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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 
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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.



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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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 
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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. 

Cairo: American University in Cairo Press, p. 539.
21 Ananya Roy and Nezar AlSayyad (2005) ‘Medieval Modernity: Citizenship in Contemporary Urbanism,’ 

Applied Anthropologist, Vol. 25, no. 2, pp. 147–65.

Generative Copies: Modernist Architecture  
and Urbanism in Brazil

jaMes holston

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.




