forms. The Cathedral 
in Brasília is a good example of the latter, readily recognisable as a ‘crown of thorns’ or ‘two hands in 
prayer’, as many people describe it. I argue that modernist urban planning is antithetical to baroque 
planning in theory and eliminates it in practice. I also show that it produces buildings that are always figural 
and that the dynamism of baroque cities depends on rhetorical principles other than iconicity. That some 
of Niemeyer’s are especially iconic says more about their ability to communicate quickly and effectively as 
‘one-liners’ than about any deeper baroque sensibility.

the same model in different locations that gives it the possibility of signifying a diversity of 
local narratives about being modern.3 

By the same token, the reproductions of autoconstructed popular modernism in Brazil are 
also original copies, creative and productive in their own right. It is far less important that 
popular modernist houses, like their cosmopolitan counterparts, combine modernist and 
non-modernist elements in sometimes contradictory ways – a flat stuccoed entablature 
behind which is hidden a pitched title roof or a modernist façade built on a rusticated 
stone base and enclosing a colonial plan. What is significant is that the appropriations 
and recombinations of this popular modernism succeeded in creating a massively legible 
narrative about being modern in Brazil, and therefore a diverse public to digest it through 
the invention of contemporary life written, commented on, and read in architecture. 
To dismiss these houses as low quality, reject them as sources of aesthetic innovation, 
and ridicule them as kitsch, as Brazil’s own high modernist architects have done, is to 
miss something fundamental about architecture itself as a record of human aspiration and 
achievement.

Replication establishes the possibility of diverse publics who can speak the same language. 
But its realisation – that is, the transformation of the copy into a generative transplant 
with a life of its own – depends on local conditions of production. In what follows, I 
contrast two decisive conditions of producing CIAM modernist architecture in Brazil, that 
of master planning and total design and what I describe as urban layering and contingency.

Modernist Master Planning and Total Design

My argument is that when modernist architecture is produced as a totally designed urban 
environment using modernist conventions of design and planning, the result tends to 
flatten both building and space into repetitious sameness, draining their vitality and interest. 
In contrast, when modernist architecture is produced in conditions of urban density 
sufficient to generate a layering of different kinds, lexicons, and uses of forms and spaces, 
the result animates both building and space, independent of the aesthetic coordination of 
the whole or the aesthetic merit of individual elements. To illustrate, I contrast several 
examples by Oscar Niemeyer. First, I discuss the spatial logic of modernist totalisation 
in planning and design, using the examples of a whole cityscape (Figure 1: Brasília) and a 
single building that assumes such a whole (Figure 2: the Memorial of Latin America in São 
Paulo). I then discuss the dense urban layering of a single building, Copan, in downtown 
São Paulo (Figures 3–10).

3 For a study of the politics and aesthetics of autoconstruction, see Holston (1991).
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3 For a study of the politics and aesthetics of autoconstruction, see Holston (1991).
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As I have elsewhere developed an extensive critical analysis of modernist total design 
and master planning (see Holston 1989), assessing both its formal and social assumptions, 
methods and consequences, I only summarise some essential points here. CIAM’s principal 
paradigm of urban planning is to impose upon the existing city (or to lay out from scratch) 
a totality of new conditions that organises the entire cityscape in terms of the coherence 
of its spatial and functional logic. Thus its strategy for city making is totalisation. I have in 
mind not only entire cityscapes like Brasília, Dubai, Houston (or central Dallas, Detroit, 
Saint Louis and so forth), Eastern European ‘new cities’ and U.S. suburban developments. I 
also refer to fragments of the total vision that assume the modernist whole in relation to 
their site and surroundings regardless of function, from a business sector like Berrini to a 
single building like the Memorial of Latin America, both in São Paulo.

In its standard expression, the functional logic of modernist total planning insists on a 
separation of the urban ‘functions’ into zones of residence, commerce, work, traffic, 
recreation and administration, with entire sectors of the city devoted uniformly to one 

Figure 2: Memorial of Latin 
America, site plan, 2009.

Figure 1: Brasília, view (back to 
front): Lake, Esplanade of the 
Ministries, Cultural Sectors (with 
Cathedral), Public Service and State 
Enterprise Sectors, Residential 
Sectors, and Banking Sectors, 1981.

zone. Nevertheless, in state-sponsored examples such as Brasília, an additional kind of 
homogenisation often occurs. On the one hand, the modern master plan displaces institutions 
traditionally centred in a private sphere of social life to a new state-sponsored public 
sphere of residence and work. On the other, its architecture renders illegible what used 
to be (in non- or pre-modernist contexts) taken-for-granted representational distinctions 
between these institutions. Its strategy of total design is thus a double defamiliarisation. As 
a result, for example, the functions of work and residence in Brasília lose their traditional 
separation when the latter is assigned on the basis of work affiliation, as it was generally 
until 1965 and still is in some sectors. Hence, Bank of Brazil employees reside in one 
superquadra, those of the Air Force Ministry in another, those of Congress in yet another, 
and so forth. In addition, these functions become architecturally indistinguishable as the 
buildings of work and residence receive similar massing and fenestration and thereby 
lose their traditional symbolic differentiation. The newer residential superblocks in 
Brasília address the estrangement this erosion of differences caused among inhabitants 
by significantly increasing the amount of solid exterior wall in relation to window and by 
emphasising balconies for each apartment to distinguish buildings of residence from those 
of work.4 

4 The original intended defamiliarisations were brutally effective. Most people who move to Brasília 
experience them with trauma. In fact, the first generation of inhabitants coined a special expression for 
this shock of total design, brasilite or ‘Brasília-itis’. As one resident told me, ‘Everything in Brasília was 
different. It was a shock, an illusion, because you didn’t understand where people lived, or shopped, or 
worked or socialized.’ Another said, ‘even the tombstones are standardised.’ Another common instance 
of disorientation is the sense of exposure residents experience inside the transparent glass façades of 
their modernist apartment buildings. With considerable irony, residents nicknamed their transparent 
glass boxes ‘the candango’s television set’ – meaning that a poor man (the candango, Brasília’s pioneering 
construction worker) could find nightly entertainment by standing in front of an apartment block to watch 
the interior drama of middle-class life revealed on the big screen of the illuminated façade. In response to 
this perceived assault on their privacy, which some link to the moralising gaze of a new state-sponsored 
public sphere, residents resist by putting up every kind of visual barrier – curtains, blinds, potted plants, 
even birdcages. It is as a response to this problem of exposure that the newer non-transparent façades of 
increased wall solids and recessed balconies became prominent.

Figure 3: Copan, view of urban 
context from the terrace of Edifício 
Itália, 2009.
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It is in the application of its spatial logic, however, that modernism achieves an unrelenting 
totalisation of urban life that, once installed, can only be changed by breaching the model 
itself. The development of this logic derives from CIAM modernism’s elimination of the 
corridor street (the street edged with continuous building façades) as its prerequisite for 
modern urban organisation – a plan of attack Le Corbusier announced as ‘the death of the 
street’ in 1929. In its critique of the cities and society of European capitalism, CIAM vilified 
the street as a place of disease and criminality and as a structure of private property 
that impedes modern development. Above all, modernist architecture attacked the street 
because it constitutes an architectural organisation of the public and private domains of 
social life that modernist architecture sought to overturn. 

This organisation is constituted in terms of a contrast between the street system of 
public spaces (voids) and the residential system of private buildings (solids). In the kind 
of pre-industrial urbanism that modernism attacks, streets and squares are framed by 
façades built edge-to-edge and perceived as having the shape these frames make. Thus, 
streets and squares are spaces that have form, usually perceived as figures of rectangular 

Figure 4: Copan, view of entrance 
‘hub’ on Av. Ipiranga, 2009

Figure 5: Copan, site plan, 2009.

volume. This figural perception creates the impression that the continuous building façades 
are the interior walls of outdoor rooms, the public rooms of the city. The street-walls 
are, accordingly, ornamented, and the street-rooms furnished with benches, sculpture, 
fountains and other amenities to nurture the social interactions that take place in them. 
The corridor street-system of spaces is thus the architectural context of the outdoor 
public life of pre-industrial cities.

The spatial principle of this urbanism is not only that streets and squares are figural voids 
in contrast to the ground of the solids around them. Just as fundamentally, it is also that 
these voids and solids are reversibly both figure and ground. Although space is consistently 
figural and building ground, these relations are easily reversed to signify public monuments 
and civic institutions. Think of churches and city halls gesturing to their publics as buildings 
broken away from the anonymous ribbon of street façades, given sculptural massing and 
set into urban squares that become ground to their figural volumes. This reversal of 
figure and ground is the key rhetorical principle of the architectural organisation of the 
preindustrial city, articulating its social values through processions of ambivalent solids 
and voids.

By eliminating the corridor street, modernism ruptures this system of architectural 
signification. Whereas pre-industrial baroque cities (such as Ouro Preto in Brazil) provide 
an order of public and private by juxtaposing architectural conventions of repetition 
(ground) and exception (figure), the modernist city (such as Brasília) is conceived as 
the antithesis both of this mode of representation and of its represented sociopolitical 
order. In the modernist city, vast areas of continuous space without exception form the 
perceptual ground against which the solids of buildings emerge as sculptural figures. There 
is no relief from this absolute division of architectural labour: space is always treated as 
continuous and never as figural; buildings always as sculptural and never as background. 
The consequences of this total inversion are profound. By asserting the primacy of open 

Figure 6: Copan, view of western 
elevation and urban layering, 2009..
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space, volumetric clarity, pure form and geometric abstraction, modernism not only 
initiates a new vocabulary of form. More radically, it inverts the entire mode of perceiving 
architecture, turning it inside out – as if the figural solids of the modernist city have 
been produced in the mould of the figural voids of pre-industrial urbanism. Furthermore,  
the modernist city negates the reversals of the traditional code by insisting on the 
immutability of the terms: by establishing the absolute supremacy of continuous nonfigural 
void, it transforms the ambivalence of pre-industrial planning into a monolithic spatial 
order. Reversals are now impossible. Modernism has imposed a total and totalising new  
urban order.

While this order is obvious at the scale of an entire city built de novo, like Brasília, the 
destructive nature of its antagonism to the old urbanism is most palpable when the 
two collide in single building projects. This is because one of the distinctive features of 
modernist planning is that it refuses any dialogue (other than rejection) with existing 

Figure 7: Copan, view along Av. 
Ipiranga, 2009.

urban conditions. Its unrelenting decontextualisation is evident, for example, in the march 
of Le Corbusier’s Cartesian Towers across the old Paris in his Plan Voisin (1925) or 
in Hilberseimer’s proposed levelling of central Berlin (1927) to clear the ground for an 
overlay of gigantic superblocks. Niemeyer’s Memorial of Latin America inaugurated in 
central São Paulo in 1989 is a contemporary example, though not quite as dramatic, of 
the insertion of a modernist project into the fabric of an existing city. It is an ensemble of 
freestanding objects – including nine pavilions – set on two enormous expanses of grey 
concrete (more than 84,000 square meters in total). A wide pre-existing street separates 
the two parts, which are connected by a pedestrian bridge overhead. The site is a difficult 
one, bounded on one side by a major thoroughfare and on another by train tracks. Yet, 
rather than engage the dense residential and commercial streets of the neighbourhood 
of Barra Funda that converge on the other sides, its site planning is resolutely detached 
and self-referential. It makes no accommodation to these streets, no recognition of the 
neighbourhood, no effort to bring the city to it. Its planning logic of figural objects set 
in open space is not, however, that of ‘pavilions-in-the-park’ or sculpture garden, as its 
intention is not to be a neighbourhood or city park at all. In fact, there are no areas with 
trees and grass anywhere that invite people to relax.

Rather, its project is to be a ‘memorial’ – a remembrance and celebration – of Latin 
American peoples, cultures, arts, and politics. It is intended as a place where the local 
(Brazilian) encounters the continental (Latin American) in a Civic Square, as the open space 
of the entrance slab is called. Distributed around this space and its other part are various 
buildings, including the Latin American Library, the Tiradentes Events Room (with panels 
depicting Latin American’s colonial history), the Simón Bolivar Auditorium, the Pavilion 
of Creativity (permanent collection of popular arts), and the Annex of Congressionalists 
(for diplomatic and academic activities). As a place to discover, disseminate and integrate 
‘the vision’ of a greater Latin America, ‘its vocation is’, according to official information, 
‘the encounter of crowds, with a capacity for at least 30,000 people.’ As a modernist set 
piece, it thus reproduces the social and spatial assumptions of the entire model of CIAM 
urbanism, rejecting the local urban present in favour of the inspiration of a primordial past 
and the promise of a different future. 

The problem is that there is no encounter of crowds. Except for major staged events 
and occasional tourists, the Civic Square of the Memorial is almost always empty, an 
enormous expensive expanse of (now stained and dirty) concrete devoid of life, an island 
of modernism bereft of the crowds and encounters of urban life in a city teeming with 
them. Just as in the open spaces of Brasília – in its Plaza of the Three Powers or Esplanade 
of the Ministries or the green areas of the Superquadras – the modernist spatial paradigm 
produces no active, informal, daily urban public. To the contrary, its reiterations in Brazilian 
cities doubly deaden their vibrant outdoor public life. 
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On the one hand, when rendered as sculpture, always figure, architecture loses its ability 
to provoke a diversity of appreciations and surprises. It becomes, in effect, an ensemble of 
repetitious ‘one-liners’, fixed in people’s minds – when they think about it at all. Individual 
buildings remain self-contained outlines signifying a single form (a rectangle, cylinder, 
curve) or image (spaceship, crown, sails, waves, bird) that once established hardly changes. 
At the same time, this totalising modernist design transforms space into mere background 
to figural objects. It eliminates the possibility of ambivalent encounters between the two, 
establishing a uniform condition in which space loses the plasticity to become architectural 
form (i.e., figural void) and the vitality to be a container of social life, an outdoor room that 
nurtures social interaction. To the contrary, modernist monolithic space alienates social 
life, driving it into privatised and secured interiors. Under these conditions of production, 
whether applied to an entire city or a single set piece, the propagation of the modernist 
paradigm soon loses its affinity with innovation and experiment. Instead of being original 
and generative, its copies become dead letter.

Layered Modernism

I turn now to a counter-example by the same architect in the same city to show that 
under different urban conditions, modernist architecture can animate building, space and 
public. Two conditions are crucial to this animation: compelling modernist constructions 
to maintain and accommodate a street-system of public spaces in plan and elevation (in 
the case at hand, pre-existing), and producing them in contexts of sufficient density to 
generate a multivalent layering of forms and spaces. In most cases, the first condition 
tends to foster the second.

Not far from the Memorial are the old central neighbourhoods of São Paulo that were 
built up in the 1940s, ’50s, and ’60s with modern residential and office towers: República, 

Figure 8: Copan, side ‘civic square’, 
2009.

Consolação, Vila Buarque, Anhangabau, Sé, among others. One block from the Republic 
Square and two from the famous intersection of the avenues São João and Ipiranga, set on 
a deep lot in the middle of its block that fronts onto Ipiranga, and surrounded on all sides 
by buildings of different shapes, sizes and surfaces that grew up over the same decades, 
is Copan, an enormous curvilinear housing block designed by Niemeyer and completed 
in 1953 (see Figures 3–10). It has 38 floors above ground and two below and a total 
constructed area of 116,000m². Its 32 residential floors are raised by pilotis and walls 
above a four-storey commercial space. They contain 1,160 apartments of various sizes, 
currently housing approximately 5,000 residents. Articulated as layers of brises soleils, 
Copan’s principal western façade undulates along the curve of a small side street (Unai) 
that defines an inner edge of the lot. This curve wraps around its main entrance on Ipiranga 
(Figure 4) and flows away along the other side street (Araujo). At this hub, the curve 
draws the sidewalks of these streets and their pedestrian crowds into the building, to walk 
along open-air, double-height passageways that are lined with 72 shops, restaurants, and 
offices, 20 elevators to the upper floors, and one cinema (today an Evangelical church).

Figure 10: View of Copan and 
neighboring buildings seen from  
a nearby street, 2009.

Figure 9: Copan, play of solids and 
voids seen from side ‘civic square’, 
2009.
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along open-air, double-height passageways that are lined with 72 shops, restaurants, and 
offices, 20 elevators to the upper floors, and one cinema (today an Evangelical church).

Figure 10: View of Copan and 
neighboring buildings seen from  
a nearby street, 2009.

Figure 9: Copan, play of solids and 
voids seen from side ‘civic square’, 
2009.
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Copan supports the dense streetscapes of downtown in three fundamental ways. It does 
so, moreover, not on staged occasions but in everyday urban life. First, it receives the 
pedestrian traffic of neighbourhood streets into its commercial space directly from the 
sidewalks along their entire length (Figure 5). As people walk, they can enter the building 
at almost any point along Araujo, Ipiranga, and Unai. Being porous to these sidewalks 
along its ground floor, it thus maintains and extends the street-system of public space, 
offering pedestrians both continuation and destination. In doing so, it articulates in its own 
body the principal ‘functions’ of city living – work, residence, shopping, entertainment and 
traffic – by means of the public space of streets.

Second, although open to the sidewalks, the building maintains the edges of the streets 
that border it. The body of the building is not set back but built out to the lot lines at 
the sidewalks. Moreover, the façade in elevation does not step away from these sidewalk 
lines but follows them on both sides. Although the curving side street Unai pulls the 
building away from Ipiranga, it becomes parallel to the main street after the curve. Thus 
Copan’s great vertical face follows the line of Ipiranga along this street. As it slips behind 
the considerably lower tower of its neighbour, its massive elevation therefore reinforces 
Ipiranga, forming part of its container wall and maintaining its quality as a figural space (see 
Figures 6, 7, and 4).

Finally, the street level of Copan is a place of intense sociality. Every time I have been there 
– now many times over several decades – the open commercial area has always been 
full of people. Not only do people use the stores and offices, but I also see them having 
conversations in small clusters in the open but still protective spaces of the passageways 
that flow off the street. They stand together in front of a coffee bar having an espresso; 
even more, they chat at one spot or another in meetings of twos and threes, perhaps 
impromptu or perhaps arranged, but obviously with a sense that they can be both public and 
private at the same time. Thus it is not only or even mostly the instrumentality of shopping 
that brings these people into conversation. People meet there because the architected 
spaces foster a public and in that sense civic sensibility about urban conversation. These 
are reliably good spaces for a quick, informal talk. 

Especially compelling about this urban architecture is the way it creates these civic spaces. 
They are not produced by Copan alone. They result from the density of many streets and 
buildings, a co-production. Thus even the exterior space at the side of Copan between 
it and its neighbourhood – in fact an intersection of streets – functions like a small civic 
square (Figure 8). Such a space would no doubt be merely no-man’s land if these building 
had been given typical modernist planning and pulled into their lots away from the 
streets. Instead, where Unai intersects with another small side street (a dead-end one 
called Vila Normanda in Figure 5 but today renamed), the buildings in proximity create 
a small, relatively intimate and quiet outdoor room, supported by a café with chairs on 

the sidewalk on one side, frequented by pedestrians but rarely a car, and populated by 
clusters of people in conversation.

What creates this outdoor public room, this figural void, is the dense layering of modernist 
buildings that engage each other in their own conversations. They are able to do so 
precisely because they remain on and open to the streets, rather than following the typical 
modernist site planning of being detached from the streets. The street logic of this site 
planning ensures a density of construction sufficient to generate an urban montage in which 
solids and voids discourse with each other as figures and ground. To create this dialogue, 
the buildings do not have to be contiguous, as in the older urbanism. In central São Paulo, 
in fact, they are mostly freestanding. However, they are proximate enough to ensure that 
the spaces between them become figural voids in the dynamic tension generated between 
their surfaces, as seen by pedestrians from different perspectives (Figures 7 and 9).

Furthermore, as Figures 7 and 9 illustrate, this density generates a play between figural 
solids and figural voids, as figure and ground shift back and forth between building and 
space. For the pedestrian, this perceptual play is full of surprises. Standing in the ‘civic 
square’ at the side of Copan, I look up to see intriguing shapes and volumes, reversible 
figures and ground (Figure 9). Looking across the city or walking up a neighbourhood 
street (Figures 6 and 10), I perceive Copan sometimes as ground revealing other shapes 
– the round tower of the old Hilton Hotel, for example – and sometimes as an undulating 
figure. This perceptual play produces an interesting and engaging cityscape for people, 
especially pedestrians.

As Figures 3 and 6 show, central São Paulo is a chaos of tall buildings, a city ‘standing up’. 
There is no aesthetic coordination of this extraordinary density, other than the distribution 
of buildings along the street system of traffic (itself intense and chaotic). Rather, the eye 
perceives in any direction a montage of superimpositions, clashing juxtapositions, collages 
of contradictory materials and styles. Many of the individual elements in this montage could 
justifiably be described as aesthetically impoverished, if not ‘ugly’. Yet these judgements 
are simply irrelevant to the excitement of the city’s dense layering: One happenstance 
view along the sidewalk (Figure 10) reveals four modern styles of building clashing against 
each other, a juxtaposition that makes one think (even without especially wanting to, even 
if half unconsciously) about the nature of architecture, about what it means to construct 
and inhabit a city.

In the montage of São Paulo’s cityscape, Copan is one piece, a remarkable one to be sure, 
but one piece of an ensemble in which the ordinary and the ugly also become interesting 
for their participation. Such transformation exemplifies the creativity and exhilaration of 
modern urbanism. However, it is a modernism very different from that of Brasília and 
the Memorial. Its copies and transplants – hundreds of buildings with similar fenestration 
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and massing, specific tokens derived from general types (like Copan itself in relation to 
Le Corbusier’s Unité d’Habitation) – belong to a street-based and multi-layered cityscape 
that creates a participatory public of people and buildings engaging each other. By their 
collective effort, the sum becomes great urban architecture.
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Why is Contemporary Islamic Architecture Risking Banality?

nasser rabbat

Architecture in the Islamic World underwent a series of major shifts in the last two centuries, 
which is, significantly, the period of Western colonial dominance and its aftermath. In fact, 
the definition of an Islamic architecture itself is a European idea that owes its genesis 
to the post-Enlightenment project that aimed to collect, classify, and codify all available 
knowledge about all cultures. That early conception of Islamic architecture was rather 
romantic and essentialist, aside from not having bothered to differentiate between the 
various historical strands of architecture within the Islamic world. It managed, nonetheless, 
to inform most of the architectural production of the 19th and early 20th century in the 
recently colonised Islamic countries as well as the fantastic Oriental follies in Europe. 
But the historically eclectic and heavily ornamental architecture it created lost a lot of its 
appeal by the middle of the 20th century with the waning of direct colonial rule. National 
independence movements brought with them the more vocal and more aggressive 
categories of modernity, nationalism, and, later, socialism to represent the architecture of 
the recently established states. The new framework engendered some grand architectural 
and urban projects, such as commemorative monuments, large governmental complexes, 
and whole new administrative and industrial cities. It also generated extensive debates 
about regionalism and vernacular architecture as authentic illustration of the nation’s spirit, 
which produced idealistic villages, residential suburbs and community centers, in addition 
to villas for the artistically minded nationalist elites. This progressive stage, however, was 
succeeded and somewhat supplanted by the no less passionate discourse on religion as 
framer of identity that sprang forth in the 1980s primarily as a response to the failure of 
the nationalist regimes to fulfill the aspirations of their people. An indirect consequence 
to this ideological twist was that most new architecture built in the Islamic world after 
1980, though still following some international standards of form and function, began to 
pay homage to some notion of ‘Islamic architecture,’ even if sometimes only in the form 
of pastiche. 

This last stage, which we are still going through, runs the risk of completing a conceptual 
cycle of sorts and returning us to where we started, i.e., a narrowly defined, historically 
predetermined, and formally homogenised ‘Islamic architecture’. This possible, though 
probably never intended nor anticipated, outcome finds its causes in various trajectories. 
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