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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.
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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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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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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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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.




