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Editor’s Note
I write this note a few months after the tremendous success of the Ninth Conference of
the International Association for the Study of Traditional Environments, held in
Sharjah/Dubai in December 2004.  The conference, which dealt with the theme “Post-
Traditional Environments in a Post-Global World” and was hosted by the American
University of Sharjah, had the intention of sparking debate among scholars of the built
environment on two significant but related issues.  First is the failure of globalization to
deliver on its promises of liberalization, and democratization and the consequent impacts
of this failure on the built environment; second is the severing of the link between tradi-
tion and authenticity, and what this implies for the study of cultural traditions.  The two
terms that emerged from this discourse — “post-traditional” and “post-global” — have
already gained wide acceptance, and many members of iaste have attempted to theorize
them in different ways using different case studies.

Several of the articles included in this issue of TDSR were a product of these
debates.  Indeed, earlier versions of three were presented as papers at the 2004 iaste
Conference, and two of these — by Daniela Peluso and Miguel Alexiades and by Michele
Lamprakos — were also co-recipients of the Jeffrey Cook Best Paper Award in the field of
Traditional Environments.

The issue starts with Peluso and Alexiades’s “Indigenous Urbanization and
Amazonia’s Post-Traditional Environmental Economy,” which examines the making of a
post-traditional environment through various processes among the Ese Eja, an indigenous
Amazonian community living on the border between Peru and Bolivia.  Among other
things, the authors demonstrate how the Ese Eja’s “past” is being selectively reinvented in
response to exacerbated processes of ecotourism and urbanization.  Next, Lamprakos’s
“Rethinking Cultural Heritage: Lessons from Sana’a, Yemen” researches the interplay
between modernity and the conservation discourse, and demonstrates the rise of a unique
approach to the critical reevaluation of heritage in the global “periphery.”  The issue contin-
ues with Eunice Seng’s “Utopia or Euphoria? Six Sites of Resistance in Disneyland and
Singapore.”  Seng proposes a very interesting pairing between spaces that share specific
utopian origins in two different contexts, and she shows how the practices of everyday life
result in different totalizing outcomes.  Ahmed Kanna’s “The State Philosophical in the
Land Without Philosophy” also examines utopian visions — but in the context of the shop-
ping malls and giant development schemes of Dubai, which 2004 conference attendees
had a chance to explore.  By investigating the relationship between literal and spatial dis-
courses, the article demonstrates how politics may be aestheticized in the making of a
nation.  Finally, in our On Practice section, we include Muge Akkar’s “Questioning the
‘Publicness’ of Public Spaces in Postindustrial Cities.”  Using an analysis of access, actor
and interest, Akkar documents the blurring of private and public qualities in the recent
construction of a new central bus terminal in Newcastle Upon Tyne, United Kingdom.

I would like to end by announcing that the iaste board has selected Bangkok,
Thailand, as the site of the 2006 iaste Conference.  The conference will be hosted by
Thammasat University around the general theme “Hyper Tradition.”  A specific call for
papers will go out in the next couple of months.  We hope you will all propose appropri-
ate sessions and submit paper abstracts. 

Nezar AlSayyad
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Indigenous Urbanization and Amazonia’s
Post-Traditional Environmental Economy

D A N I E L A  M .  P E L U S O  and M I G U E L  N .  A L E X I A D E S

This article examines the makings of post-traditional environments through processes of

urban ethnogenesis among the Ese Eja, an indigenous Amazonian group living in the border

areas of Peru and Bolivia.  We argue that the use of “tradition” as social currency by the envi-

ronmental service sector, particularly by a thriving international ecotourism industry, has exac-

erbated processes of urbanization, dislocation, and social and ecological alienation of

indigenous peoples.  We examine how an Ese Eja “past” is selectively reinvented through dis-

course and appropriated by “participatory” projects and development.  This unearthing and

reburial of history is then used to “authenticate” the present and its environmental agenda in

a postglobal world of environmental moral righteousness.

The Ese Eja are a lowland Amazonian group comprising about 1,500 people, living in sev-
eral communities along the rivers Beni, Madre de Dios, Heath and Tambopata, in the
border regions of Pando, Bolivia, and Madre de Dios, Peru (figs.1 ,2 , 3 ) . The Ese Eja lan-
guage belongs to the Tacana language family, itself part of the Macro-Panoan group of
languages of Western Amazonia.  Most Ese Eja plant swidden fields, hunt, fish, and
extract forest resources, both for consumption and commercial trade.  Madre de Dios, the
third largest and least populated department in Peru, is itself home to eighteen different
ethnic groups and seven linguistic families.  The department has also a significant impor-
tance for global conservation.  As a biodiversity “hotspot,” with more than three million
hectares set aside for conservation, it is heavily targeted by external conservation and
community-development funds and projects.1

The popular conception of Amazonia as a place inhabited by forest peoples is outdat-
ed: most people today live in urban and periurban environments.  Throughout the twenti-
eth century, Amazonians have moved between urban and rural areas in response to 
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fluctuations in the international demand for forest products.
However, in recent years the long, inexorable trend toward
urbanization in Amazonia has involved an increasing num-
ber of indigenous peoples.  The Ese Eja of Peru are a case in
point.  Traditionally a highly mobile society, the Ese Eja have
become increasingly sedentary, largely as a result of the
broader social and political changes that have resulted from
the penetration of a market economy into the region.2 The
process of urbanization began during the first half of the
twentieth century following the establishment of a
Dominican mission and numerous small outposts and rural
settlements where forest resources where extracted and agri-
cultural commodities grown under conditions of debt peon-

age.  It was extended and facilitated in the second half of the
twentieth century through the official creation of “native
communities” with titled lands, and through provision of
such state services as schools and health posts.  Throughout
the twentieth century, most Ese Eja embraced — albeit to
varying extents — notions of progress and modernity. This
in turn entailed the need and desire to develop more intense
links with the market, the national society, and, concomitant-
ly, the regional capital of Puerto Maldonado (fig.4 ) . Urban
models of settlement and dwelling have been adopted and
incorporated in Esa Eja communities, while migration and
relocation to the town itself has also increased (fig.5 ) . Key
factors contributing to these forms of urbanization have been

figure 1 . (above left)

Madre de Dios river (Peru).

Photo by M. Alexiades.

figure 2 . (above right)

Heath river.  Photo by M.

Alexiades.

figure 3 . (right)  Ese Eja

communities in Madre de Dios

(Peru) and Beni-Pando

(Bolivia).  Drawing by authors.
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improved communications and increased dependency on
goods and services that are provided in the city, including
secondary education.  Today, most urbanized Ese Eja main-
tain ties with their community of origin, as part of a diversi-
fied subsistence strategy that links them to the forest through
agriculture, extractivism, and more recently, service-related
activities, notably conservation and ecotourism projects.

This contemporary phase of indigenous urbanization
coincides with the emergence of an environmental service
economy in which conservation and development agendas
converge, and which privileges certain forms or representa-
tions of indigenous knowledge, organization and control.  It
further coincides with developments in Ese Eja ethnogenesis
— the construction of a collective social ethnic identity — in
part realized and mediated through their participation in
emergent pan-Amazonian local, national and international
indigenous organizations, particularly since the 1980s.3

While much anthropological work about indigenous

Amazonia has focused on identity in the context of social and
environmental change, scant attention has been paid to
urbanization.  Urbanized indigenous peoples have similarly
been neglected by indigenous organizations and by other
organizations working with rural indigenous communities.

In this article we explore the notion that the environmen-
tal economy, through such interventions as ecotourism, con-
servation, and “sustainable-development” projects, advances
the integration of indigenous peoples into the market economy
and exacerbates the related process of urbanization.  Many of
these interventions either directly discourage or indirectly
undermine many longstanding resource-utilization activities
— including hunting, fishing, certain forms of gathering, and
swidden-fallow agriculture — and hence continue to disengage
people from their land.  In addition, wage labor, physical dis-
placement, secularization, new patterns of consumption, and
the commercialization of culture all further detach the Ese Eja
from the matrix of extended kin and ecological relations that
until recently sustained them.  This process of social and eco-
logical alienation following incorporation into the market is
clearly not novel; indeed, it is one of the historical trademarks
of capitalism.  What is truly novel, and what this article focuses
on, is how processes of market integration and social and eco-
logical alienation now unfold, ironically, under the aegis of
“conservation.”  Moreover, urbanization, physical and social
uprooting, and commoditization simultaneously draw upon
and create an idealized, essentialized, reified and nostalgic
image of its mirror — “wilderness,” “tradition,” locality, and
social and ecological “embeddedness.”

In using the term post-traditional to describe Ese Eja
native communities, we are not suggesting that “traditions”
have disappeared, but rather that their forms, roles and
meanings are fundamentally different from those in the past.
The term post-traditionality is reminiscent of Hobsbawm and
Ranger’s hallmark notion of the “invention of tradition”:
repeated behavior meant to convey a continuity with a suit-
able, sometimes fictitious, distant past.4 Whereas neotradi-
tional communities engage in the manufacture of culture as
tradition, post-traditional communities selectively and
mimetically reproduce parts of the past in order to make the
present appear like the past.5 As Appadurai has noted, these
discourses about the past are governed by “norms.”6 Here,
we argue that the “discourse” about an Ese Eja past, in com-
munities involved in an ecotourism economy, is to a great
extent dictated by the international tourist market (or the
marketing of that market).  This market contributes to “the
social production of memory,” even though, as Hauschild
warned, not all participants have an equal standing.7 As
such, economic interests, through a calculated market-based
system of rewards, play a dominant role in the social produc-
tion of post-traditional visions of the past.

In this article we look at the contemporary and prelimi-
nary phase of urbanization that unfolds within Ese Eja com-
munities.  Specifically, we examine how notions of self and

figure 4 . Puerto Maldonado (Peru).  Photo by M. Alexiades.

figure 5 . Ese Eja community, lower Heath river (Peru).  Photo by M.

Alexiades.
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place — including territory, community, gender relations, rit-
ual, health and language — inform, and are informed by, the
environmental agenda and the tensions and contradictions
that emerge as a consequence.  This in turn problematizes
simple links between identity and place, often resting on
ideas of spatially bounded cultures, “localities,” or territories.

ESE EJA REFERENCE TO PLACE

Notions of self in relation to place are central to how
identity is constructed in indigenous Amazonia. The avail-
able historical records support the Ese Eja notions of their
traditional territory as encompassing three adjacent tribu-
taries of the Madre de Dios and Beni rivers: the Tambopata
(Baawaja), Heath (Sonene), and the headwaters of the Madidi
(Manini).  The headwaters of these rivers all converge in a
fairly small and very rugged area in the eastern Andes, on
the border of Peru and Bolivia, and flow away from each
other to join the Madre de Dios (Na’ai) and Beni (Kuei’ai)
rivers (fig.6,  refer to fig.3 ) . During the twentieth centu-
ry the Ese Eja have gradually migrated in and settled in the
lower reaches of the Tambopata and Heath rivers, as well as
on the Beni and Madre de Dios.  As the Ese Eja moved away
from the headwaters, they have also moved away from each
other, becoming dispersed over a wide area, with some com-
munities as far apart as 400 km.  The descendants of each of
these three groups (Baawaja, Madidi and Sonene) speak
slightly different dialects, and are themselves a mixture of
people from different tributaries, many of which once fought
or traded with each other. In this way, the people who today
identify themselves as Baawajakwiñaji, for example, link
their ancestry to such tributaries of the Tambopata as
Kuishokuei (La Torre) and Nao’o (Malinowski).8 Aside from
these three main groupings, people tend to refer to each
other more specifically according to which community they

live in or were born in.  For example, Ese Eja from
Portachuelo are Madidi’kuiñaji, but they mostly refer to
themselves and are referred to by Ese Eja of other communi-
ties as Kuei’ai’kuiñaji (people from the big river, meaning the
Beni River).  Also, these geographical distinctions may not
always reflect actual geographical location.  For instance, a
group of Sonene’kuiñaji who migrated to Portachuelo more
than thirty years ago still refer to themselves and are referred
to by others as Sonene’kuiñaji.

Ese Eja identity has thus always been fluid and dynamic
in its relationship to place.  The notion of Ese Eja as a collec-
tive entity is also historically conditioned, as is the emerging
notion of a pan-Amazonian indigenous movement and identi-
ty mentioned earlier.  Native communities too, like the notion
of “tribe,” are politico-historical artifacts; specifically, they are
the products of contact with the state and broad political, legal
and economic systems.9 As such, and in terms of their loca-
tion, physical makeup, and internal organization, Ese Eja
communities reflect a history of increasingly intense — yet
consistently ambivalent — relations with the state and mar-
ket, including related processes of migration, dislocation, frag-
mentation, sedentization, dependency on outside goods and
services, and increased internal differentiation.

While historically disposed toward a mobile lifestyle, ele-
ments of Ese Eja social structure, such as kinship, are also
very much rooted in place, notably through residence.  When
Ese Eja marry, the couple tend to dwell with the woman’s
family (uxorilocality).  Households, therefore, usually consist
of a married couple, all of their unmarried sons and daugh-
ters, their married daughters and son-in-laws, as well as
maternal grandparents, grandchildren and adopted children.
By rooting the household and its systems of production in
the continuity of female residential clusters, uxoriloclality
tends to undermine the social and political significance of
patrilineality.  Consequently, and as in much of lowland
South America, residence rather than descent is the key crite-
rion for Ese Eja social organization.10

ECOTOURISM AND PLACE

Ecotourism has been heralded by its defenders as an
effective way of providing economic incentives for the conser-
vation of forests.11 A subset of such ventures directly involves
local dwellers, either by including them in some of the activi-
ties promoted by an ecotourism lodge, hiring them as employ-
ees, or, in some cases, establishing formal partnerships and
working agreements (fig.7 ) . Two of the Ese Eja communities
in Peru have developed formal partnerships with national
tourist operators, in both cases with direct support of interna-
tional environmental organizations and donors.12 Despite dif-
ferences in the details of how the partnerships have been set
up, both Ese Eja lodges are built within the titled lands of the
communities; both seek to directly involve the Ese Eja infigure 6 . Upper reaches of the Heath river. Photo by M. Alexiades.



staffing, and to a lesser extent, running the lodges; and both
are either partly or fully owned by the community in question.13

In one of the lodges, community members have been actively
trained as guides, and have been sent to Lima, the capital of
Peru to study English or specialist managerial skills (fig.8 ) .

As in other areas, ecotourism among the Ese Eja is closely
linked to and dependent on the creation and management of
natural protected areas, in this case the Tambopata National
Reserve and the Bahuaja-Sonene National Park, itself part of
an international conservation strategy seeking to establish a
corridor of protected areas on the eastern flanks of the Andes.14

As with other “indigenous” ecotourism ventures in western
Amazonia, lodges seek to promote distinct ecological and
social attractions in order to lure visitors and compete with
neighboring operations (fig.9 ) . A global biodiversity
“hotspot,” the area is widely known for its “pristine” and acces-
sible environments (forests, lakes, and bird and mammal clay

licks — areas where large number of animals congregate to
feed), and for its extraordinary diversity of flora and fauna.15

The lodges also provide visitors with a “social experience,”
which may include visits to the community or to certain com-
munity projects, walks with indigenous guides, or purchasing
local handicrafts.  The idea of community-operated lodges
helping realize broader social goals — notably conservation
and sustainable development — also forms a distinct element
of the institutional branding of these lodges: for instance, one
of the lodges received Conservational International’s
Ecotourism Excellence Award, among several others.

While the national park and the state provide a guaran-
tee of the ecological authenticity of the area, the partnership
with an indigenous community provides a complementary
degree of ethnic and moral authenticity: the lodges are adver-
tised, for example, as follows: “. . . only four hours by river
from Puerto Maldonado airport, Heath River Wildlife Center
is the gateway to the largest uninhabited and unhunted rain-
forest in the Amazon. . . .  [H]undreds of birds and mammal
species and a lodge 100 percent owned by the Ese’eja
Indians of Sonene make the Heath the best combination of
nature and culture in the entire Amazon.”16

For indigenous peoples to work, and eventually to own
and run ecotourism lodges, they must reorganize their
means of livelihood, often putting subsistence agriculture,
hunting, foraging, and extractive forest activities in the back-
ground.  Wage labor, usually in the form of work as boat dri-
vers, guides, waiters or cleaners, takes them out of their
household and moves them into the space of the lodge,
where they are separated from their families and the social
obligations that normally bind them to their household and
the rest of their community.

For a variety of reasons, including uxorilocality, women
are more tied to place than men.  As a result, women find
themselves doing a double load, taking on the additional jobs
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figure 7 . Tourism agency, Rurrenabaque (Bolivia).  Photo by D. Peluso.

figure 8 . Ese Eja guides and tourists, Tambopata river (Peru).  Photo

by M. Alexiades.

figure 9 . Website with information on the Ese Eja lodge

(http://www.greentracks.com/Tambopata_programs.htm).
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that their husbands and sons left behind to go work for the
lodge.  In turn, they have less control over the wage that is
meant to compensate for such sacrifices.  An Ese Eja woman
spoke about her relationship with her husband who was
administering an Ese Eja lodge at the time:

My husband is not here.  He cannot help me with our six
children.  Yes, he makes money, but he is not here to chop
firewood, carry plantains, and keep the fields or hunt or
fish.  The little ones do fish, and my sisters help me with
meat sometimes, but I have nothing to give them.  My
husband has bought us a gas stove, but look over there!  It
has been empty for many months.  It is expensive to refill.
He is working — but he is not here!

Another clear impact of the boom in the environmental
service economy has been language loss among the Sonene
Ese Eja.  While most Ese Eja are bilingual, Spanish is clearly
spoken much more frequently now than ten years ago, and
many children are only marginally bilingual.  Factors con-
tributing to this recent process of linguistic erosion include a
dramatic increase in the number of Peruvian nationals visiting
or living in the community as a direct result of interventions
linked to the national park or the tourist lodge.  Indeed, three
households, out of a total of seventeen, now consist of mixed
marriages between Ese Eja and lodge workers.  As a young
man remarked, laughing, “We are embarrassed to talk when
they [non-Ese Eja] are with us.  And now in our house we do
not talk because of him [his non-Ese Eja brother-in-law].”

CONSERVATION: REDEFINING TRADITIONS

Much of conservation, and certainly ecotourism, is inimi-
cal to hunting; many conservation biologists view the practice
as fundamentally incompatible with their preservation efforts.
This is particularly the case for the larger “charismatic mega-
fauna” (tapirs, peccaries and monkeys), which are used to rally
public and official support for conservation, and which are also
sought out both by tourists and indigenous hunters.17 The
issue of hunting by indigenous peoples in national parks is
often contentious, not least among those Ese Eja living around
the protected areas now covering much of their traditionally
occupied lands.  While national legislation recognizes the right
of indigenous peoples to hunt in protected areas, this provision
is restricted to meat used for domestic consumption, and to
the use of “traditional” means, which in many instances is
taken to mean bow and arrows.  The suggestion that only what
are in effect precolonial means of subsistence and hunting are
compatible with “tradition” suggests a view of culture as
bounded and static, which is hard to reconcile with the
dynamism and open-endedness of social processes.

For the Ese Eja who still depend on a “traditional”
lifestyle based on hunting and gathering, and who use the

occasional sale of forest products and game to purchase basic
goods, the distinction made by the state between subsistence
and commercial is absurd.  As one exasperated hunter com-
plained, “Do I sell game to become rich?  No!  We are still
poor . . . [and] we hunt to buy soap, to buy books for our chil-
dren. . . .  They [“white” people] . . . are the ones who showed
us how to use these things!”  Likewise, commodities such as
shotguns, soap, cooking oil, sugar and schoolbooks are
viewed by the Ese Eja as integral and historically constituted
parts of their daily lives.  The fact that shotguns have been
used by the Ese Eja for generations, that hunting continues
to have unparalleled social, symbolic and economic impor-
tance, and that Ese Eja have hunted in these areas before
there were any white people all serve to underscore the view
among many Ese Eja that hunting with shotguns and selling
game constitute and inalienable right.

Significantly, a growing number of Ese Eja — particular-
ly those working as wage laborers in the environmental ser-
vice economy or with greater contact with the rhetoric of
conservation, including some leaders — have assimilated the
view of hunting as a negative, or indeed shameful activity.
One of us once asked a young Ese Eja tourist guide, about to
depart on his regular leave, if he was planning to go hunting.
He smiled shyly, and looking away, said, “We do not do those
things here anymore.”

Another time, a biologist who had been hired by an
NGO to make a series of educational cards of animals based
on Ese Eja accounts, recalled a decision by the NGO to
remove any reference in the cards to hunting:

I was so disappointed when I saw the place-cards.  I had
collected such fabulously detailed and entertaining stories
about various animals from Ese Eja children and adults.
When the NGO administrator read them she immediately
said that they could not be used because they referred to
hunting.  People had passionately described the different
ways animals “taste” or where they nest and hide.

This instance illustrates how traditional knowledge is
strategically edited before it is channeled back to the commu-
nity as part of conservation and cultural revitalization pro-
jects, whose goal is to reinvent tradition in ways that
downplay aspects considered aesthetically, morally or politi-
cally undesirable, or incompatible with modern sustainable
land-use planning.  In this way, culture is appropriated and
repackaged to legitimize the convergent interests of the state
and ecotourist firms: the creation of the illusion of pristine
forests inhabited by traditional or authentic indigenous peo-
ples (fig.10 ) . According to this discourse, the Ese Eja —
akin to an ecological noble savage used to live in harmony
with the environment, but have subsequently — and through
the perverse influences of modernity — succumbed to the
evils of environmental degradation, which presumably
includes the use of shotguns to provide one’s dinner.18 It is



no coincidence that technology is thought of and discussed
in terms of “traditional” versus “nontraditional,” rather than
“precolonial” versus “colonial.”  These referents frame peo-
ple’s choices in terms of a nostalgic past rather than one of
subjugation, exploitation and resistance.  This rewriting of
history is a self-serving way of authenticating the present
with an environmental agenda.

The demonization of hunting, with a zeal that on occa-
sion acquires a distinct missionary fervor, also subverts the
social legitimacy and prestige of the activity, suggesting that it
constitutes an outdated modality of environmental intimacy
— and one which may be transcended by the transformation
from hunter to tourist guide.  The prestige of the hunter, in
this new environmental post-traditional economy, is built not
on the ability to utilize his skills and knowledge to provide his
household with game, but, rather to reinvent and re-create
those skills and knowledge, combining them with English
and marketing, in order to interpret the forest and provide an
“authentic” experience to visitors.  This in turn also allows
him to bring cash, not game, back to his wife and children.

This powerful interplay of the demonization of the hunt
and the commodification of the hunted is illustrated in the
reprimands of the representative of the ecotourist company
during a meeting with community members.  In this
instance, a capybara had been shot, in violation of the terms
of agreement, in the vicinity of the tourist lodge:

Who killed that capybara?  . . .  Don’t you know that that
it is stealing?  That capybara was worth money and it
belonged to everyone. . . .  By killing the capybara, one per-
son has stolen from everybody else!  If you kill the animals,
what will the tourists come to see?

Hunting is not only undermined by providing a compet-
ing idea of value, but also by collapsing the different values

traditionally associated with game and hunting — including
aesthetic, moral and spiritual ones — into a simple material
choice.  Extolling the accomplishments of a project linked to
the tourist lodge, a Kellogg fellow noted how “the endan-
gered Harpy Eagle rose in status from just another chicken
to their community mascot.”19 Suggesting that before the
arrival of the lodge the Ese Eja viewed the harpy eagle as
“just another chicken” is ironic not only because Ese Eja do
not eat harpy eagles, but because this animal plays a salient
role in Ese Eja oral traditions and is a powerful symbolic ref-
erent to the suprahuman edósikiana, and to the ontological
predation that underscores the intimate interrelationship
between human and nonhuman beings.20 Yet Ese Eja beliefs
about nonhuman beings also emphasize the regenerative,
creative and healing aspects of activities such as hunting,
which are otherwise interpreted as strictly hunter-prey, preda-
tion-consumption-reciprocity models.21

In her study of the relationship between an Ese Eja com-
munity and its partly owned tourist lodge, Stronza has
observed an apparent paradox: “despite the importance of
Harpy Eagles and Giant Otters among biologists, conserva-
tionists, and tourists, neither species held special economic
significance to people . . . at least not before tourism.”22 In
actual fact, harpy eagle feathers were the most highly prized
of all bird feathers, and were used in the manufacture of
arrows — themselves indispensable technology.  The large
size of the feathers makes them ideal for manufacturing the
arrow’s fletching, which in turn ensures the stability and
accuracy of the arrow’s flight path.  This, coupled with the
powerful symbolic attributes derived from the fact that harpy
eagles are the largest and most powerful flying predator, sug-
gests that the bird did indeed have an important economic
value for the Ese Eja before the advent of tourism.  Stronza’s
account not only conceals the “economic” value of harpy
eagles as a source of materials for hunting technology, but its
allusion to the indeterminate symbolic significance of harpy
eagles to Ese Eja hunters also disassembles the “symbolic”
from the “economic,” thus subverting — and reinventing —
Ese Eja traditional notions of value.23 By defining the eco-
nomic exclusively in market terms, this kind of rhetoric cre-
ates the object of its own discourse: the commodification of
ecological and social relations and the primacy of the market
as measure of value.

URBANIZATION: LODGED IN ONE’S MIND

Urbanization begins with new ideas and images, whose
power lies in their ability to evoke new kinds of desire — not
just material desires, but the desire for different lifestyles and
different identities.  Aside from effecting changes in modes of
production and forms of social organization, urbanization
brings its own particular sense of aesthetics, value and
morals.  We have already discussed how international eco-
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tourism is helping to shape these transformations, and partic-
ularly how Ese Eja notions of subsistence, hunting, the past,
and “culture” are subverted and conditioned by the complicity
of state and market and transformed into commodities that
are consumed according to late capitalism’s theory of value.

Ese Eja often articulate the loss of their traditions
through nostalgic discussions of the past.  More than a
“return to the past,” such nostalgia is a suggestive projection
of how people wish to imagine the past, ultimately miming a
fantasy (or to paraphrase Taussig: miming a fantasy about
someone’s fantasy of them).24 Within newly emerging eco-
nomic contexts, by convincingly embracing “Ese Eja-ness,”
individuals or communities can bolster their political lever-
age vis-à-vis regional, national and international populations
and enterprises.  As one young Ese Eja man from Infierno
who is involved in ecotourism told us in January 2003:

It is not my fault that I do not speak Ese Eja.  It is the
older people’s fault because they did not teach us.  I am
ashamed that I cannot speak Ese Eja because now when
the financieras [ funding agencies] ask me to say some-
thing in my language.  I have nothing to say!

Narratives echoing loss reflect how ideas of cultural
purity and authenticity are both employed and disemployed.
Nonetheless, one paradox is that the desire to reconstruct or
essentialize the past manifests itself within the context of cul-
tural hybridity. In a discussion on identity it is not questions
about an original authenticity that are provocative, but rather
a questioning of how and why and to what political ends
one’s positioning of being Ese Eja is deployed.  Hybridity
makes the limitations of binarisms clear and illustrates how
ideas such as authenticity or mixture, for example, are com-
modified in the expression of identities.25 Indigenous identi-
ty is a powerful political resource that, in addition to having
its own internal significance, is repeatedly performed for and
accessed by outsiders — hence, its continual emergence in
more globalized contexts.  Although its discourses and
appearance have changed, the underlying structures of the
hierarchies of power have not.  The same young man pointed
toward the complexity of such mirroring when he next said:

I ask my father to teach me Ese Eja but he says nothing.
If someone from far away, like a “gringo,” asks him some-
thing, then he shows them things.  Suddenly my father
speaks Ese Eja.  With me, he can’t be bothered.

Both of this young man’s statements expose Shobat’s
main theoretical concerns over the ambivalence and the
inconvenience of a politics of hybridity in places like
Amazonia, where people’s articulation of a wish to return to
the past often express their quest for political survival.26 If
discussions of hybridity sidestep aspects of the political con-
sciousness of identity, they end up in danger of sanctifying

whatever neocolonial hegemony is in place.  As such, works
on hybridity can also encompass theories of mimicry and
how Fourth World peoples use ideas about “tradition” to
stage their own urgent needs for political representation,
land rights, and access to resources without invalidating
them.  Whereas hybridity and other postcolonial theories can
allow for a critical perspective on the mimesis or nostalgia of
the past, they can simultaneously recognize peoples agency
in using these ideas as embedded within local and global
power relations.

CONSTRUCTING VALUE

We have characterized Ese Eja villages as post-traditional
communities, a trend which is exacerbated through eco-
tourism and its impulsion of urbanization.  First, individuals
are increasingly alienated from a sense of place through their
changed relationships to land, nature, and each other.
Second, the commodification of culture and the rewriting of
“tradition” creates new contradictions and anxieties with
regard to people’s relationship with the past and with human
others.  Last, through a discourse of nostalgia, many Ese Eja
now search for a link between history and place.

We have also discussed how such key notions of self and
place, including community, territory, gender relations, ritual
and language, shape and are shaped by the novel ecological
and social relations that urbanization entails.  The production
of difference within common, shared and connected spaces,
and how these differences are produced and maintained,
takes place in a field of power relations that is always already
spatially interconnected.

It has been said that what matters most about tradition
is that it is credible.27 In this article we have briefly highlight-
ed how the environmental service economy shapes the credi-
bility of tradition toward an outside audience while
concurrently selectively rewriting, reediting and reshaping it
toward the inside.  The former is fulfilled through market-
ing, the latter through reconstructing the values placed on
both the choices and the reasons for revitalizing “the past.”
As such, memory and tradition are bound together in the
way that people organize the past.28 It is precisely the way in
which nature-based industries are established upon princi-
ples of modernity, yet clothed in the discourses and pretexts
of “tradition” that mark Amazonian economies as post-tradi-
tional.  The need for protecting the cultural and biological
diversity of tropical rainforests and their peoples remains
compelling.  This is precisely why it is important for all par-
ticipants in environmental economies to examine how con-
servation discourse creates its own object, and at what cost.
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Rethinking Cultural Heritage: Lessons
from Sana‘a, Yemen

M I C H E L E  L A M P R A K O S

The unique architecture of Sana‘a has been the focus of international conservation efforts,

which have stimulated local interest and contributed to the formation of a local discourse.

Because conservation followed so quickly on the heels of modernization, Sana‘a provides an

opportunity to study the interplay of these two global ideologies in the context of a strong local

tradition of building.  After a brief discussion of the history of conservation in Sana‘a, this arti-

cle will discuss how conservation discourse and practice have been appropriated and trans-

formed by residents, builders, and conservation professionals.  It suggests that a unique

approach is developing on the ground, which can contribute to the critical reevaluation of con-

servation on the global “periphery.”

Modernism and conservation are usually seen as contradictory approaches to the built
environment: the former, at least in its early formulation, saw the city as a tabula rasa,
while the latter aims to protect historic buildings and urban fabrics.  Yet both these ide-
ologies emerged within the intellectual and historical framework of modernity. Indeed,
some authors see conservation as the child of modernity, its ideological “other” which has
allowed modern society to develop according to the inexorable laws of progress.  This is
underlined by the similarity of architectural and conservation discourses in the early
twentieth century: both saw the old and the new as antithetical, but also as complemen-
tary and dependent on each other.1 While all cultures and eras have selectively main-
tained and preserved elements of the past, the modern era is distinguished by an ideology
of conservation constructed in opposition to the ideology of progress.  The contest
between the two has played out in the physical and social fabric of cities: while grand
schemes and urban renewal have destroyed historic districts, conservation policy has rei-
fied them; both strategies isolated and circumscribed the traditional within the modern.

If conservation is to realize its potentially pivotal role in the creation of a sustainable
environment, the old and the new must be treated as part of a single continuum.  Such a 
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shift requires a reassessment of the critical framework of con-
servation, and a reevaluation of the conceptual and discipli-
nary boundaries that reinforce the divisions between the new
and the old.2 A critical reevaluation of the history and theory
of conservation is all the more urgent as international agen-
cies promote an approach of “cultural relativism” in the con-
servation of heritage in various parts of the world.  The
dissemination of theory and methods is not new, since the
conservation of antiquities was established in many European
colonies; most native practitioners were trained in “interna-
tional” standards that are based on European theory.  But now
research institutes and agencies are assisting certain countries
in the development of culture-specific conservation standards,
based on “indigenous” principles and values.3 While this
approach attempts to counter charges of cultural imperialism,
it is questionable whether conservation can operate outside
the system of values and assumptions within which it was
conceived.  “Cultural  relativism” is perhaps most useful in
underlining the relativism of the established discourse.

Recent studies in so-called developing countries have pre-
sented forceful critiques of conservation policies and prac-
tices.  They cite the bureaucratic imposition of policies that
have little meaning for local residents; the adoption of conser-
vation standards that are incompatible with local social and
economic goals; the gentrification of historic districts, the dis-
placement of local residents, and the creation of “stage sets”
for the tourist trade (fig.1 ) .4 While much of this critique is
valid and important, it is problematic in several respects.
Most of the critics are not trained in architecture or conserva-
tion and have little experience in the field.  Their studies tend
to see conservation as a hegemonic discourse, rather than as a
discourse that is appropriated and transformed.  Most impor-
tantly, they look at conservation in isolation from modernist
planning, which imposes its own values and regulations.  As
such, they often implicitly privilege modernist ideology and its
ethic of progress — in effect promoting not only modern
design and methods, but the material, human and capital
basis of the modern construction sector.  Investment in this
sector may promote dependence on foreign products, tech-
nologies and expertise at the expense of local materials and
labor resources.  It is in this area that conservation, if carried
out within a progressive political framework, can function as a
form of resistance, promoting local knowledge and practices
as alternative models for modernity.5

In this article I propose to reframe conservation within
the wider discourse of modernity — recognizing that both
are imported ideologies, and are transformed and used by
different actors for various purposes.  Sana‘a, the capital of
the Yemen Arab Republic, provides an ideal case study for
several reasons (fig.2 ) . First, it was the site of a major con-
servation project conducted under the auspices of UNESCO
and the government of North Yemen — one of the first pro-
jects to focus on upgrading urban infrastructure, incorporat-
ing strategies of modernization and conservation.  Second,
the distinctive architecture of Sana‘a was largely insulated

figure 1 . A woman in Sana‘a furious at inspectors who are requiring

her to dismantle a wall built in nonconforming materials.

figure 2 . View of the old city of Sana‘a in 1995.  Photo by Monica

Fritz, 1995, courtesy of the Aga Khan Visual Archive, MIT.
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from development pressures until the 1960s.  The rapid suc-
cession of modernization and conservation resulted in a
paradox: unlike many other countries in the Middle East that
had abandoned traditional construction practices in the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, in Yemen these prac-
tices had not died out.  Yemenis were not separated from
their “heritage” by an historical divide: rather, living tradi-
tions were to be “conserved.”

Yemen is uniquely positioned to contribute to the reeval-
uation of conservation theory and practice that is occurring
on the global “periphery.”6 It is home to remarkable and var-
ied architecture, builders who continue to practice traditional
techniques, and two decades of experience in conservation.
Drawing on one year of fieldwork in Sana‘a, I will attempt to
describe a unique approach that is developing on the ground
in the practices of conservation professionals, builders and
residents.   This experience should, I believe, provide the
basis for conservation plans and legislation which may chal-
lenge, rather than conform to, existing international charters.

THE CAMPAIGN TO SAVE THE OLD CITY OF SANA‘A

The mythic origins and noble history of Sana‘a have
been related by historians since medieval times, and are
often evoked in conservation literature.7 Located at a strate-
gic point in the Yemeni highlands, Sana‘a has always been an
important political center. One of two capitals of the ancient
Sabaean Empire, it was the governor’s seat under the early

Islamic caliphs, an important administrative center during
the later medieval and Ottoman periods, and from the eigh-
teenth century, the capital of the Zaydi imams.8 Thanks to
certain historical and geographical factors, Yemen has been
able to maintain a degree of autonomy throughout most of
its history.9 These factors, along with the isolationist policies
of the imams in the twentieth century, contributed to the rel-
ative continuity of social and built form in Sana‘a and in the
highlands generally.

Sana‘a is known especially for a variation of the tower
house, a type that can be found throughout Yemen.  In
Sana‘a these houses, which can reach eight stories in height,
are built of stone and fired brick with distinctive, plaster-dec-
orated openings.  They were originally designed for extended
patrilineal families: as sons married, additional stories were
added or new structures were built on adjacent land.  The
basic social and administrative unit of the city is the quarter
(hara), which has at its heart an endowed complex of
mosque, bathhouse (hammam), and agricultural garden
(maqshama) (fig.3 ) . Human waste from houses, disposed
through long-drop chutes, dried quickly in the mountain air
and was collected for use as fuel for the bathhouse.  The
ashes were used as fertilizer for the garden, which was irri-
gated by gray water from the ablutions pool at the mosque.
Thus each quarter comprised a kind of ecosystem, which
would today be seen as a model of sustainability.

The old city of Sana‘a is bisected by a dry river bed (wadi)
that floods in the rainy season; it has recently been paved as
part of the conservation effort.  To the east of the wadi is the

figure 3 . Maqshamat al-

Hurqan, one of the many agricul-

tural gardens in the old city of

Sana‘a.



20 T D S R  1 6 . 2

Great Mosque, one of the oldest in the Islamic world, and the
central market (figs.4 ,5 ) . The buildings of the market are
largely one-story, interspersed with large caravansarays
(samasir) that served the wholesale trade; the oldest probably
date to the seventeenth century when the coffee trade was at
its height.  The old urban core, along with several suburbs
that date from the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, were sur-
rounded by a series of walls pierced by seven gates, including
the monumental Bab al-Yaman at the southern entrance to
the city (fig.6 ) . Tribal as well as endowed agricultural land
extended up to the walls, limiting expansion of the city.10

The decline of the old city was closely linked to the rapid
changes following the 1962 revolution and the opening of
North Yemen to the global market.11 The new government
initiated a process of modernization which aimed in part to
erase the history of the ousted imamate.  The foundations of
a modern capital city were laid: Tahrir Square was created on
the grounds of the former imam’s palace, and building pro-
jects were undertaken to the north and west of the old city to
house new government infrastructure.  As part of this
process, several city gates and portions of the walls that sur-
rounded the city and its old suburbs were demolished.12 The
destruction was encouraged by Egyptian engineers and advi-
sors who were working in the various ministries, on behalf
of what was a de facto occupation authority.  As agents of
Nasserist modernism, they influenced the design of numer-
ous structures, especially along Abd al-Mughni Street which
runs along the line of the old western wall (fig.7 ) .

figure 4 . (above)  View of

the suq looking east toward Jabal

Nuqum.

figure 5 . (left)  

Von Wissman’s map of Sana‘a,

1929, showing the walled city

with the wadi running north to

south.  To the west of the city are

several walled suburbs, including

the seventeenth-century Jewish

quarter.  Source: R. Lewcock and

R.B. Serjeant, Sana‘a, An

Arabian-Islamic City, 1983.

Reprinted by permission of author.



Foreshadowing the language of conservation, Cairo’s newspa-
pers portrayed Sana‘a as a relic of the Middle Ages in an
attempt to justify the occupation to the Egyptian public.13

After the end of civil conflict in 1970, the city began to
expand as population gravitated toward the capital from the
countryside and from the newly created state of South Yemen
(fig.8 ) . The expansion accelerated in the mid-1970s when a
ring road with radial connections to the old city was built at
the advice of UNDP experts, encouraging land speculation.
The largely unplanned growth was initially fueled by resi-
dents of Aden who had come north with capital to invest,
and later by remittances from Yemenis working in the oil-
rich Gulf states.14 Local building practice — which had
proven adaptable in prior centuries, incorporating new tech-
niques and elements — now underwent dramatic changes in
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figure 6 . Bab al-Yaman,

restored in the early 1990s.

figure 7 . View of Abd al-Mughni Street.

figure 8 . Urban development in Sana‘a between 1979 and 1985.

Source: Jean-Francois Troin, “Sana: Geographie d’une Explosion

Urbaine,” in Sanaa Hors le Murs, published by URBAMA, CNRS-

University of Tours (France), 1995. Reprinted by permission of author.
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response to new demographic and technological factors.  The
majority of Yemenis who migrated to the Gulf worked in
construction15: there they had become familiar with new
house types built of concrete and concrete block derived from
Western and Egyptian suburban models.  Upon their return
to Sana‘a they introduced these new types, laying them out in
orthogonal blocks and domesticating them with such fea-
tures as multi-lite windows and plaster decoration.  Many
families began to leave the old city for the new districts
which provided certain amenities, including the possibility of
owning a car and independence from extended families.  At
the same time, conditions in the old city were deteriorating:
unpaved streets, poor drainage, the absence of a modern
water and sewerage system, and litter (resulting from the
increased use of manufactured products) all served to accel-
erate outmigration.  Conditions reached a crisis in the late
1970s after piped water had been brought into the old city
without any means to carry it off site.  The dramatic increase
in groundwater destabilized foundations and led to the col-
lapse of numerous houses.16

Around this time the idea of the “international safe-
guarding campaign” had emerged at UNESCO: initially aimed

at saving archeological sites, the strategy was applied to the
historic cities of Fez and Cairo in the late 1970s.  At the 1978
session of the General Assembly of UNESCO, the govern-
ments of North and South Yemen called for safeguarding
campaigns for the cities of Sana‘a and Shibam-Hadhramaut,
respectively; these were formally launched in 1984.  The
Campaign to Save Old Sana‘a, like that for Shibam, was in
many ways a landmark project: challenging prevailing conser-
vation practice, its authors insisted that not only individual
monuments, but the entire historic core, was a testimony to
collective genius and thus worthy of conservation.17 In order
to accomplish this, the city must be kept alive by improving
conditions and checking the flight of residents to the new dis-
tricts.  The first phase of the Sana‘a Campaign thus focused
on infrastructure: the water system was replaced and upgrad-
ed, and a sewer system installed; streets were paved, and
building foundations were stabilized.  A second phase, to be
launched after infrastructure was in place, would restore and
rehabilitate key buildings in the city.  These high-profile pro-
jects would be funded by donor nations whose embassies
were eager to participate but were not generally interested in
sponsoring infrastructure (figs.9,10 ) .18

figure 9 . (left)  Street paving in the quarter of al-Abhar, the first area to be paved under the Campaign to Save Old Sana‘a.

figure 10 . (right)  Interior of Samsarat an-Nahhas, a caravanseray restored by the governments of Norway and North Yemen to serve as the

National Center for the Revival of Yemeni Handicrafts.



The innovative strategy of the Campaign was only adopted
after a conflict within a UNESCO mission that was sent to eval-
uate conditions in Sana‘a.  The two architects on the team, who
had recently worked on conservation plans for the old cities of
Cairo and Tunis, advocated the conservation and upgrading of
the entire historic core of Sana‘a.  The other members of the
team — who were conservators, not architects — objected to
this strategy: invoking the Venice Charter, they argued that it
went against the prevailing practice of the International Council
of Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS), whose mandate was the
careful conservation of historic monuments.19 The “whole city”
approach, however, had the support of certain key individuals at
UNESCO, as well as several prominent Yemenis; it seemed to
respond to the desire of local reformers, who wanted to intro-
duce modern amenities in the old city while preserving its spe-
cial qualities.20 Today, largely as a result of the Campaign,
conservation-based development has been adopted as a strategy
by local and donor agencies in various cities and towns
throughout the country.21

Because of the two-phase approach, different observers
have different conceptions of the Campaign.  Residents of the
old city greatly appreciate the street paving, water, and sewer
works, which have made the old city one of the best-serviced
sectors of Sana‘a.  For them, conservation is not simply an aes-
thetic exercise but a process that has improved their lives and
validated their environment.  Others, including some individu-
als involved in the Campaign, see it primarily in terms of the
restoration and reuse projects which, they feel, were driven
largely by the interests of donor nations and agencies rather
than by local needs.22 The Campaign unleashed a conflict
between two competing notions of conservation, rooted in dif-
ferent histories: the “traditional” approach of monument
restoration, and an urbanistic approach that attempts to recon-
cile modernization and the form of preindustrial urban fabrics.
The latter approach emerged at the end of the nineteenth centu-
ry in the context of urban planning, as city administrators and
architects struggled to deal with the effects of modernization.23

After World War II this process was naturalized as “develop-
ment.”  Modernist planning solutions were proposed for newly
independent nations with little concern for local models and
conditions — which were in any case seen to be incompatible
with modernization.  By the 1970s, however, development dis-
course had taken on a new tone, validating traditional practices
and promoting the informal sector.  Planners began to call for
the conservation of historic urban fabric and architecture,
alongside modernization and industrialization.24 It was the fate
— and many would say, good fortune — of Sana‘a to be drawn
into the web of development assistance at this juncture.

The second phase of the Campaign ended in the early
1990s.  Around the same time, a number of factors combined
to slow or halt conservation activities, especially the economic
crisis that followed the first Gulf War. The crisis was largely
provoked by newly unified Yemen’s opposition to the war, the
expulsion of Yemeni workers from the Gulf, and the with-

drawal of donor aid.25 As part of the restructuring of govern-
ment after unification (1990), the special body that had been
created for the conservation of the old city of Sana‘a was
recast as a national authority, responsible for all historic cities
of Yemen (the General Office for the Preservation of Historic
Cities of Yemen, or GOPHCY).  This new institution, with an
expanded mandate and dramatically reduced resources, was
also deprived of the donor funding that had helped overcome
internal obstacles to conservation.26 In the late 1990s a major
World Bank initiative for three cities — Sana‘a, Shibam-
Hadhramaut, and Zabid — was abandoned after consultants
expressed doubts regarding the institutional capacity of con-
cerned agencies.  The World Bank has subsequently spon-
sored conservation-based development through the Social
Fund for Development, a semi-autonomous government
agency which the Bank helped to create.  The SFD has funded
most public conservation projects in recent years directly or
indirectly, and has been able to attract many veterans of the
UNESCO Campaign.  It retains close ties with GOPHCY: the
two offices jointly initiate projects and some GOPHCY
employees work as consultants to the SFD.  But the efficiency
of GOPHCY continues to be hampered by certain structural
problems, to the frustration of all levels of administration.

Today, after two decades of experience in conservation and
media efforts to increase public awareness, conservation is now
a shared language in Sana‘a.  While this language is drawn
from international practice, it is often used to express local val-
ues and concepts that differ from international models.
Conservation in Sana‘a is at an important juncture: a conserva-
tion plan for the old city, supported by a GIS system, is being
prepared with the assistance of an Italian team; draft legislation
currently under consideration will, if approved, be the first bind-
ing conservation law in the country.  The state of the old city,
which has generally been well preserved, suggests that conser-
vation resonates with the feelings and values of many.  Rather
than imposing ideas that may be seen as alien, policymakers
can build on these feelings by developing plans and legislation
that have local meaning and relevance.  As a lawyer with long
experience in conservation has noted, a law must reflect the
feelings and needs of society if it is to be effectively applied.27

I will now discuss some local views of and approaches to
conservation, which I have gleaned from interviews with resi-
dents, builders, and conservation professionals.

RESIDENTS

Most residents with whom I spoke have a generally
favorable view of conservation, and like living in the old city.
For many, conservation appears to have validated a “tradition-
al” way of life: the close relations within the quarter (hara), a
greater degree of piety, and in some cases, religious and
political conservatism.  On occasion the language of conser-
vation — the injunction against modernization (isthihdath)
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— is used to validate these social forms and norms in the
face of rapid change.  Some individuals — particularly the
younger generation and those without ties to the old city —
feel that the benefits of modernity are happening elsewhere,
and seek to leave.28 In a few cases, members of families who
left the old city have returned or are thinking of returning.
Their reasons range from the qualities and “spirit” of the old
houses, to the urban life and sociability they feel is missing
in the new districts.

The family home is a fundamental institution in the
south of the Arabian Peninsula, representing the unity and
permanence of a lineage.29 Many residents of the old city of
Sana‘a have a deep emotional attachment to their houses,
particularly when the house has been held by a family for
generations.  Conservation has touched these emotions, and
at the same time has begun to transform them.  As a result
of conservation and media coverage, residents have become
increasingly aware of their houses, as well as aspects of their
everyday life, as heritage (turath).  “Now everyone is con-
scious of turath,” a builder’s wife told me.  “Before, it was
something they just did.”  The term turath derives from the
verb w-r-th, “to inherit”; it associates the idea of wirth, or fam-
ily inheritance — property, values, and traditions — with the
collective inheritance of society.30 Many residents have begun
to internalize this association, although in some cases it con-
flicts with deeply held values of private property.  The idea
that their houses are recognized not only as heritage, but as
world heritage (turath ‘alami), has reinforced a sense of pride.
At the same time, they are becoming aware of their monetary
value, which has skyrocketed since the UNESCO Campaign:
they can now envision the opportunity — which so far arises
only rarely — to transform the family home into capital.

Residents are aware of regulations that prohibit them
from making changes to facades and require them to use tra-
ditional materials in any renovation or new construction.
Most individuals with whom I spoke approve of these regula-
tions — often citing the need to maintain turath, which is the
work of their forefathers (ajdadna) and testimony to their
genius.  During the recent reconstruction of the well enclo-
sure (marna’) of Talha mosque, a young man from the neigh-
borhood came up to the builder with an old photograph of
the site.  He congratulated the builder, noting that the new
enclosure looked exactly like it did in the photograph.  When
I asked him how he felt about this kind of work, he replied,
“All of the old city should be rebuilt exactly as it was.”  Yet
with regard to houses, residents generally have a more fluid
interpretation of turath than the one articulated in the official
guidelines.  They see certain changes — for example, adding
additional floors or annexes to house married sons — as
compatible with turath; indeed, this is what they have always
done.  Planners point out, however, that the traditional mech-
anisms of adaptation no longer work.  The birth rate has
increased dramatically: as sons marry, houses will not be able
to expand to accommodate their families.  Although addi-

tions have been permitted in the past, they are now restricted
pending the implementation of a conservation plan.
Conservation professionals speak of preserving the “charac-
ter” of the city, but this often translates into practical plan-
ning concerns: for example, the need to maintain a balance
between built and open space, which has decreased dramati-
cally in recent decades.  In other cases the criteria are aes-
thetic — for example, the effect of vertical additions on the
skyline.  Yet such judgments are, in fact, not so different
from traditional practice: a good builder, I have been told,
assesses the surrounding context — literally, the “air” (jaw)
around the house — and builds what is appropriate to it.

The case for safeguarding the old city’s special qualities
and pleasant living environment is easily accepted by resi-
dents.  But they see the enforcement of regulations as uneven
and even arbitrary, depending on the degree of influence
wielded by a particular property owner.  Probably the greatest
source of conflict between residents and inspectors is the
opening of shops in the ground floor of houses.  Traditionally
used for animals and the storage of foodstuffs, the now-unused
ground floor has taken on added value since the conservation
effort, and there is increasing pressure to put it to productive
use.  I will discuss this in more detail below.

Most residents recognize the value of traditional materi-
als and techniques and would like to continue to use them.
Some are aware of the value of local architecture as a system
— its strength, its environmental properties, and its artistic
qualities.  But traditional materials and techniques are in
short supply and are significantly more expensive than new
materials like concrete block, which is produced locally.
Residents often opt for hybrid solutions, applying decorative
brickwork and stone cladding as veneers on what is essential-
ly a new constructive system (fig.1 1 ) .31 Such solutions are
usually approved by inspectors who, following local and
international guidelines, are primarily concerned with the
exterior of buildings.  Yet the reduction of “tradition” to
veneer — a process that occurred in the nineteenth century
in Europe and the United States as part of the industrializa-
tion of building — ultimately undermines the critical poten-
tial of the architecture as a constructive and environmental
system rooted in local knowledge and practice.  By focusing
on image rather than substance, conservation guidelines
often contribute to the demise of the essence of the heritage
they purport to preserve.

The cost of maintaining the massive tower houses is
beyond the means or priorities of most families.  Most well-to-
do residents moved to villas in the new districts, often leaving
the old houses to less prosperous relatives.  The division of
property may remain unresolved after the owner’s death —
one of the main reasons for the neglect of houses.  It is here
that the expanded definition of heritage runs into problems,
especially in the context of a poor country. If historic cities
are the property of the collective — even the world — should
individual homeowners be made to bear the cost of their



maintenance?32 “At least a city like Venice derives some bene-
fit from its status as a World Heritage City,” said one resident.
“They have lots of tourists, but what benefits have we seen?”

The expanded definition of heritage requires changes to
the legal framework of conservation, in particular the relation
between public and private entities.  Many national conserva-
tion laws require the state to purchase historic properties if
they are not maintained by their owners.  In light of the lim-
ited finances of the Yemeni state and potential conflicts with
aspects of Islamic law, authors of the draft conservation legis-
lation devised various strategies to assist homeowners.
These include the creation of small loan funds, the repeal of
a rule that makes traditional work ineligible for construction
loans, exemption from permit fees and eventual taxes, and
the provision of free technical assistance and supervision by
GOPHCY staff.  At the same time, the institutional capacity
of GOPHCY would be strengthened by making salaries com-
parable to those at government research institutes.33 To date,
however, the law has not been passed, and programs to assist
homeowners have been tried on only a limited basis.34 The
designation of all houses as historic also raises the question
of conservation standards and methods: it suggests that “con-
servation” of historic cities should perhaps be reconceived as

maintenance, which was traditionally carried out by residents
and builders, rather than experts.35 “Residents had a spiritual
tie to their houses,” said a professional who now lives in the
old city.  “This tie translated into practices (suluk), like water-
ing down the earth in front of one’s house, and renewing
plaster (nura).”  This is perhaps why residents and builders
have so easily embraced the idea of conservation, which
seems to validate familiar practices.

BUILDERS

As noted earlier, building practice in Yemen changed
dramatically after the revolution, particularly in Sana‘a, the
capital city.  New materials and technologies — in particular,
reinforced concrete — were initially brought north by Adani
contractors after the revolution and diffused via a rapidly
expanding road network.  By the 1970s these techniques
were in general use, not only for new commercial and insti-
tutional typologies but also for houses.36 While they incorpo-
rated certain local materials and elements, these were
increasingly reduced to cladding.  The master mason (usta)
initially benefited from the construction boom and experi-
mented with the new technologies.  Increasingly, however,
projects came to be directed by new professionals — engi-
neers, architects, and construction managers — who had
skills that were not part of the usta’s training.  Some ustas
acquired these skills and became prosperous contractors.
But in many cases highly trained ustas ended up working in
concrete construction for contracting companies, typically
owned by men who had had experience with new construc-
tion technologies in the Gulf.  No longer the head of a presti-
gious profession, the usta was now subordinated to a
building process that valued different skills.37

The building arts have traditionally been highly valued
in Yemen, as can be seen by the remarkable variety and qual-
ity of so-called “vernacular” architecture; even in Sana‘a,
many excellent examples are of fairly recent origin (fig.12 ) .
Building skills were typically passed from father to son, and
many families acquired reputations as great ustas. Arguably,
it has been the social status of builders, rather than their
knowledge base, that has suffered most as a result of chang-
ing building practice.  This has encouraged the tendency for
builders’ sons to seek careers in various new professions that
carry greater prestige and monetary rewards.

Conservation has had a perceptible effect on architectur-
al taste, and has to some extent renewed the prestige of ustas
trained in traditional techniques.  They have benefited from
increased patronage in old-style work in the old city and sub-
urbs, as well as neotraditional architecture throughout the
city — what one builder describes as “the revival of heritage”
(tajdid at-turath).38 For many builders now in their forties
and fifties, who began their apprenticeships after the revolu-
tion, conservation has validated the work of their fathers and
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figure 1 1 . Brick arches and detailing applied as veneer on a concrete

block wall.
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grandfathers: they see the old buildings as a training ground
for them, challenging them to perfect their own skills.39

Although they continue to work in concrete construction —
their bread and butter — they are advocates of traditional
methods and materials, which they believe produce better
and more durable architecture.

It is often said that builders are fundamental to conserva-
tion because they possess the skills needed to restore and
maintain old buildings.  The ustas themselves are very con-
scious of this fact: they are now caretakers not only of local,
but world heritage.  Yet they are rarely, if ever, consulted in
discussions of what conservation is, or should be, in Yemen.
Rather, they serve a system whose goals appear to be defined
in the boardrooms of local and foreign agencies.40 While they
speak fondly of certain conservation professionals who respect
their skills, they wonder why their status is not valued and
rewarded — especially in public conservation projects that
rely on general contractors.  Noting the damage that is done
to old buildings by materials like cement, one usta said:

Do you water a tree with petrol or water?  If you keep
watering it with petrol, it will dry up and burn.  The ustas
are the ones who know how to water.  We know how to
maintain the old city, just like our fathers did, yet we get
no benefit from it.  The benefit goes to the contractors, who
have money but no experience.

Local building processes cannot be conserved through
training courses, as has been suggested by some experts.  An
anthropologist and architect who apprenticed with an usta in
Sana‘a has noted that the building process has many aspects:
it includes the social roles and status of builders; their techni-
cal knowledge as embodied in practice and performance; the
transmission of expert knowledge, normally through an
apprenticeship system; and their social and economic rela-
tions with suppliers and clients.41 Unfortunately, these
aspects of building process are rarely considered in conserva-
tion projects.  Public projects, and especially those that receive
funds from donor agencies like the World Bank, are expected
to use general contractors who are qualified by their adminis-
trative abilities and financial resources rather than by their
skill in building.  Ustas generally cannot qualify as general
contractors because they may not have bank accounts or
money to put up as security.  They also have difficulty with, or
resist, competitive tendering, which involves certain proce-
dures that are alien to traditional practice.  For example, ustas
are often unable to read drawings and specifications, which
are the basis of quantity estimating; they are also accustomed
to charging by the day, rather than by the square meter. As
the employee of a general contractor, the usta suffers not only
financially, but in terms of creative autonomy and social pres-
tige.  Architects and managers are aware of this.  One archi-
tect at GOPHCY has proposed that public projects contract
directly with specialized building trades: “that way we will pre-
serve the usta,” he notes, “not only the product of his work.”

The Social Fund for Development has begun to address
these and related issues on an experimental basis.42 As cul-
tural heritage began to take on increasing importance as a
program area, SFD managers realized that although ustas
were best qualified to work on historic buildings, they were
disqualified by certain procedures and guidelines required by
donor agencies.  SFD managers have quietly begun to develop
ways to facilitate the participation of ustas and to strengthen
their autonomy.  In villages and small towns, a system called
“community contracting” is used: local committees act as gen-
eral contractor and employ ustas directly; progress of work
and contract payments are overseen by SFD supervisors.  In
urban areas, however, procedures are complicated by bureau-
cratic structures that make disbursement of funds more cum-
bersome.  Most SFD projects in Sana‘a — for example, the
restoration and upgrading of urban gardens, or maqashim —
are awarded to general contractors, who are required to
employ qualified ustas. But in a recent project that restored a
series of house facades on the wadi, the SFD helped one usta

figure 12 . The upper floors of this house were built by the usta who

served as consultant to the UNESCO Campaign.



qualify as a contractor by simplifying certain procedures and
waiving the requirements of a security bond and guarantees.43

Architects and managers also realize the problems inher-
ent in the use of construction drawings.  Not only is the usta
often unable to read them, but they can restrict his creativity,
which derives from the engagement of the body and the mate-
rial.44 SFD project drawings are thus often left intentionally
schematic, allowing the usta to execute details which, as one
manager notes, “he can do better anyway.”  A project in
Shibam-Hadhramaut funded by the SFD and the German
development agency GTZ has demonstrated a sophisticated
understanding of the role of the usta and the transfer of
expert knowledge.  Experienced ustas are hired as consultants,
who supervise the work of other builders and sometimes help
them secure contracts.  By supporting the tradition of appren-
ticeship, the project recognizes that building skills are inti-
mately related to the methods by which they are transmitted.45

It should be noted that a similar provision was included in the
draft conservation law: older masters of building and manual
trades were to be hired by the government as consultants, for
the purpose of training new practitioners.  Unfortunately, the
provision was struck from the law because it conflicted with
an age limitation for government employment.46

The role of the builder has been undervalued in conser-
vation practice, perhaps because of the perceived rupture
between traditional and modern building practices in
Europe.  In the early twentieth century Alois Riegl, one of the
seminal thinkers of conservation theory, argued that the pri-
mary value of the monument in the modern era is “age
value.”  This leads to a new conception of the monument,
which Riegl defined as any building old enough to be seen
through the lens of historical distance.47 The primary goal of
conservation is thus the indefinite preservation of original
material and traces of age, which are the source of the monu-
ment’s authenticity.  This task is to be entrusted not to
builders, but to new kinds of experts:

The care of monuments, until now entrusted essentially to
creative artists, who have had to reestablish the originality
and lost stylistic unity of monuments, in the future will be
provided by historians, who will have to judge and evaluate
their historical value as well as their traces of age, and the
technicians, who will have to determine and implement the
appropriate measures for the conservation of the monument
and the traces of the old that are existing in it.  There is a
place for the artist as such only if he is at the same time an
historian and a technician. . . .  [S]uch a change in  the
organization of the care of monuments will not dispossess
the artist, as might be superficially thought, but rather will
liberate and greatly enlarge the field of his activity.48

Modern conservation is conceived not as a creative art, but
rather as a science of the past: as an historical document, a
building must be restored according to concrete evidence

rather than conjecture or interpretation.  Modern interventions
and rebuilding are thus strongly discouraged; where new work
is required, it must be clearly distinguished from the old.49

Along with turath, the term “historic” (ta’rikhi) can be
heard frequently in Sana‘a.  One builder described his
restoration work as an “historical treatment” or “cure” (‘ilaj
ta’rikhi).  Yet in the language of builders, such terms indicate
a process that is more fluid and interpretive, rather than doc-
umentary.  For example, there seems to be no prejudice at all
against rebuilding: it must seem natural to builders, since
they continue to practice the old techniques.  Moreover, there
is little attempt to distinguish new work from the old.  A
noted historian and conservator argues that the continuity of
building techniques makes it difficult, if not impossible, to
date Sana‘ani houses by means of style and details.50 This
continuity has carried into the “modern” practice of conserva-
tion: indeed, builders pride themselves in the fact that their
often substantial interventions cannot be distinguished from
the original building fabric.

For builders, it appears that the past is not embodied in
historical documents or perfectly preserved buildings, but
rather in practices that they have inherited and continue to
perform in the present.51 On one occasion, a builder proudly
showed me photographs of a facade that he had rebuilt
“exactly as it was,” reusing the original materials.  Yet upon
further discussion, it became clear that he had in fact made
significant changes to the building:

The lower level was too short — like an old man hunched over
— so I made it taller.  The window sills also needed to be
slightly higher, because the facade is qibli (north-facing); when
the sill is higher, a child sleeping next to it will stay warm.

In building practice in Yemen, as in other art forms, the past
is validated by its continuing relevance in the present.52 The
term tradition — taqlidi — derives from the root q-l-d, “to
imitate.”  Builders may describe their work as imitating the
past, but in fact it is creative and interpretive — in effect,
improving on the past.

This ideological evocation of the past is not so different
from modern conservation, which insists on faithfulness to
an original model.  The language of conservation is thus
familiar to builders, and easily adopted to express their own
attitudes toward the past.  Like tradition, conservation
involves change, but achieves its force through the rhetoric of
the unchanging.53

CONSERVATION PROFESSIONALS

Even among conservation professionals — some of
whom have formal training in conservation and are charged
with the execution of official discourse — there seems to be
little prejudice against rebuilding.  They use documentary
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tools like photographs and measured drawings in ways that
both conform to and diverge from international practice.
Inspectors, for example, may authorize demolition and
rebuilding when the existing structure is no longer sound,
but also when the proposed use cannot be accommodated
within the building fabric.  They stipulate, however, that the
building must be rebuilt “exactly as it was.”  This was appar-
ently standard practice in Sana‘a, until it came to be abused
by property owners who built new structures that were seen
to be incompatible with the surrounding context.54 Like
builders, conservation professionals make little attempt to
distinguish new work from old; in some cases, they build
entirely new structures using traditional materials and meth-
ods to accommodate new uses.  The well enclosure at Talha
mosque, which a neighbor said was rebuilt “exactly as it

was,” was in fact substantially reconfigured to house a
women’s embroidery center.  Project documents clearly indi-
cate that the architects were not trying to adhere to the origi-
nal form of the building; rather, they were striving to
reconcile the requirements of the new program with the
building’s historic context (figs.13 , 14 ) . The new elements,
built of traditional materials under the supervision of an usta,
might easily be mistaken for original parts of the complex.
In such cases, the architect and the builder collaborate to cre-
ate new typologies, demonstrating the adaptability of the his-
toric fabric and the materials and methods that created it.55

Following international practice, conservation guidelines
in Sana‘a are largely proscriptive, focusing on what should
not be done.  But in practice, conservation officials and
builders continue to fabricate the “traditional,” which evolves

figure 13 . (above)  Street

elevation of the marna’ (well

enclosure) of Talha mosque, ca.

1980.  The dashed section lines

show the ramp for the animals

that operated the pulley, with the

well at right.  The rooms above

housed a Qur’anic school and liv-

ing quarters for the instructor.

Source: R. Lewcock and R.B.

Serjeant, Sana‘a, An Arabian-

Islamic City, 1983.  Reprinted by

permission of author.

figure 14 . (right)  The

same elevation, in a second phase

of design for the adaptive reuse of

the marna’. Redlines and notes

indicate changes architects felt

would be more consistent with the

local style and surrounding con-

text.  Courtesy of the Social Fund

for Development.



in response to changing needs. Such experiments, I would
argue, are more interesting than official buildings in the old
city that attempt to reinterpret old types, limiting traditional
materials and techniques to veneer.  Buildings like the
women’s center allow builders to work in the old methods
from the ground up — a rare occurrence within the old city
and elsewhere in Sana‘a.  But how else are traditional tech-
niques to be preserved, if they are restricted to the indefinite
preservation of “original” material?

Because of their training and their mandate, local conser-
vation professionals are on the “front lines” in the negotiation
of international and local practice and are thus, in some
sense, the most conflicted group.  In most cases they are the
first generation of professionals trained in conservation pro-
grams in Europe and in local workshops run by foreign
experts.  They interface with international agencies like
UNESCO which, despite their stated interest in sustainability,
continue to be largely concerned with aesthetic criteria.56 Yet
these professionals are aware of the unique circumstances in
which conservation has been introduced into Yemen — par-
ticularly its association with development which, for some,
changes the nature of conservation.  “Cultural heritage is a
Western term,” said a local engineer with long involvement in
the Campaign.  “It has limited application in a place where
the built environment continues to fill the need for shelter
and social and spiritual sustenance.”

Trained in a variety of fields, including architecture,
design, engineering, history, archeology and law, these local
professionals generally work to restrict changes in the old
city, though some question the regulations in private.  As
might be expected, the most ardent advocates of international
practice are architects and graduates of technical or fine arts
programs: they have a deep knowledge of and appreciation
for the special qualities (khussusiyyat) of local architecture
and want to conserve them.  The old city is all they have left:
“[it] is like a sword that my father gives me,” said one archi-
tect.  “It will not be repeated.”  A noted restoration architect
explained his approach:

The architectural style of Sana‘a cannot be changed.
Sometimes if an owner wants something new, I will do it
very carefully. But most do not know the style, and end up
ruining the facades.

These feelings appear to be shared by builders: they work to
perpetuate a culturally and historically conceived notion of
tradition, which provides the framework and limits for their
creativity.57 I pointed out to one builder that the architecture
of Sana‘a was not static, but rather had changed over time;
should it not continue to evolve?  “Change can be allowed,”
he replied, “but it must be within the framework (nitaq) of
the Sanaani style.”

The past — usually defined as “before the revolution” —
is strangely near in Yemen.  The so-called “old city” of Sana‘a

and its walled suburbs were the city as late as 1970; they now
comprise only a fraction of the urbanized area, most of
which contrasts dramatically with the older districts in terms
of architectural and urban forms.  Rapid modernization —
what many have described to me as a “cultural shock” —
appears to confirm the idea of historical rupture embedded
in conservation discourse.  This rupture seems to be felt
more strongly by the educated, who see themselves on the
other side of an historical divide.  “Change has happened so
quickly,” said a professional at GOPHCY.  “Everything is so
new, that we now long for everything old.”  The “old city”
represents not only the collective past, but the personal
memories of individuals and families.  For conservation pro-
fessionals, conserving the old city is perhaps a means to con-
serve a part of their own identity.  They thus embraced the
strategy of the UNESCO Campaign, which aimed to conserve
not only the physical fabric, but a traditional way of life.58

Despite the changes of the last twenty years — especially
demographic changes — most people who live inside and out-
side the walls believe that the old city retains a premodern
social cohesion.  The idea of old Sana‘a as unchanging is
probably due to be challenged by historical case studies, as
has been done for premodern cities in Europe and other parts
of the Middle East.59 The idea has nevertheless been rein-
forced by conservation.  Much as a World Heritage City is
seen to represent the culture that produced it, the inhabitants,
too, take on this representative function, “distanced” from
their contemporaries along an historical time line.60 This per-
haps explains the frequent references in the official press to
the old city as a museum of a bygone era.  “Even the people,”
said one prominent official, “are antiquities [athar].”  Residents
themselves sometimes use the term “museum” in protest,
when they feel their lives are being artificially circumscribed.

While conservation professionals want to conserve the
urban fabric and the way of life it represents, they acknowl-
edge that the old city is changing — in part due to the suc-
cess of the conservation effort itself.  The Campaign aimed to
revitalize the central market, Suq al-Milh, which now enjoys
increased prestige as the best place to buy certain traditional
products.  Infrastructure and booming commerce led to a
dramatic increase in land prices, and commercial activities
have spread to areas that had been largely residential.
Planners worry that this process — which they call “suqifica-
tion” — threatens the traditional life of the quarter.61 Large
merchants are most problematic: they buy up houses —
sometimes entire blocks — and demolish them or use them
for storage.  On a smaller scale, homeowners often try to take
advantage of increased property values by opening shops in
the ground floors of their houses (fig.15 ) . While this is pro-
hibited by current guidelines, conservation professionals
note that it is an attempt to deal with changing patterns of
use.  Few families now keep animals, or stock up on grains
from the countryside, notes one architect:
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In all the conferences and symposia on the old city, no one
has ever mentioned the obsolescence of the ground floor.
They only talk about how its form is essential to the his-
toric character of the city. But it is impossible for us to
leave it without a function. . . .  If the idea of conservation
had developed here, rather than abroad, it would be com-
pletely different.

The key, many believe, is to give people alternatives.
“Instead of prohibiting residents from making openings in
the ground floor,” said a senior architect at GOPHCY, “per-
haps we should help them design these openings, so that
they are aesthetically acceptable and structurally sound.”
Such an approach would add a prescriptive element to the
largely proscriptive guidelines — acknowledging the implica-
tions of development, which is required for cities to remain
alive.  It might be instructive to cite a similar process that
happened long ago in what is now a famous World Heritage
City.  In Venice, shops and workshops spread into residential
districts during the late medieval and early modern periods:

central Venice was, in effect, “suqified.”62 Those changes —
part of the city’s growth and development — are now part of
the historic fabric that is protected by law.  How, then, can we
exclude such changes in Sana‘a in the interest of conserving
its “historic character”?

TWO ATTITUDES TOWARD THE PAST

While the term “living historic city” is now commonly
used in conservation, standards and methods for the conser-
vation of such cities have not been clearly articulated.  The
term “living” implies that a city must adapt and change in
order to remain alive.  The term “historic” is more problemat-
ic — especially when it is applied not only to monumental
structures, but to the everyday fabric of the city.  Certain key
concepts in the international charters — concepts like her-
itage, authenticity, and significance — discourage change and
evolution.  These concepts derive from various intellectual
currents in nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century Europe —
historicism, romanticism, and theories about culture that
were developing in the emerging social sciences.  Both his-
toricism and romanticism posited a radical break between
past and present, and the “irreversibility of the historical time
line.”  Applied in conservation, these ideas mean that an
object or monument is to be valued primarily as a record of
the past: its material authenticity is thus its primary source of
value, and must be preserved indefinitely.63 In the early twen-
tieth century, the idea of authenticity was approached from
another direction: “culture” came to be conceived as an area
of inquiry, largely through experience in the European
colonies.  Culture was understood as a discrete, bounded enti-
ty that contained a genuine, unspoiled essence — an essence
that could be discerned from the study of material artifacts
and settlement patterns.64 These ideas about culture confirm
certain premises of conservation — for example, the notion
that a material artifact represents the culture that created it,
providing evidence of the culture’s authenticity.  The overlap
of historicist and culturalist ideas in the fields of conservation
and urban planning has yet to be explored.65

The modern practice of conservation — what I will call
the “historicist approach” — has produced various tools for
the documentation and classification of “heritage.”  Like other
bureaucratic tools, they are used to translate local, context-
based knowledge into theoretical knowledge that is used to
order complex social and material phenomena.66 Inventories,
drawings, maps, texts and photographs are used to document
historic buildings and cities, organizing them along an histor-
ical timeline that excludes the present.  Disseminated via
print and virtual media, these representations document an
ostensibly “objective” view of the past.  Because of the “irre-
versibility of the historical timeline,” cultural heritage
resources are considered “non-renewable.”67 But this borrow-
ing from the environmental movement is misleading, particu-

figure 15 . Shops installed in the ground floor of houses.



larly in areas of the world where traditional techniques per-
sist: it sees cultural heritage as a product that cannot be
rebuilt, rather than as a process that is self-renewing.

I would argue that it is the historicist approach to conser-
vation, rather than conservation per se, that is new to Yemen.68

By positing a divide between past and present, the historicist
approach has the effect of making the past alien.  Yet as many
observers have noted, the past continues to be a meaningful
part of the present in Yemen.  This past is not the past of histo-
rians, but rather a past that is continually performed and vali-
dated in the present, in response to changing conditions.  In
contrast to textual representations that codify the past, perfor-
mance involves improvisation within culturally accepted
frameworks of practice and aesthetics.69 Performance of the
past can be understood as “tradition”: not the mechanical
reproduction of forms, but rather “an interpretive process that
embodies both continuity and discontinuity. . . .  [It is] a
process of thought — an ongoing interpretation of the past.”70

It is this kind of interpretive process that shaped the old city of
Sana‘a, and is still alive today.

It is tempting to suggest that the text-based, historicist
approach to conservation be discarded in favor of a practice-
based, performative approach.  But conditions have changed
in the context of capitalist modernity: change is often no
longer a matter of assimilating new concepts and practices
within an existing framework, but rather of embracing new
systems that undermine the framework itself.  One anthro-
pologist has noted that tribal poetry may die out in Yemen
because of competing values transmitted via the educational
system — for example, the privileging of text over spoken
language, and standard Arabic over dialect.71 In much the
same way, local construction practices may die out as new
values are embraced — for example, the privileging of
abstract representations (drawings, specifications and esti-
mates) over embodied practice.  The “rationalization” of con-
struction is naturalized in both architectural and economic
discourses, but it is largely driven by ideology: cost and effi-
ciency take precedence over social and environmental con-
cerns, the building of local economies, and the creative role
of labor.  Like modern construction, the historicist approach
to conservation tends to privilege abstract representations
over practice.  It would appear, then, that local building prac-
tice is threatened on two fronts: on the one hand, by new
constructive systems that ultimately undermine its conceptu-
al, social, and aesthetic framework; and on the other by con-
servation, which tends to reify it.

What is the future of traditional building practice in this
context?  I would like to suggest that a new and critical kind
of conservation is already emerging in Yemen from the syn-
thesis of historicist and performative approaches to the past.

In many areas of the world that experienced modernization,
historicism tended to replace traditional building practices as
the latter were subsumed within modern constructive sys-
tems.  Due to the rapid pace of change in Yemen, the situa-
tion is different: traditional builders continue to practice, and
have found validation for their work in historicism.  They use
not only the language of historicism but its tools: for exam-
ple, an exceptional documentary work on Sana‘ani building
practice is used by at least one builder as a reference manual
and in training (figs.16 , 17 ) .

Historicist tools and concepts have to some extent been
absorbed in the performance of “tradition” — not only by
builders but to some extent, by residents who would like to
see the old city rebuilt “exactly as it was.”  This is consistent
with the definition of tradition, which has always absorbed
concepts and tools and has in turn been transformed by
them.  At the same time, the “past as performance” appears
to check the historicist tendency to reduce traditional build-
ing to representation.  International strictures against
rebuilding seem to be generally ignored in favor of performa-
tive re-creations that make little attempt to distinguish old
from new.  Like builders, architects freely “perform” the past,
making use of builders’ skills and creative abilities, and often
inventing new turath to accommodate changing needs.
Significantly, architects and builders seem to agree on a cul-
turally constructed framework of tradition; for both groups,
historicist documentation helps to establish the parameters
of that framework.  This framework can also check the ten-
dency of state and corporate actors to co-opt and homogenize
“tradition” in their pursuit of political or commercial goals.72

The synthesis of performative and historicist approach-
es, then, may allow a city to be both “living” and “historic,”
accommodating change within the context of an accepted
aesthetic.  This synthesis can be crafted into a conscious poli-
cy for conservation at the national, regional and local levels.
Such a policy would be prescriptive as well as proscriptive,
conceiving of conservation as a fundamentally creative
process rather than as a means to preserve products.  It
would recognize and promote builders as independent
agents and full partners in conservation.  At the same time,
historicism would help to establish the framework for change
— not by reifying forms, but by demonstrating their rele-
vance and adaptability to present conditions.  Such an
approach to conservation is fundamentally critical, in that it
interrogates received notions of modernity and identity that
are embedded in both modernization and conservation dis-
courses.  As such, it shifts attention from historical images to
evolving images.73 Such a critical approach to conservation
may help to sustain the special qualities of Sana‘ani and
other local architectures in the face of two global ideologies.
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figure 16  (right ) . A new door opening in a recent restoration,

designed after the middle drawing in Figure 17 (the builder is the son of

the usta whose work is shown in Figure 12).

figure 17 . (below) Page from a documentary work on Yemeni

building crafts.  S. Sallam, “Al-hiraf at-taqlidiyya al-islamiyya fi al-

‘amara al-yamaniyya” (“Traditional Islamic Crafts in Yemeni

Architecture”), unpublished Masters thesis, Department of Fine Arts,

University of Cairo, 1988.  Reprinted by permission of author.
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the southern tip of the peninsula did not

radically transform the tribal structure, but

allowed for the emergence of a modernizing

elite (G. Grandguillaume, “Sanaa, Ville

d’Arabie,” in Grandguillaume et al., eds.,

Sanaa Hors les Murs, pp.4–6).

10. Tribal custom prevented the sale of land

to individuals outside the tribe.  When a capi-

talist land market emerged after the end of

the civil conflict (1970), this custom began to

lose its force, and tribesmen began to engage

in speculation (Kopp and Wirth, Sana‘a,

pp.43–44,52–55).  Kopp and Wirth do not

mention endowed agricultural land outside

the walls, but I have heard this from various

informants.  Much of the endowed land was

confiscated or illegally purchased after the

revolution — since in principle endowed

property (waqf) property cannot be sold.

11. North Yemen was the unofficial name of

the Yemen Arab Republic.  South Yemen, or

the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen

(PDRY), was created in 1967; it consisted of

the southern and eastern portions of con-

temporary Yemen, with Aden as its capital.

The two Yemens were united in 1990.

12. P. Costa, “Sana‘a,” in R.B. Serjeant, ed.,

The Islamic City (Paris: UNESCO, 1980);

and M. Murayt, formerly of the Ministry of

Public Works, interview.

13. Abd al-Karim al-Iryani, former Prime

Minister, interview.

14. M. Murayt and R. Lewcock, interviews;

P. Costa, “Sana‘a.”

15. Kopp and Wirth, Sana‘a, p.11.

16. A water supply system for Sana‘a was

installed in several phases between 1975 and

1982, beginning with the old city. In addi-

tion to the absence of sewerage and

drainage, faulty pipes and workmanship

caused extensive leaking which was exacer-

bated as water pressure within the system

improved.  Cisterns overflowed almost

immediately, and water soaked into the

ground, trapped above a perched water table.

This led to disastrous consequences for the

tower houses: by 1982, thirty houses had col-

lapsed (Ron Lewcock, interview; and P.I.

Helmore, “Water Supply, Sewerage, and

Drainage,” consultant report for

UNESCO/Campaign to Save Old Sana‘a,

1982).  The situation has been partially

remediated by the installation of a sewerage

system and the upgrading of the water sup-

ply system; in some areas, the latter is still

in process.  But according to builders,

groundwater continues to be the source of

90 percent of structural problems in houses.

17. The concept of the international safeguard-

ing campaign grew out of UNESCO’s rescue

of the temples of Nubia, which would have

been inundated with the building of Lake

Nasser.  The success of this project led to the

World Heritage Convention of 1972 and the

formalization of the safeguarding campaign as

a strategy.  A list of prospective “World

Heritage Sites” was compiled in the mid-

1970s, and the idea of the safeguarding cam-

paign was promoted to nations where these

sites were located.  The strategy was first

applied to the cities of Cairo and Fez, which

were listed in 1979 and 1981 respectively —

although the World Heritage Convention itself

was oriented to the safeguarding of ruins and

archeological sites (Hadi Saliba, UNDP-Sana‘a,

and Selma ar-Radi, archeologist and conserva-

tor, interviews).

The initial impetus for the safeguarding

of Sana‘a may have been Pasolini’s film “Le

Mura di Sana‘a” (1971), which appealed to

UNESCO to save the city.  This was followed

by the Cambridge University expedition to

Yemen (1972) and exhibit (1973); and in

1976, by the heavily attended international

exhibition “Nomad and City,” held at the

British Museum as part of the World of

Islam Festival.  The long-awaited study of the

Cambridge expedition, edited by Lewcock

and Serjeant (Sana‘a, An Arabian-Islamic

City), was finally published in 1983, although

parts of it had been available earlier.

Although the Sana‘a Campaign was

not officially launched until 1984 and the

city was not listed as a World Heritage site

until 1986, actual work began earlier.

Several UNESCO missions to Sana‘a in the

late 1970s and early 1980s laid groundwork

on site.  Important contributions were also

made from 1981 by the partnership of

Quaroni and Bonifica, sponsored by the

Department of Antiquities and financed by

the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  Two

young Yemenis — Ahmad al-Ibbi, an archi-

tect, and Ali Oshaish, an engineer — were

instrumental in securing the support of gov-

ernment officials; when the Ministry of

Works agreed to secund them for the pur-

pose of developing a strategy, the campaign

became a practical reality.  Ronald Lewcock,

who had carried out UNESCO missions to

Sana‘a and Shibam, served as UNESCO’s

coordinator for the campaigns in both cities.

Conservation efforts in Fez, Cairo and Tunis

were among the models consulted in the

preparation of the strategy for Sana‘a (Ron

Lewock and Ali Oshaish, interviews).

18. G. Boccardi and R. Lewcock, personal

conversations.  There were a few exceptions,

notably Dutch and German contributions for

street paving.  Some twenty countries con-

tributed funds for the restoration of individ-

ual monuments.  For the campaign

philosophy and a list of projects — only

some of which have been realized — see B.

Lane, “San’a: Pilot Restoration Projects for

the International Campaign to Safeguard the

Old City of San’a,” General Organization for

the Protection of the Historic Cities of

Yemen (GOPHCY), UNDP-UNESCO Report

YEM/88/06 (1988).

19. The architects argued that the problem

of groundwater, in particular, must be

resolved before any building restorations

were undertaken.  Why restore buildings if

they would soon collapse? (R. Lewcock,

interview).

20. Qadi Ali Abu Rijal and Abd al-Karim al-

Iryani, interviews.

21. See M. Yoshida, “Conservation-Based

Development of Historic Cities: the Case of

the Old City of San’a in Yemen,” Regional

Development Studies, Vol.1 (winter 1994/5),

pp.143–70.

22. “The minimal coordination that takes

place between the donor nations and GOPH-

CY is not inscribed in a comprehensive plan

based on urbanistic, social, and economic cri-

teria. . . .  Only an external vision, marked by

an often reductive aestheticism, seems to

prevail notably among the foreign experts,

usually architects, involved in these projects.

The perception of the old city is sustained by

the nostalgia for a golden age, a lost harmo-

ny, coupled with the specter of an urban
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archipelago isolated from the rest of the city.

This ideology of heritage, that conceives the

intramuros area as an open-air museum and

its inhabitants as the last representatives of

an endangered species, has colored the elabo-

ration of most of the projects undertaken

until now” (F. Mermier, “Sana‘a, Metaphore

de l’Etat Yemenite,” in Grandguillaume, ed.,

Sana‘a Hors les Murs, p.50, translation mine). 

23. Urban conservation developed alongside

the new field of urban planning in the last

decades of the nineteenth century, but this

has not been adequately considered in the

histories of either discipline.

24. In the early 1970s modernist plans for

Sana‘a, promoted by Egyptian and Saudi

consultants, were criticized by U.N. experts

who advocated local models and the protec-

tion of the old city. In 1978 L. Berger

Kampsak’s Master Plan for Sana‘a and four

other cities called for the conservation of the

old city of Sana‘a (Varanda, “Tradition and

Change in the Built Space of Yemen,”

pp.135,226–27).

25. As a result of the government’s opposi-

tion to the war, 800,000 to 1,000,000

Yemeni workers were deported by the Gulf

states.  Their sudden return led to the crash

of an artificially inflated economy: they

required housing and services and flooded

the labor market.  The value of the Yemeni

riyal began a sharp decline, resulting in a

dramatic decrease in income and prices.

26. Mermier, “Sana‘a, Metaphore de l’Etat

Yemenite,” p.52.

27. Tariq al-Hamadi, Director of Legal

Affairs, GOPHCY, personal conversation.

28. J. Lambert, “Comsommation de Masse

et Tradition a Sana‘a: Vers une Culture

Urbaine,” in Grandguillaume, ed., Sana‘a

Hors les Murs, p.92.  Similar sentiments

were voiced by several informants.

29. The term bayt is used to signify the

house and the family that resides in it.  It

also refers to a form of ownership — the

family endowment — that aims to maintain

the indivision of property, and thus rein-

forces the tie between the family line and the

house (P. Bonnenfant, “Maisons. Voisins, et

Exterieur,” in Bonnenfant, ed., Sana‘a:

Architecture Domestique et Societe, pp.65–66).

30. The Arabic terminology follows and

essentially translates the French term patri-

moine, which was also used to evoke a new,

collective concept of inheritance (A. al-

Habashi, personal conversation).

31. Walls are typically built of concrete block

instead of stone and fired brick (yajur).

Where stone is used, it is often machine-cut

(manshur) rather than hand-finished

(muwaqqis), although machine-finishing is

technically prohibited in the old city.

Ceiling/floor systems use imported milled

woods of standard sections instead of what

builders call baladi (“domestic,” typically ‘ilb

for beams).  Floor surfaces above are

cement on plywood.  Interiors are often fin-

ished in traditional plasterwork.

The use of structural concrete, hidden

from view or disguised by brick veneer, has

been much debated among conservation

professionals.  Some see it as a natural evo-

lution of building practice, while others feel

it changes the character and qualities of the

architecture.

32. Abdullah ad-Dailami, Director, Cultural

Heritage Unit, Social Fund for Development

(interview, November 2003).

33. “Draft Law for the Conservation of

Historic Cities, Areas, and Monuments,

2004.”

34. Funds budgeted for homeowner com-

pensation — for example, in cases of dam-

age from street paving or burst pipes — are

diverted to provide small loans for house

repair.  But the number and amounts of

these loans is insufficient; moreover, the

use of compensation funds for this purpose

has been challenged on legal grounds by

the Ministry of Finance.  A “heritage fund”

was established several years ago by minis-

terial decree, funded by taxes on several

high-volume consumer products.  To date,

however, these funds have not been request-

ed for projects (Tariq al-Hamadi, personal

conversation).

A recent project, funded by the Social

Fund for Development, was conceived as

part of improvements for Sana‘a’s turn as

Cultural Capital of the Arab World in 2004.

Intended as a pilot project, it restored five

adjacent house facades and repaired interior

structure and spaces that affected the

facades.  In contrast to a similar project in

Shibam-Hadhramaut, which requires resi-

dents to request improvements and to pay

70 percent of the costs, in Sana‘a partici-

pants were selected because of the architec-

tural quality of their houses and their

prominent location on the east bank of the

wadi. They were required to pay only 30

percent of the costs, but to date none have

paid; builders are hoping for compensation

from the Mayor’s office.

35. The restoration of two exemplary tower

houses according to “scientific” conserva-

tion standards in the early 1990s is now

seen by most local and foreign professionals

as misguided.  One of the projects, financed

by Italy’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs and

executed by Italian firms, made extensive

use of techniques like concrete injections.

These methods are now seen as expensive

and unnecessary, especially when local

builders could have stabilized the building

using traditional techniques.  “The Italian

attitude was, ‘Let’s save these stones’,” said

an Italian architect who assisted on the pro-

ject.  “An usta [local builder] would have

said, ‘Let’s rebuild’.”  Despite thoughtful

interior planning and details, the project did

not produce a replicable model, as the archi-

tect had hoped.  This project, as well as

another house restored by a Swiss-Yemeni

team, also ran into legal problems.  While

GOPHCY claims that the owners had

agreed to sell the houses to the state after

restoration, the owners disputed the claim

and have refused to sell.  The Swiss project

was the focus of a controversy that reveals

much about how such conservation efforts

were perceived (see Mermier, “Sana‘a,

Metaphore de l’Etat Yemenite,” pp.50–52.

36. By the mid-1970s, 20 percent of houses

in Sana‘a were being built in concrete

(Varanda, “Tradition and Change in the

Built Space of Yemen,” p.158).

37. Varanda, “Tradition and Change in the

Built Space of Yemen,” pp.156–58.

38. In several important and insightful

works on building practice in Sana‘a (see

below), Trevor Marchand notes that conser-

vation has led to increased patronage for

builders trained in traditional methods; he

attributes this to the rise in cost of imported

materials during the economic crisis of the

early 1990s.  However, I have found no evi-

dence to support this.  Builders and archi-

tects have told me that all materials became

more expensive as a result of the economic

crisis.  The prices of traditional materials —

especially structural wood and the particular
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type of brick used in old work — have con-

tinued to increase due to their scarcity.

39. “When I first built next to my father’s

work, I felt ashamed,” said one builder who

specializes in traditional construction.  “But

gradually I learned from his work, and

came to feel proud.”

40. Krishna Menon has noted a similar

phenomenon in India, where builders work

within a system that is alien in conception,

and whose goals they are not asked to help

define (“Rethinking the Venice Charter,”

pp.51–52).

41. T. Marchand, “Process over Product:

Case Studies of Traditional Building

Practices in Djenne, Mali and Sana‘a,

Yemen,” Managing Change: Sustainable

Approaches to the Built Environment,

Proceedings of the 4th Annual US/ICO-

MOS International Symposium,

Philadelphia, April 2001 (Los Angeles: the

Getty Conservation Institute, 2003), p.139.

42. These attempts to adapt procedures to the

special requirements of cultural heritage pro-

jects have been described to me by Abdullah

ad-Dailami, Director of the Cultural Heritage

Unit; Nabil al-Maqalih, Project Officer; and

other project managers at the SFD.

43. See note 34 above.

44. T. Marchand, Minaret Building and

Apprenticeship in Yemen (Richmond, Surrey:

Curzon Press, 2001), pp.176–79.

45. Omar Abd al-Aziz Hallaj, project manag-

er for GTZ.  The SFD/GTZ project recog-

nizes the need to maintain and upgrade

houses in Shibam using traditional methods;

it thus incorporates a loan program which, in

contrast to the pilot project in Sana‘a (see

note 35), requires owners to pay 70 percent

of costs.  The project also includes an infra-

structure component: a sewer and drainage

system will be installed through community-

based contracting — that is, without general

contractors  (Abdullah ad-Dailami, SFD, per-

sonal conversation).

46. This objection can and should easily be

overcome, especially since laws at the same

level are allowed to conflict as long as they

do not conflict with the constitution (T. al-

Hamadi, personal conversation).

47. In the draft law that accompanied his

famous essay “The Modern Cult of

Monuments,” Riegl suggested that the period

of time required for a monument to acquire

“age value” was sixty years; roughly this same

period of time is used in most conservation

legislation.  See “Progetto di un’organizazz-

ione legislativa della tutela dei monumenti in

Austria,” in S. Scarrocchia, ed., Alois Riegl:

Teoria e Prassi della Conservazione dei

Monumenti: Antologia di Scritti, Discorsi,

Rapporti 1898–1905, con una Scelta di Saggi

Critici (Bologna: CLUEB, 1995), pp.212–21.

For the concept of  “age value,” see “The

Modern Cult of Monuments,” K. Foster and

D. Ghirardo, trans., Oppositions, Vol.25 (Fall

1982), pp.21–51.  This essay is usually pre-

sented and analyzed in isolation from the

larger legislative project which it was intend-

ed to introduce.

48. A. Riegl, “Progetto,” in Scarrocchia, ed.,

Alois Riegl, p.212 (translation mine).

49. These principles are contained in arti-

cles nine and twelve of the Venice Charter

(1964), and are elaborated in B. Feilden and

J. Jokilehto, Management Guidelines for

World Heritage Cultural Sites (Rome:

ICCROM, 1993).

50. R. Lewcock, personal conversation.

51. In the restoration of the Amiriyya

madrasa (religious school) in Rada, for

example, the chief usta continually tried to

improvise, adding or changing details that

he felt would improve the building.  He had

to be persuaded that as an historic monu-

ment, the restoration had to be faithful to

the original (Selma ar-Radi, personal con-

versation).

52. Steven Caton has made a similar argu-

ment for tribal poetry (“Peaks of Yemen I

Summon”: Poetry as Cultural Practice in a

North Yemeni Tribe) Berkeley: University of

California Press, 1990, pp.35–36).

53. Theorists and practitioners concerned

with the conservation of artifacts, architec-

ture and cities have acknowledged that

preservation involves change, material as

well as social.  But procedures and policies

are generally aimed at masking or minimiz-

ing the apparent effects of change.  While

the discourse is internally consistent, it is

not that different from the use of the term

“tradition” in other societies and eras.

Indeed, the ideological usefulness of the

term “tradition” appears to lie in its ability

to mask change.

54. Nabil al-Maqalih, Project Officer, SFD,

personal conversation.

55. Builders differ in their opinions of such

“innovation” within the historic fabric.  The

builder in charge of the restoration, while

admitting the usefulness of the women’s

center, said that it was a mistake to build a

new building within the marna enclosure; it

should be kept “as it was.”  Another builder

said it didn’t matter, since the enclosure still

looks the same on the outside.  The latter

statement echoes international practice

which tends to be concerned with the exteri-

or of buildings: facades constitute public

space, and thus “historic character.”  Several

Yemenis objected to this idea when it was

presented in an Italian-led workshop in the

early 1990s: “If the house is a whole that

reflects the life of a society,” asked one

architect, “why should different standards

be applied to inside and outside?”

56. See, for example, the report on the Old

City of Sana‘a in the Convention

Concerning the Protection of the World

Cultural and Natural Heritage, Report of the

Rapporteur, December 7–8, 2001, twenty-

fifth session of the World Heritage

Committee, Helsinki

(http://whc.unesco.org/archive/repbu-

rext01.pdf).

57. Marchand, Minaret Building in Yemen,

pp.235–36.

58. “The goals [of the campaign] are to con-

vey [the] unique character of the [old

medieval city] along with its sense of age

and history, and to ensure the preservation

and protection of [its] way of life as much as

possible for those who desire it.

Underlying these aims, however, is a  recog-

nition of the importance of carrying the

burden of history without stifling urban life

so that the population is encouraged to

change and upgrade its way of life while

still retaining the best of the past” (M.B.

Lane, “The Campaign Plan of Action,”

San’a: Pilot Restoration Projects, p.15).

59. Steven Caton, personal conversation.

60. A city can be listed as a World Heritage

site if it is “an outstanding example of tradi-

tional human settlement or land use which

is representative of a culture (or cultures)

especially when it has become vulnerable

under the impact of irreversible change”

(Feilden and Jokilehto, Management

Guidelines for World Heritage Cultural Sites,

p.6.)  As Samia Rab’ notes, it is the “repre-
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sentative rather than [the] associative nature

[of cultural resources] that renders them

worth conserving” (“Authenticity in Cultural

Heritage Management: Reassessing the

International Charters of Restoration &

Conservation,” unpublished paper, March

2004, p.4).

61. The term suqisation was coined by architect

Jacques Feiner and sociologist Hadi Eckert,

who were involved in various conservation

projects and studies in Sana‘a and elsewhere

in Yemen.  In his dissertation (“La Vielle Ville

de Sana‘a: Analyse Morphologique comme

Fondement de la Sauvegarde Patrimoniale,”

doctoral thesis no. 1652, Department of

Architecture, Ecole Polytechnique Federale de

Lausanne, 1997), Feiner argued that installing

shops on the ground floor of houses led fami-

lies to vacate because the privacy of women

was compromised.  These families would then

leave their houses, renting out the upper floors

or leaving them vacant.  These floors would be

neglected and fall into disrepair, and ultimately

the house would collapse.  Feiner’s theory has

been embraced by many conservation plan-

ners in Sana‘a.  But it appears that many

homeowners continue to inhabit houses with

shops on the ground floor, some of which

have existed for many years.  Some residents

have told me that the shops in residential

areas do not compromise privacy; on the con-

trary, they make life more convenient.  Others,

however, have said that “no one would agree to

live in a house with a shop on the ground

floor.”  These contradictory reports may be

explained by the disjuncture between the

image and the reality of the old city.  Values

and customs are changing, in part as a result

of the market economy — for example,

increasing numbers of homeowners are rent-

ing floors to unrelated families, a change that

would for many have been unthinkable some

decades earlier.  The old values and ways con-

tinue to be confirmed verbally, though they are

often contradicted by practice.

62. See, for example, E. Concina, Venezia

nell’età moderna (Venezia: Marsilio, 1989),

maps II–IV.

63. Despite attempts of the last decade to

broaden the definition of authenticity, it

continues to be understood primarily in

material terms.  See Feilden and Jokilehto,

Management Guidelines, pp.16–17.

64. R. Handler, “Authenticity,” Anthropology

Today, Vol.2 No.1 (1988); and G. Wright, The

Politics of French Design in French Colonial

Urbanism (Chicago: University of Chicago

Press, 1991), chapter 2.

65. Gwendolyn Wright discusses links

between the new disciplines of urban plan-

ning and the social sciences in French

colonies in  North Africa and Asia (see foot-

note above), while S. Hamadeh looks at the

idea of the “traditional city” in urban histori-

ography and its influence on colonial conser-

vation policies in Algiers and Tunis. S.

Hamadeh, “Creating the Traditional City: A

French Project,” in N. AlSayyad, ed., Forms of

Dominance: On the Architecture and Urbanism

of the Colonial Experience (Aldershot: Avebury

Press, 1992), pp.241–59.

66. See J.C. Scott, Seeing Like a State: How

Certain Schemes to Improve the Human

Condition Have Failed (New Haven: Yale

University Press, 1998).

67. Feilden and Jokilehto, Management

Guidelines, p.16.

68. One conservation professional noted

that conservation and sustainability (isti-

dama) are old concepts, embodied in prac-

tices like maintenance, reuse, and the

recycling of water and solid wastes.  “Why

do we always have to look to Europe for

concepts that we already have?” he asked.

Alaa el-Habashi has argued that the waqf

system encompassed a “traditional” approach

to conservation: endowment deeds provided

for maintenance and restoration, based on

social utility rather than aesthetic criteria.

This approach was supplanted by a new type

of conservation brought to Cairo by the

French in the nineteenth century.  Although

the new approach was alien, El-Habashi con-

cedes that it saved much of the historic area of

Cairo in the drive to modernize.  See “Athar

to Monuments: The Intervention of the

Comité de Conservation des Monuments de

l’Art Arabe,” Department of Art History,

University of Pennsylvania, 2001.

69. S. Caton, “Peaks of Yemen I Summon”;

and personal conversation.  Paul Dresch

discusses the interweaving of past and pre-

sent in tribal histories and in the construc-

tion of the Yemeni state.  (Tribes,

Government, and History in Yemen (New

York: Oxford Press, 1989, pp.30–31.)

70. R. Handler and J. Linnekin, “Tradition,

Genuine or Spurious?” Journal of American

Folklore, Vol.97 (1984), pp.273–74.

71. S. Caton, personal conversation.

72. An interesting case in point is the mass

plastering of house facades in Sana‘a to

mark the city’s turn as Cultural Capital of

the Arab World (2004).  This YR

65,000,000 (U.S. $350,000) project was

initiated in December 2003 by the Ministry

of Culture, apparently without the consulta-

tion of local experts.  The conception and

execution of the project have been criticized

by local and foreign architects and conserva-

tors, as well as by ustas and workers who

were hired to carry out the work.

Representatives of the Ministry have

defended the project by invoking “tradi-

tion,” that is, the periodic replacement of

plaster on house facades.  But the tech-

niques used do not follow traditional prac-

tice: plaster was applied thickly and using

trowels, rather than by hand; worse, old

plaster was scraped off, damaging the sur-

face of the brick and in some cases destroy-

ing historic decoration, as on the minaret of

al-Abhar mosque.  No documentation or

technical studies were carried out on monu-

mental structures before the work was car-

ried out.  As a member of the World

Heritage Committee noted, the use of a sin-

gle method for monumental structures and

houses has tended to homogenize the var-

ied character of the architecture.  Although

the project could not be stopped — in part

because of apparent support from the com-

munity — the intervention of the World

Heritage Committee persuaded the Ministry

to modify its techniques.  In this case, local

practice was defended by an international

agency, which was able to wield more influ-

ence than local professionals and ustas.

73. Krishna Menon, “Conservation in India:

A Search for Direction,” pp.25–27.

All photos are by the author unless other-

wise noted.
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Utopia or Euphoria? Six Sites of
Resistance in Disneyland and Singapore

E U N I C E  S E N G

Why are the spaces of Disneyland and Singapore, despite their totalizing tendencies, duplicable,

or even desirable?  In trying to answer this question, this article begins by identifying six shared

utopian projects of Disney and Singapore — Island, Garden City, Housing, Leisure, Travel, and

Technology — and the collective for whom they were constructed.  Then, by seeking out six

other spaces which emerged during the realization of these Cold War utopias, it aims to uncov-

er alternative agencies and forms of power which undermine and reconfigure the original pro-

jects.  Through this analysis, the article demonstrates that despite the academic and ironic

parallels between Disneyland and Singapore as totalizing spaces of consumption, Singapore

remains a place whose inhabitants must practice everyday life.  This work in progress therefore

attempts to evaluate the island state beyond the totalitarian frame — as a sustainable place

imbued with political discourse, grappling with issues that confront all postindustrial cities.

Not the least unexpected thing about the 1960s was its reinvention of the question of Utopia.
— Fredric Jameson1

A review of the utopian projects of Disney and Singapore is imperative and overdue.  For
years academics and other intellectuals have attacked these spaces, while ignoring the his-
torical, political and economic forces which give them meaning. These attacks are typical-
ly launched from an ideological critique of totalitarianism and commodification.2 Disney
Company critiques are often driven by the need to expose the dominant values of the
company or the hidden connections between the happy myth of “the wonderful world of
Disney” and the ruthless economic logic of its accumulation strategies and totalizing con-
trol.  Writings on Singapore typically portray the island nation as a totalitarian state
whose middle-class citizenry is a repressed and desublimated mass.3
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Within architectural discourse, the case against utopian
projects like Singapore and Disneyland has perhaps been
most forcefully presented by Manfredo Tafuri.  In the early
1970s he identified the crisis of utopia as a consequence of
capitalist development, concluding that the project of the
Enlightenment had witnessed its ultimate degeneration in
the paper visions of 1960s neo-avant-garde architects.  He
argued that their overzealous embrace of new modes of pro-
duction and institutional reform had produced an image
which was merely “a decorative enhancement of the metro-
politan chaos it once aspired to dominate.”4 For Tafuri, these
new strategies would “remain limited to mere fragments
which only marginally affect the global setup.”5 And by the
mid-1980s it seemed his skepticism had been borne out, as
such dreams of a global restructuring of cities and territories
finally fizzled when it became evident that they offered no
real alternatives to the existing social, economic and political
structures of advanced capitalism.

Despite the intellectual crisis of utopia and the impossi-
bility of such realizations, it was in America and Singapore
that the proliferating technological worlds envisioned by
these architects were most extensively reproduced and per-
petuated.6 Guy Debord’s Society of the Spectacle found its ulti-
mate expression in Disneyland; and even Tafuri conceded
that Disneyland came closest to the technological utopias
envisioned by the 1960s visionaries.7 Likewise, those who
decried the unequivocal totalitarianism of modernism point-
ed out how the newly independent, modern nation-state of
Singapore bore an uncanny resemblance to the repressive
society of George Orwell’s 1984.

The symmetry between Disneyland and Singapore was
first articulated by Rem Koolhaas when he described
Singapore as a “Barthian slate,” and by William Gibson who
pronounced the tropical city “Disneyland with the Death
Penalty.”8 But the correspondence between the two environ-
ments goes beyond simple shared ironic readings or semiotic
parallels.  Indeed, amidst the global climate of post-World
War II reconstruction and decolonization, both urban para-
digms emerged from the double-contexts of state and corpo-
rate formation.  Thus, Disneyland became a theme park
operated like a public state by the Disney Company, and
Singapore became an island run like a corporate enterprise
by a state government.

Despite a recognition of such symmetries, the aim of
this article is not to fixate on rhetorical parallels between the
company (Disney) and the state (Singapore).  Certainly, both
reveal pervasive Cold War ideologies of global economy, tech-
nology, and networked communication.  Yet while
Disneyland is a space in which people willingly suspend
their rights to political discourse as part of a consumer expe-
rience, Singapore (despite its self-identification as Singapore,
Inc.) is a place where inhabitants must practice everyday life.
The question therefore becomes why these spaces remain
popular among the large number of people who live, work

and play in them, while they are simultaneously rejected by
intellectual elites and academicians, who lash out at their
totalizing tendencies.  Why are the urbanisms of Disney and
Singapore still duplicable — or even desirable?

A two-fold explanation may underlie the proliferation
and sustainability of these environments.  The first aspect
rests on the way the urbanisms of Disneyland and Singapore
were both born out of modernization’s theory of progress
and betterment through technology.  Simultaneously, the
Cold War allowed a dissemination of mass paranoia and pro-
vided a pretext for both the state and the corporation to allevi-
ate public fears by propagating utopian images of technology
and consumption.  Subsequently, in a post-Cold War era
defined by the paradoxes of advanced technology and the
heightened anxiety of city life, these spaces have continued to
offer desirable, protected, and self-sufficient environments.

Beyond the categorical symmetry of the two urbanisms,
however, Singapore — as place and political space — also
remains sought-after because of its reflexivity to global and
local inflections in economy, technology, and body-politics.
Thus, the second aspect of the explanation takes its cue on the
one hand from Michel Foucault’s notion of bio-power and the
biopolitic as exercised on the level of everyday life, and on the
other from Henri Lefebvre’s call for a praxis utopia.9

SIX UTOPIAS

The 1955 opening of Walt Disney’s planned “new world”
coincided with the national project of the “American
Century,” an era to be defined by America’s military might
and technological prowess.10 Disney’s role as an exemplary
figure in the forefront of this new empire was celebrated in
the popular press, which heralded him as an avuncular
Horatio Alger, an ordinary man whose career was a living
demonstration that the American Dream could be realized.11

A decade later, in 1965, following its decision to separate
from the rest of Malaya, Singapore emerged as an indepen-
dent state.  From the outset, surrounded by larger and poten-
tially aggressive neighbors, its single-party government, led
by Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew, argued that the only way to
forge a cohesive nation was to embark on the “neutral” but
aggressive project of economic development.  The urban par-
adigms of both Disney and Singapore thus were built on the
trope of one man’s dream for a new community free from
poverty and the ravages of war.  However, they also displayed
a number of other ideological similarities that were typical of
what other writers have referred to as an island-settler myth.12

Among these were a belief in an empty and waiting land, or
tabula rasa; a desire to tame this wilderness into familiarity
and orderliness; a faith in technical solutions to conquer nat-
ural problems; a belief that individuals are isolated and self-
sufficient; a sense of both being on a journey, yet having
arrived; and a sense of the goal of settlement as being
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improvement, or progress.  At both Disneyland and
Singapore these characteristics eventually translated into six
forms of utopia: Island, Garden City, Housing, Theme Park,
Travel, and Technology.

Despite the power of these visions, during the construc-
tion and planning — the dystopian realization — of the six
utopian projects, six “other spaces” emerged under the guise
of their totalizing processes.  One may identify these “other
spaces” using Foucault’s six nonhierarchical principles of het-
erotopia.13 Foucault’s persistent critique of state totalitarian-
ism caused him to search for and analyze alternative schema
for understanding how culture may produce different types of
subjects.  In doing so, he turned to subterraneous processes
embedded within existing totalizing power structures.
Ultimately, his celebration of heterotopias was an attempt to
locate such agencies.  It would also be in such “other spaces”
within Disney and Singapore that alternative arrangements
and counter-projects, planned and unplanned resistances,
would come to be located.  And even today, these spaces of
resistance continue to inform the patterns of settlement, orga-
nization, and forms of architecture envisioned by their origi-
nal authors.  Displaced from the state’s modus operandi, such
sites of resistance reveal individuals and collective groups
negotiating and appropriating the planned spaces of the city
through adaptive tactics and everyday practices.

Today, the financial and planning successes of Disney
and Singapore are well understood.  However, it is their ongo-
ing resilience and the surprising contentment of citizens and
visitors that continue to baffle critics.  Such utopian fervor is
in many respects tantamount to a state of euphoria.  The asso-
ciation with pathological mania and fanaticism is not acciden-
tal.  Indeed, it may be requisite to such a heightened form of
success.  To pursue the medical analogy, euphoria can be
aroused by very different, but constant, states of emergency
and insurgence.  And quite often, the two conditions may
coexist or occur in quick succession of each other. Thus, one
common method for enforcing competitiveness and inducing
growth is to create a state of crisis.  While this may appear to
produce a one-dimensional workforce, success at this endeav-
or also triggers a second, reactionary state to arise as a form of
resistance based on renegotiations and counter-points.
Ultimately, such new forms of euphoria, harbored in “other
spaces,” will provide the necessary destabilizing forces to con-
tinually undermine  the totalitarianism imposed by utopia.

ISLAND

As an island — its territory is known — it is endowed
with indispensable elements for the construction of a
mythology: it is small, it is threatened, it has to be protect-
ed, it is finite — an enclave — it is unique.

— Rem Koolhaas14

Like Thomas More’s social utopia, Disneyland and
Singapore are islands (figs.1a,b) . Both are enclosed urban
paradigms, but at the same time economically open territo-
ries operating within the global economy.  As key nodes on
the global map, they are destinations — planned, bounded
and defined — as well as spaces of transit.  They embody the
tensions between openness and closure, which are mirrored
by the physical characteristics of their built environments
and everyday social conditions.

Disney’s first theme park was intended to be an idyllic,
isolated place where there would be no sex, violence, crime,
homelessness, or need to work.  Any trace of the grittiness of
everyday life was to be obliterated.  Disneyland was thus the
culmination of Walt Disney’s fantasies of transport and
hygiene, “a showplace of beauty and magic, filled with the
accomplishments, the joys, the hopes of the world we live in.”15

The government of Singapore, the People’s Action Party
(PAP), shared such optimism that everyday life could be
improved if the state were to improve people’s environment.
In its case, the physical outcome would be a clean, green,
orderly urban metropolis with low crime and delinquency
rates — a modern version of founder Sir Stamford Raffles’s
nineteenth-century social utopia.16

In practice, the operation of this mythic element at
Disney theme parks involves the issuance of one-day “pass-
ports” to visitors, who are then encouraged to think of them-
selves as citizens of a magical land.  As such, they often feel
compelled to stay until they have exhausted the experience,
maximizing their citizenship.  From meals and shopping to
rest kiosks and thrill rides, every care is taken to ensure they
are happily preoccupied.  Visitor-citizens are also persuaded
to become stakeholders, and few ever leave without buying a
toy, a t-shirt, a mug, a decal, a piece of the Disney vision.

However, as Chris Rojek has argued, visitors to Disney
theme parks are not simply clean slates upon which to write
ideology.17 When they visit Disney sites they may do so nostal-
gically, or even ironically, rather than as “true believers” — per-
ceiving the parks as “unreliable museums of living facts.”18

Many of these visitors also do not fit neatly into the category of
the ideologically naïve.  Indeed, a specific possibility for recog-
nizing irony arises when “semiotically exhausted” visitors self-
assuredly set themselves apart from the happy masses.19 David
Harris interviewed many such tourists of diverse backgrounds
who were experienced in Disney’s “techniques of neutraliza-
tion.”20 His study suggested that such knowledgeable visitors
uncover ordinary, quotidian behaviors which persist in Disney
environments despite the regulated conformity.  Beyond this
stance, writing critically about Disney also seems to offer one
of the last acceptable locations for academics to practice social
differentiation and to demonstrate their commitment to non-
popular values.  In particular, new class structures appear to
have arisen, where certain social or intellectual elitist groups
prefer to be set apart from the mainstream by claiming an
informed distaste for Disney’s commercialism.
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By contrast, postindependence Singapore was chaotic,
disorganized, and ridden with crime, homelessness, and
unhygienic conditions.  However, after strategic assessment
of its economy and society, the government decided to repo-
sition the new island nation in the world economy as the
financial center of the Far East.  Above all, this strategy
involved attracting multinational corporations by developing
an affordable, well-trained workforce — creating what Lee
Kuan Yew called a “First World oasis in a Third World
region.”21 Singapore would thus establish First World stan-
dards in public and personal security, health, education,
telecommunications, transportation and services; and it
would become a regional haven for entrepreneurs, engineers,
managers and other professionals.  To achieve this goal, the
reeducation of the population needed to be jump-started
around the singular guiding principle of national survival.
As the government defined it, this required a more rugged,
better organized, and more efficient population than that of
neighboring countries.  And in exchange for extensive social
benefits and interventions, the young citizenry would be
expected to adhere to strict political, social and urban codes.
The paternalistic PAP insisted that the cohesion of the racial-
ly diverse population required such a national ideology.22

Socially, this required the acceptance of state-sponsored fami-
ly-planning and match-making schemes, national savings ini-

tiatives, and campaigns promoting racial harmony and multi-
culturalism.  It further implied a highly censored local
media, and a finely calibrated system of punishment was
established for “antisocial” behavior.

Such programs have provided ample material for critics.
Of these, Koolhaas’s reading of Singapore as a “generic city,”
in particular, may be seen as based on an intellectual, elitist
stance similar to that of Harris’s “knowledgeable” Disney vis-
itors.  Yet, Koolhaas (like William Gibson before him) also
unwittingly assumed that Singapore society was little more
than an undifferentiated mass under subjugation of the state.
Likewise, Michael Haas has identified the Singapore political
system as a populist democracy. Supported by a mass soci-
ety, and governed by a social constitution without limits on
the use of power, he argued such a form of government can
only lead to a form of state police control.23

What these writers fail to observe, however, is that with-
in this highly planned island nation, other configurations
have formed in the interstices of state control.24 With regard
to the physical environment, one of the most important was
the Singapore Planning and Urban Research (SPUR) Group.
Formed in 1965, SPUR’s primary aim was to provide alterna-
tives to the city-renewal efforts of the new government.
Comprising prominent independent intellectuals — mostly
young architects, geographers, sociologists and planners edu-
cated in leading British and American universities — SPUR
was hugely influenced by the ideas of Team X, the
Metabolists, and the socialism of the journal Ekistics.25

Among other things, SPUR protested government policies
that showed disregard for public participation.26 And in
1966 its members unveiled their own sketches for the “Asian
City of Tomorrow.”  These showed urban megastructures,
with highrise dwellings and many levels of mixed activities
amidst a network of parks and roads (fig.2 ) .

figure 1 . Island utopia.  

A) Schematic view of Disneyland

with steam train circumventing

“the island.”  Source: Poster by

the Walt Disney Company, aerial

painting by Herb Ryman, 1958.  

B) 1823 sketch of the island of

Singapore showing timber struc-

tures and detached houses.

Source: E.T.C. Chew and E. Lee,

A History of Singapore (New

York, Oxford University Press,

1991).  Reprinted by permission

of author.

A.
B.



SPUR’s fight for an alternative, nonsegregated, hybrid
metropolis closely resembled the neo-avant-gardist visions of
their Western counterparts.27 But, more importantly, its
numerous proposals provided a counterpoint to the govern-
ment’s more mainstream urban plans.  Eventually, the propos-
als also provided the origins for such important public
infrastructure schemes of the 1980s as the Mass Rapid Transit
System and Changi Airport.28 SPUR’s limited but active local
interventions, highly influenced by foreign-acquired ideologies,
exemplified an infiltration of ideas into the supposedly closed
process by which Singapore was being constructed.29

What the SPUR proposals also point out is that despite
its carefully maintained social isolation, the Singapore popu-
lation is still exposed to external influences and ideologies.
In 2000 a quarter of Singapore’s population were nonciti-
zens.30 And besides specialized groups like SPUR, there is
today a growing number of citizens with such insidious
views.  Yet like the seamless but contradictory urbanism of
the island itself — for example, the constantly shifting defini-

tion of its shorelines31 — such people are elusive.  Indeed,
many do not physically reside in the island.  Nevertheless,
they exist within its political imagination.  Thus, in a 1999
speech, Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong attempted to identify
two groups of citizens: the “cosmopolitan,” and their less
mobile counterpart, the “heartlander.”32

Cultural theorist Timothy Brennan has argued that the
current period is already substantially cosmopolitan.33 The
cosmopolitan ideal of government envisions an all-encom-
passing representative structure in which members confer
on a global scale.  In Flexible Citizenship, Aihwa Ong recently
suggested that newly affluent Asian immigrants, who have
relocated their families and wealth to North America while
continuing to pursue business interests in Asia, represent a
new kind of disembedded citizenship.34 In this regard,
Singapore serves as a home base for many pursuing regional
and international businesses; and conversely, businesses in
Singapore are being pursued from other global bases.

It is further noteworthy that, based on responses within
unmediated cyber-forums worldwide, displaced Singaporeans
tend to see themselves as “heartlanders.”35 At the very least, this
seems to indicate that a reconsideration of Goh’s citizen classifi-
cation is timely.  Whatever the case, the international communi-
ty of Singaporeans tends to escape accountability by official
census, and at present, can best be described as cosmopoliti-
cal.36 For now, they traverse such global spaces as intellectual
academies and financial institutions.  Amid such overlapping
commitments, the identity of the mobile citizen emerges — a
wandering agent carrying superior technical knowledge, and
capable of transforming his or her surroundings.  Singapore’s
mobile, flexible citizenry, far from being a clichéd subjugated
postcolonial diaspora, occupies many islands across the globe.

GARDEN CITY

One possible ideological source for the town-planning
ideas of Disney and Singapore is Ebenezer Howard’s Garden
Cities of To-morrow (1902).  Howard’s solution to conflicts
between town and country was to bring the town to the coun-
try and make the countryside fully available to the needs of the
city. The ultimate objective was to relieve the congestion of the
city, and by doing so, lower land values there and prepare the
way for metropolitan reconstruction.  Just as the garden was at
once a fragment of a larger organic world and a microcosm of
the same — a kind of universal heterotopia — both Singapore
and Disney operate according to an internal organization that
reflects a larger cultural logic.  In both worlds, the intensifica-
tion of gardens within gardens, theme parks within theme
parks, worlds within worlds, is mediated by the ideals of
national mobilization and mass social provision.

At Disney sites, the ideology of the garden in the park
embraces a number of formal specifics to which the pic-
turesque plan is as indispensable as the strict regulation of
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figure 2 . SPUR’s 1966 proposal for an Asian Future City.  Source:

SPUR 65–67, Singapore.
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circulation (refer to fig.1 ) . Sorkin observed that strategies
of movement became the ultimate internal rationale and for-
mal arbiter of the garden city.  The results in Disney are sim-
ilar: a single center with a radial plan, united by loops of
circulation in picturesque settings.  There is even an old-
fashioned steam train that circumnavigates the perimeter.37

To reinforce this picturesque garden quality, visitors to
Disneyland are first greeted by an inclined bed of flower topi-
ary in the shape of Mickey Mouse.  Located in the center of a
square, it is part of a small park-island with lawns, benches,
and an American flag atop a tall mast.

Leo Marx has previously identified how the pastoral
ideal has been used to give meaning to America ever since
the age of its discovery, and he has noted that it has yet to
lose its hold upon the native imagination.38 The dream of a
new life in a fresh, green landscape is embodied in various
utopian schemes for making America the site of a new
beginning for Western society.39 Disney theme parks are
manifest sites of such ideological perfection.

Despite such comprehensive design logic, at least two
types of counter-territorialization may be observed in
Disneyland — a private park in which “public” amenities are
reserved for those who can afford them.  One involves the pic-
nicking family which chooses to reject the food selections
offered by its multiple restaurants.  Any part of a lawn or
bench it occupies then becomes a temporary site of defiance to
the capitalist logic of the company.  Another counter-project
involves the amorous couple or thrill-seeker who search out
spaces for illicit activities.40 Such banal appropriations of space
disrupt the seamless perfection of Disney planning (fig.3 ) .

In a similar way, in a bid to solve the problems of an
unruly Singapore after World War II, Sir Patrick Abercrombie
was appointed town planning advisor in 1948.  An advocate of
the Garden City Movement in England, his plans for the
island bore the imprint of his 1944 Greater London Plan.41

Following the end of colonial rule in Malaya in 1963, however,
a team of U.N. experts was called upon to propose a new
vision of the future, one that would not be tied to the colonial
past.  The team eventually called for development of the entire
island according to a ring-city model, with no delineation
between town and rural hinterland (fig.4 ) .42 Yet, even
though they criticized the parochialism of Abercrombie’s
plan, the U.N. experts left its central “Green Heart” intact.43

And today this central space is the only area of the island that
has been spared from state urban-renewal efforts.

From the start, Singapore’s urban renewal has also been
accompanied by an island-wide “naturalization” program.  Leo
Marx’s pastoral ideal has even been embedded in a national
slogan, “living in a garden.”  In Lee Kuan Yew’s words, “to
achieve First World standards in a Third World region, we set
out to transform Singapore into a tropical garden city.”44

Thus, in 1965 nurseries and a 1,700-person park maintenance
crew were established, and these steps were augmented in
1976 by the creation of a Parks and Recreation Department to
construct an infrastructure of parks and green streetscapes.

The government imagined there would be three major
social implications from making greening an inseparable
part of the national project.  First, greening was expected to
raise the morale of the people by providing them with attrac-
tive surroundings.  Second, it would downplay the differenti-
ation between areas belonging to the middle and working
classes.  Third, it would provide an instructive and discipli-
nary tool to produce a society of self-conscious citizens: there
would be no littering, no trampling on grass, no pilfering of
saplings, and no picking of flowers.  Greening has since
served as a form of national education, and has yielded a
ubiquity of instructions and signage.  Thus Koolhaas rightly
noted the visually curious “empire of semantics,” though he
fell short of comprehending its effects.45

figure 3 .

“La perruque” on the

manicured lawn of

Walt Disney World.

Source: S. Willis et al.,

Project Disney,

Inside the Mouse:

Work and Play at

Disney World

(Durham, Duke

University Press,

1995).  Reprinted by

permission.

figure 4 . Ring-city Singapore.  Source: C. Abrams, O. Koenigsberger,

and S. Kobe, Growth and Urban Renewal in Singapore (Singapore:

U.N. Program of Technical Assistance, 1963).



Within the limits of Singapore (comparable to Louis
Marin’s “neutral space of the limit”46) the juxtaposition of
state-owned nature reserves with dense urban development
represents the ultimate heterotopia.  Bukit Timah Hill, four
reservoirs, and mangrove forests — also distinct destinations
such as the Botanic Gardens, Chinese and Japanese Gardens,
Zoological Gardens, Night Safari, and Jurong Bird Park —
form fragments within a fully rationalized system that coex-
ists with new towns and business and civic districts.47 Within
this hierarchy, the park-like housing estate can be read as
comprising a garden city of another scale.  Its common
spaces are gardens within the garden-estate; its apartments
(typically with potted plants like orchids) are micro-gardens
within the garden-block.  As early as 1967, one former chair-
man of SPUR was already writing on the parallels between
the environment and nation-building.48 Greening was
already occurring at an unstoppable rate on every scale, pro-
ducing a hyper-duplication of green utopias — the myth of
all garden cities that Koolhaas derides as “Potemkin nature.”

Yet, more than the occasional “playful” disruption of garden
space in a Disney park, the inhabitants of Singapore’s govern-
ment-owned housing estates fight daily territorial battles, using
potted plants to stake individual claims on areas of the public
space adjacent to their apartments.  These may lead to serious
conflicts, especially when a single-loaded corridor is shared by as
many as ten families.  Since the line of demarcation is implicit,
aggressors tend to succeed when they can establish a larger
“entry garden.”  Meanwhile, those unwilling to engage in such
battles still find themselves engaged in “rear-yard” contests.  In
this case, the “front” facade of an apartment block can some-
times become so dense with foliage that an organic aesthetic
replaces its original architectural appearance (fig.5 ) .

Similar contestations are evident when it comes to foot-
paths.  In the overall scheme of a planned landscape, pedes-
trians are meant to use paved paths to walk from one block
to another. Yet the presence of well-manicured lawns “bald-
ing” along the lines of various alternative routes clearly indi-
cates the everyday negotiations between the inhabitants —
territorial citizens — and their planned environments.49

HOUSING

Since it is connected to all other locations, housing plays
a dominant communitarian role both at Disney sites and in
Singapore.  In Celebration, a Disney-created traditional
American town and an example of New Urbanism, residents
live in elaborately wired, developer-style single-family houses
selected from a pattern book.  Meanwhile, the majority of
Singaporeans live in highrise blocks more than twelve stories
high (figs.6a,b) . In both locales the emphasis is on pic-
ture-perfect images of community life, which necessitate that
residents relinquish a large degree of individuality and priva-
cy and retreat deeper into their units.  Nevertheless, residents
commonly counteract the state allocation and corporate inter-
ventions by “borrowing” or appropriating public property or
space for private use (figs.7a,b) .

At Disney theme parks, guest accommodations are sup-
posed to complete the “magical experience.”  These accommo-
dations are designed with the same principles as the parks —
themed public spaces, “democratic” and identical room layouts,
and a staff of cheerful “hosts” and Disney characters.  The
seamlessness of the Disney experience is maintained to such an
extent that even the quotidian is anticipated and accommodated
in the design.  Disney space also acts as a social leveler, since all
differences between guests are displaced in favor of the shared
pursuit of recreation, thrill and consumption.

Moving beyond such successful but temporary environ-
mental experiences, the construction of the town of
Celebration in 1996 afforded people a chance to literally
dwell in a Disney world.  Opened on the Fourth of July, the
town for a planned population of 20,000 patriotically pro-
claimed a new American way of living as a corrective to
sprawl.50 But it was also designed to maximize the value of
10,000 acres of company land.  And with half the site pre-
served for a wetland “Osceola Multi-Use Development”
greenbelt, it also promised to earn the company the reputa-
tion of “good neighbor.”

In Celebration, residents negotiate their multiple roles
as spectators, Disney players, and residents.  The front porch
is a site where many of these everyday spectacles are enacted.
One resident, Michael McDonough said fondly, “our porches
are so close to the street that it makes them like little theater
seats [with] our movie screen [as] our front porch [and] the
lake as a backdrop.”51 Not only does the porch frame a care-
fully constructed “nature” for residents, but it also frames,
for visitors, a picture-perfect neighborliness.  In such a
tableau, the manicured lawn sits silently in the foreground as
the guardian of the perfect middle-class American lifestyle.

Shortly before Celebration’s opening, however, critics
started to point to its deficiencies.  Urbanism professor
Witold Rybczynski told the New York Times that “living there
is not going to change people [because] you can’t isolate your-
self [from the rest of American society].”52 Writer and
Celebration resident Michael Pollan also suggested that
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Photo by author.
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Disney had conjured an ideal it could only partly fulfill.  “A
real community,” he wrote, “is messy, ever changing and
inevitably political.”53 Even if Disney was “an astute observer
of the American character,” in due time its residents would
find their political voices, and likely “make a mess of the
company’s carefully crafted script.”  A community based on a
“novel form of democracy” and mere consumerist principles,
Pollan argued, was also bound to have problems.54 Perhaps
not surprisingly, Celebration had only managed to attract
8,000 residents by 2003.

While the viability of Celebration is still unproven, to its
critics, Singaporeans on the other hand live in what seems
like a conglomeration of Celebrations.  Yet, despite the conve-

nient rhetorical parallel, Singapore is also a place imbued
with political discourse.

Adopting an ideology of “helping you help yourself,” the
national government originally tackled the problem of hous-
ing by assuming a comprehensive role as planner, architect,
entrepreneur, landlord and developer.  Since it claimed “to
know what was best,” it saw no need to consult the popula-
tion.  And in the years since, the state has never doubted its
own creative but severely pragmatic approach, citing as evi-
dence the significant improvement in people’s quality of life.55

Taking lessons from the contentious experiences of
Western countries, particularly the United States, the
Singapore government decided early on to maintain owner-

figure 6 . Housing utopia.  A) New pattern-book houses for the middle-class nuclear family at Celebration.  Photo by Andrew Wood, San Jose State University.

Reprinted by permission.  B) Queenstown Neighborhood VI, Singapore, 1969.  Source: Annual Report 1969, Housing Development Board, Singapore.

A. B.

figure 7 . A) Corridor, or

“front yard,” of a Singapore hous-

ing block with artifacts of territo-

rialization.  B) “Rear yard” of a

housing block.  Photos by author.

A. B.



ship of all housing.  By doing so, it hoped to depoliticize it,
so housing could no longer be a site for class struggle.
Indeed, Singapore’s early leaders saw collective dwelling as a
perfect way to eradicate class and racial divides.

Immediately after independence, however, it was a
shortage of housing that was the government’s most impor-
tant concern.  The manifestly pragmatic and utilitarian high-
rise slab block both solved this problem and introduced
uniformity into the urban fabric.  Stripped of colonial traces,
the government also hoped its neutral, modernizing image
would create a sense of belonging to the new nation.
Construction of such buildings was further coupled with the
“homeownership for the people” scheme of the Housing
Development Board (HDB), which included heavy subsidies
to systematically rehouse slum dwellers.  Since the only
affordable housing in Singapore consisted of such highrise
flats, their social acceptance was “automatic.”56

Lefebvre has observed that “the everyday is covered by a
surface: that of modernity.”57 Indeed, by the 1970s half the
Singaporean population was living in such highrise housing
estates, which also provided comprehensive recreational and
civic facilities.  And when postmodernist aesthetics were
introduced in the late 1980s, the HDB only needed to “re-
dress” the modernist blocks to keep up.  Such cosmetic addi-
tions were deemed appropriate to imbue different
neighborhoods with safe and politically viable identities.
Thus, by the 1990s 80 percent of the population lived in
housing estates distinguished by fruit motifs or colors, even
though an aerial perspective revealed the striking parallel
between Singapore and Corbusier’s modern city.

The government’s commitment to such comprehensive
schemes has shown no signs of abating.  In 1993, Tampines
New Town won the United Nations World Habitat Award for
outstanding contribution toward human settlement and
development.58 And as part of the Concept Plan 2001, the
Urban Redevelopment Authority (URA) and the HDB recent-
ly held an international design competition to redevelop a
2.5-hectare site at Duxton Plain — the site of the very first
public housing blocks in the country (fig.8 ) .59 The symbol-
ism embodied in the winning scheme coincided with the
changing face of public housing in Singapore, indicating a
new synthesis of state social and economic provision.  In par-
ticular, the competition marked a new phase of the modern
cosmopolitan project: a focus on life and lifestyles for a civi-
lized Southeast Asian nation.

Beneath the dwelling configurations in Singapore’s
housing estates, however, residents routinely “borrow” or
appropriate public property or space for their own private
use.  The détournement of prefabricated architectural ele-
ments and spaces arises from creative adaptations made by
the residents within the planning grid.  Thus, unpro-
grammed, “empty” spaces within the housing block are used
daily as waiting and pickup points for school children, and
the elderly bring lounge chairs and potted plants to create

their own social enclaves (fig.9 ) .60 Chess, table tennis, bad-
minton and break-dancing are not excluded.  Funeral wakes
and wedding banquets are equally welcomed and tolerated.
These affairs are always loud and colorful.  Most Chinese
funerals hire bands of retired musicians and amateur trum-
peters; other families may prefer a modest concert with local
or Malaysian popular singers.  In the early years, even
neighbors would join in such festivities.  These practices per-
sist today, with certain variants and technological enhance-
ments.  In a reflexive way, the HDB has even learned from
some of these practices and incorporated them into later
planning strategies.

Delving into the effects of the everyday, de Certeau has
described the conditions of subjugation and marginality even
in routine existence.  Claiming it as “technology’s limit,” he
has urged that more attention be given to practices “beneath
technology” that disturb its operations.  Engineers have long
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figure 8 . Rendering of winning scheme by Arcstudio Singapore.

Source: Urban Redevelopment Authority brochure, “Duxton Plains Public

Housing Competition, Singapore.”

figure 9 . An enclave staked out by the elderly among the support

columns of an Housing Development Board block.  Photo by author.
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been familiar with forms of resistance which disturb func-
tionalist calculations and their underlying elitist bureaucratic
structure.  But he has argued they tended to be insensitive to
the fictive character — the imaginative citizen — and its rela-
tionship to everyday reality.61

Likewise, the governing power in Singapore is a highly
organized and technically competent structure which has the
capacity to quickly absorb anomalies and marginalities into
its strategy of organization and surveillance, turning them
into “signifiers” and “objects of exchange.”  Yet despite these
systems of classification, certain protected activities such as
racial ceremonies and cultural practices can occur “above”
the limit of technology.  Peculiar habits, religious practices,
and other unpredictable personal reactions prevent easy
detection or classification.62 And even if technically compe-
tent structures of surveillance succeed in absorbing these
unknown entities or practices, the technological is always
one step behind.  Perhaps this is how “the weak” appropriate
from “the strong.”

LEISURE

Disney and Singapore share a belief that tourism is all-
encompassing.63 With tourism as a central focus, conven-
tional divisions between work and leisure, citizen and tourist,
thus recede to the background.  But a theme park also
embodies the conflict between producers and consumers,
where aestheticized happiness and leisure is superimposed
over a larger societal grid of control governed by the punch-
card regularity of work.  Indeed, part of the Disney
Company’s strategy is to make itself an indispensable part of
American life.  Sorkin has described the experience within
Disneyland as “the redemption of the industrial metropolis:
hygienic, staffed with unalienated workers apparently enjoy-
ing their contributions to the happy collectivity.”64 In this
way the empire of leisure is differentiated from everyday life.
But the separation means that the recuperating body can
receive only temporary relief.

As temporary citizens, tourists enjoy home-like ameni-
ties in Disney parks.  Themed food kiosks, cafes and restau-
rants are located throughout, and there is no lack of seating,
rest stations, or bathrooms.  Visitors seeking a reprieve from
the rides can also stroll among the picturesque gardens and
lawns.  There they will find visual relief in the virtual worlds
of fictional characters and the juxtaposition of highly con-
trolled landscapes.  Where else can one feast one’s eyes on
desert grasses, ivy topiary, tropical orchids, cherry blossoms
and coconut palms all in one place?  Where else can one
caress a rattlesnake without the real hazard of a bite?

Familiar with the operations of both work and play, how-
ever, there is a class of tourist-citizens which is engaged in a
form of reprogramming — not unlike de Certeau’s notion of
“la perruque.”65 Such people disguise their own work as work

within a larger organization, an appropriation often over-
looked by the “establishment.”

It was under such conditions in 1991 that the first annual
Official Unofficial Gay and Lesbian Day at the Magic Kingdom
was launched.  Activist Doug Swallow first proclaimed the
event as “a day to have fun, to stand up and be counted.”66 Yet,
as Jeff Truesdell of the Orlando Weekly later observed, Gay Day
“became the lightning rod critics needed to challenge that cor-
porate strategy.”  Ironically, he also wrote, “by refusing to dis-
courage the gathering, Disney condoned it.”67 Today, beyond
its economic impact, Gay Day has become an indicator of the
cultural landscape of the Disney Company itself — caught as it
is between its heavy-handed interest in profits and its self-
appointed role as guardian of “family values.”

Meanwhile, in Singapore, leisure has been transformed
from a segregated activity into one that infiltrates almost every
part of everyday life.  In the two decades leading up to World
War II, the island witnessed the construction of numerous
leisure complexes which followed the example of develop-
ments such as the New World in Shanghai.  Opened in 1923,
New World Amusement Park in Jalan Besar was followed by
Great World, Happy World (later renamed Gay World), and
Greater East Asia Amusement Park (opened during the
Japanese occupation, and later renamed Beauty World). The
cabarets, boxing arenas, gambling dens, trade fairs, and eating
stalls of such complexes appealed primarily to the immigrant
working class.  In the early 1950s such spaces were so impor-
tant that Happy World Sports Stadium served as the site for
high-profile international events such as the Thomas Cup
badminton tournament.68 Such was the proliferation of a
kind of Baktinian carnivalesque, where the leisure operators
and seekers built their own worlds alongside the official
world, their own states versus the official state.

However, leisure as rehabilitation and community bond-
ing for working citizens took an institutional turn in
Singapore the 1970s.  That was when the government began
to systematically administer leisure activities in controlled
doses within the community centers of its brand-new devel-
opments.  And, despite the complete disappearance of the
older “New Worlds,” in 1972 it also directed that a self-
enclosed city as resort be built on the neighboring island of
Sentosa.  The Sentosa Development Board (SDB) was
charged with the development, management and promotion
of this space.  Marketed as an affordable family getaway, it
provided part of a continual redefinition of the idyllic picture
of escape, resulting in a hyper-duplication of itself — a get-
away within a getaway (fig.10 ) .

Beneath this spatial text of leisure, reflexive to the needs
of the escaping body of the tourist-citizen, there has always
been a coincident specter of violence.  Thus, the remains of
British World War II fortresses on Sentosa became a further
opportunity for museum spectacle.  Even the detention of a
political dissident on the island for three years did not appear
incongruous.69 Here, the temporality of escape has juxtaposed



a blend of golfing, house arrest, and mourning — except that
the very notion of escape (liberation) is really an oxymoron
when considered within the nation’s panopticon of leisure.

However, even Singapore’s premier resort has now
become the site of counter-activities that undermine its origi-
nal purpose.  This first occurred when profiteering entertain-
ment companies added a technological dimension to
previously spontaneous foam parties at the beach.  Then, on
August 8, 2001, the day before National Day, the Asian Web
community Fridae initiated the first annual Gay Foam Bath
Party on Sentosa.  The event generated so much discomfort
within the government that in less than two weeks Prime
Minister Goh Chok Tong issued a “gentle” warning against
such activities.  Specifically, he maintained that greater politi-
cal freedoms would have to come slowly.70

Nevertheless, empowered by a common solidarity and
knowledge of their growing strength and expertise, the homo
ludens continue to negotiate the territories they have become
familiar with.71 Meanwhile, the government, trying to catch
up with its well-traveled and restless citizens, has remained
always one step behind in devising new planning principles
to regulate the use of newly appropriated spaces.  For exam-
ple, for beach revelers, it has now designated small parcels of
land as sites for “Zouk-Out” — “spontaneous” large-scale
parties organized by Zouk, the most popular dance club in
Singapore.  But its overarching efforts to create an island
resort and workplace that will satiate and contain the increas-
ing demands and restlessness of its citizenry is a project that
continues to be challenged.

TRAVEL

The only way to consume [the utopian] narrative is to keep
moving, keep changing channels, keep walking, get on
another jet, pass through another airport, stay in another
Ramada Inn.

— Michael Sorkin72

Disneyland and Singapore enfold the acts of traveling
and arriving.  Marc Augé has argued that spaces of travel, of
“relative anonymity,” are a refuge from the usual scrutiny
and responsibility demanded of places with a particular iden-
tity and locality.  This temporality can be liberating, as travel-
ers need only to keep in line and follow instructions.73

According to Marin, the visitor to a Disney theme park
assumes its citizenship upon passing through its gates, and
thereafter begins articulating the utopic text.74 But Sorkin has
called this a “homogenized under-dimensioned citizenship.”75

Naturally, a sense of arrival is crucial, because it reaffirms that
Disney is a definitive place.  Specifically, it must overcome the
suspicion caused by its seemingly easy duplication — not just
in Florida, Los Angeles, Tokyo, Paris, and Hong Kong, but in
ubiquitous television space.  Born at the same time as the tele-
vision series Mickey Mouse Club, Disneyland has always been
conceived as a “non-place.”  Thus, Disney’s deliberate place-
making challenges the imagination — nowhere, but “there.”

Against this experience, there remain certain figures who
skew Disney’s utopian social fabric, from which it has attempt-
ed to remove class, race, status, and all other potentially desta-
bilizing factors.  To the chagrin of the management, the Gay
Day reveler and the occasional working-class Hispanic family
resist the company’s capacity for such rationalization.  For
three days a year, 32,000 gay revelers take over these spaces of
control and class oppression.  Likewise, for capitalism’s racially
disenfranchised, the need to make full use of the expensive day
pass may mean a mix of drifting and “poaching” —sneaking
in bologna sandwiches for lunch, for example.

Another wanderer class in Disney is the lone visitor,
especially one with an academic agenda.76 Since Disney’s
basic social unit is the family, the loner is always an anomaly.
Disney conveyances are constructed to hold various break-
downs of a nuclear family, in two, three or four.77 It was pre-
cisely from such an outsider position that lone researcher
Susan Willis was able to conduct fieldwork “inside the
Mouse,” yet purposefully detached from it.

A parallel space in Singapore is Changi International
Airport.  Since its completion in the early 1990s, it has catered
to as many as 44 million passengers a year. Not surprisingly,
the arrival and transit spaces were taken very seriously by its
planners, just as such spaces were taken seriously at Disney.78

Indeed, for many travelers, the hours spent in Changi Airport
may be their only introduction to the island nation.  More than
just an opportunity to exhibit its attractions, therefore, the air-
port needed to be built as a microcosm of the city itself.
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figure 10 . Leisure utopia.  Sentosa, an island getaway south of the

main island.  Source: “Map of Singapore,” published by Singapore

Tourism Board, 1997.
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In 1993, in further pursuit of this goal, officials announced
the expansion of the airport based on concepts of an “airtropolis”
— a city in an airport.79 Not surprisingly, this plan involved fitting
its arrival and transit spaces with advanced surveillance devices, to
carefully observe both errant behavior and spending tendencies.
In a fantastic synchronicity of purpose, therefore, the same tech-
nology may be used to placate the fear for flying, process the iden-
tity of the traveler, verify boarding passes at duty-free stores,
screen the body, predict meal options, and so on.  The business of
travel thus doubles as a system of control (fig.1 1 ) .

The airport, by its very nature, is the privileged space of the
traveler.  But Changi’s connectedness to city services and trans-
portation networks has also unwittingly opened it to other transi-
tional figures.  The activities of these people may be seen as akin
to those of de Certeau’s ordinary practitioner, who appropriates
the spaces of a city simply by walking and shopping in them.80

Likewise, they can be compared to the actions of the nineteenth-
century flâneur, characterized by detachedness and freedom.81

At Changi, this figure takes the form of a wandering stu-
dent — attracted to the amenities of the airport mall and its
always-open policy.  Twice a year around examination periods,
the numbers of these student loiterers increase.  They even
create private enclaves with books, plug-in music devices, and
occasional sleeping mats.  After several years of such occur-
rences, the authorities, unable to deter their practices, began
to provide rooms in designated areas of the terminal, which
they equipped with amenities conducive to studying.

Since the early years of Changi, a whole generation of
transitory, anonymous “others” has come and gone, and even
the strict code of surveillance has not been able to identify
them.  After the completion of Skidmore, Owings & Merrill’s
Changi Airport MRT Rail Station (2006), other “uninvited”
guests will undoubtedly enter this private-public space.  It
will be fruitful to observe the extent to which their presence
has been anticipated and addressed in the design.

TECHNOLOGY AND THE ENDO-COLONIALS

EPCOT will be an experimental city that would incorpo-
rate the best ideas of industry, government, and academia
worldwide, a city that caters to the people as a service func-
tion.  It will be a planned, controlled community, a show-
case for American industry and research, schools, cultural
and educational opportunities.

— Walt Disney82

With world-class biomedical sciences, infocomm technology
and media facilities next to green open spaces, private
homes, a lively culture and community spirit, One-North .
. . offers an open and stimulating atmosphere where you
can work, meet and share ideas at the very frontiers of sci-
ence and technology within five minutes of where you live
— not only as colleagues, but as friends and neighbors.

— One-North Community83

On February 2, 1967, Walt Disney Productions
announced that it intended to build the world’s first glass-
domed city in central Florida, which it called the Experimental
Prototype Community of Tomorrow (EPCOT).  EPCOT would
be a carefully detailed project of social engineering and infra-
structure — an enclosed climate-controlled environment with
an advanced garbage-disposal system, ordered according to a
garden-city radial plan where the “pedestrian will be king.”
The plan envisioned that workers would be housed in low-
density green-belt residential areas and be transported by
monorail to a central business and cultural district, where
they would travel by people mover.  EPCOT was also to have a
futuristic transportation hub, an educational center, and a
technology hub to showcase advanced American industry and
research.  A conference and hotel hub would allow visitors
and researchers to exchange ideas freely.  And in their free
time residents could attend cultural and professional sporting
events.  Most importantly, there would be no dirt, crime or
poverty; EPCOT would be the ideal city for the future.

Walt Disney died in December that year, and EPCOT
was never realized as he had envisioned it.  However, many
of its ideas were implemented in various ways at other
Disney sites.  The climate-controlled experimental gardens
were built in the Land Pavilion in Future World.  The WED-
WAY People Mover and Monorail were constructed at the
Magic Kingdom.  The showcase of technology took form in
the World Showcase and Future World.  And even the
Swedish-built Automated Vacuum Assisted Collection
(AVAC) was installed in Walt Disney World.  Of course, the
garden city radial plan was realized in the organization of
various Disney theme parks, while visions for a new residen-
tial community and alternative techniques for learning were
realized in the new town of Celebration and the Celebration
School, respectively.  As Disney had envisioned, these envi-
ronments today are clean, green, and dirt and crime free.

figure 1 1 . Travel utopia.  SARS infrared thermal imagers at the

arrival hall, Changi International Airport.  Photo by author.



Both Singapore and Disney’s unrealized EPCOT vision
share an emphasis on community values and an interest in
physical and mental well-being through technological
advancement (figs.12a,b) . However, not only is Singapore
already a technologically driven nation — where citizens
work, live and play in a clean, green and low-crime environ-
ment — but it has also created a plethora of electronic-con-
trolled self-sufficient poleis within the city.  Single-use
buildings have been systematically replaced by self-enclosed
interior cities with interconnected passages.

In particular, following the precedent set by Airtropolis,
Zaha Hadid’s competition-winning master plan for North-
One Biopolis was introduced in 1999.  Plans call for the 200-
hectare zone for business, industry, research, development
and education to be completed in three phases through 2020.
Within North-One, there will be three specialized areas: Vista
Xchange, a business and transportation hub; Central
Xchange, a center for Infocomm Technology (ICT) and media
industries; and Life Xchange, for biomedical R&D laborato-
ries, residential units, retail and commercial activities.  Built
with a distinct “uptown” vibrancy, phase one of ICT will
include Kisho Kurokawa’s state-of-the-art Fusionpolis.  To
maintain the nation’s productivity and progress, the aim is to
provide an environment for live, work and play, “inspired by
scientists, researchers and technopreneurs.”

However, identifying the Singapore citizen as a mass
subject can be a simplistic and self-fulfilling critique.  The
citizen embodies the simultaneous selves of the postcolo-
nized, the excolonized, and the endo-colonized.  The post-
colonial body embraces and reworks traces of the colonial —
for example, Indians’ love for cricket.  The excolonial rejects
and is averse to nonindigenous imositions.  Meanwhile, the
endo-colonial, as Paul Virilio has defined it, is the modified
technologized body that has undergone, and is still undergo-

ing, modification, likened to a form of training or drill.84

This sensitized and informed body is an inhabitant within
the perfectly disciplined Singapore.

In social terms, this class of citizens exhibits the “biopo-
litical nature of the new paradigm of power” that is still gov-
erned by capital.  Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri have
noted that a certain self-disciplinary body can possess a form
of “biopower” that regulates social life from its interior, an
idea they extrapolate from Foucault.85 This notion of “biopol-
itics” implies that the task of policing will be left to the indi-
vidual, who has been disciplined and is expected to exercise
correct judgment in the politics of daily life.

However, this post-discipline body is also an empowered
subject — highly reflexive to the changes and innuendos with-
in a world completely governed by global capital.  Not yet iden-
tified and studied as a collective, this “free agent” traverses
within and across various “Disneys” and “Singapores.”  The
highly mobile endo-colonial is just now coming into its own.

LIFE (AS RESISTANCE), IN LIEU OF CONCLUSION

Heterotopias are disturbing, probably because they secretly
undermine language, because they make it impossible to
name this and that, because they shatter or tangle com-
mon names, because they destroy syntax in advance, . . .
desiccate speech, stop words in their tracks, contest the very
possibility of grammar at its source; they dissolve our
myths and sterilize the lyricism of our sentences.

— Michel Foucault86

The utopian projects of Disney and Singapore share the
modern universal ideals of technology and progress, though
their actual realizations reveal multifarious appropriations of
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figure 12 . Technology utopia.  A) Disney’s plan for EPCOT.  Source: Waltopia, a site about Walt Disney’s original plans for EPCOT in Florida

(http://www.waltopia.com/).  B) Singapore Concept Plan 2001.  Source: Urban Redevelopment Authority online (http://www.ura.gov.sg/conceptplan2001/).

A. B.
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culture.  Social and spatial resistances that emerged during
the construction of these utopias today mandate serious
reconsideration of Marshall McLuhan’s “global village” and
Guy Debord’s insistence on the homogenizing spectacle of
culture.  The transplantation of these utopias into the lived
realities of the everyday, however, has produced “other
spaces” beneath the scripted texts of their controlling powers.
These other spaces reproduce the interactions and antago-
nisms between the state, the corporation, and the individual.
They also produce identities which continually reconfigure
the everyday spaces of inhabitation.  These heterogeneous
identities engage in territorial negotiations within the urban-
ism of the city, and at the same time operate within the glob-
al landscape of capital and consumption.

From this brief analysis, roughly four such overlapping
counter-identities can be mapped: the intellectual, the sexual
(deviant), the marginal poor, and the practitioner of everyday
life.  Of these four groups, the intellectual can be seen moving
between the thin lines of academia and public politics, and
across the borders of local and global discourse.  Such an identi-
ty is systematically gaining force, as indicated by the various
groups and ad-hoc think tanks that have formed in recent years.

The politics and economics of sexuality have likewise
found their way into the popular imagination.  In Singapore,
the intrusionary tactics of its advocates have provoked recon-
siderations of public and private policies.  Thus, two years after
warning against a too-hasty handing over of greater political
freedom to the individual, Senior Minister Goh disclosed in an
interview with Time Asia Magazine that gays are now given
equal employment opportunities in civil service.87 This look at
thornier cultural changes is a major aspect of the govern-
ment’s two-prong agenda to address the economic downturn,
which took its toll on the city-state after the Asian financial cri-
sis of 1997.  Not surprisingly, it has been accompanied by a
review of economic policy changes.  Thus, the biotech industry
has been promoted at the same time as alternate lifestyles —
Biopolis juxtaposed against the bohemian enclave.

While a precise account and mapping of their territorial
strategies is beyond the scope of this article, the importance
of the marginal poor, or economically disenfranchised,
should not be discounted.  Within Disney space, they can
simply be excluded and planned out of sight.  But in
Singapore, the presence of this left-behind class has injected
uneasiness into the island’s otherwise perfect urban land-
scape.  Despite the fact that public-assistance schemes seem
to have temporarily relieved these individuals and families,
an unaccounted number of self-employed individuals, such
as karang gunis (neighborhood rag-and-bone men) and news-
paper vendors, fall between the cracks of economic classifica-
tion and blur the definitions of poverty in affluent Singapore.

But perhaps it is the last group, encompassing all the
others, which could most significantly “threaten” the totaliz-
ing forces of such planned environments as Disney and
Singapore.  Lefebvre has argued that the rhythms of daily life

are able to find ways to inscribe and prescribe themselves
within the texts of the city.  The undermining presence of
these other spaces then challenges the authoritarianism of
master plans, presenting an alternative schema for under-
standing how culture produces different types of subjects and
spaces.  More pertinently, with life (and lifestyles) as the new
object of power, Deleuze’s evocation of Foucault rings loud.
“When [sovereign] power becomes bio-power, resistance
becomes the power of life, a vital power that cannot be con-
fined within species, environments or the paths of a particular
diagram.  Is not the force that comes from outside a certain
idea of Life, a certain vitalism, in which Foucault’s thought
culminates?  Is not life this capacity to resist force?”88

Since the end of the Cold War, notions of freedom and
democracy have been continually redefined.  For example,
Arjun Appadurai has described the United States as the pro-
totype of a new globalism constructed on a society of dias-
poric identity.89 In this same sense Disney sites and
Singapore are supported by conditions of an endless diaspo-
ra.  But the forces behind this phenomenon are the same
ones behind the increased occurrence of global terrorism in
the years since the millennium.  Given these conditions, it
has become necessary to recast the 1960s euphoria of indi-
vidual freedom in light of the civilizational and religious ten-
sions between different regions in the world.  Indeed, the
global euphoria of cosmopolitanism, as it is today juxtaposed
with local economic and social exigencies, will perpetuate
other dystopias, forging evolving identities and subjectivities.

Confronted with these new social contingencies, even the
Singapore government has begun to recognize the inadequa-
cies and growing irrelevance of its blanket state-of-emergency
strategies.  The present lack of major policy recommendations,
accompanied by social measures that can only be likened to
acupuncture treatment, indicates the Singapore dilemma: the
efficient central planning that made the island such a success
has now become a millstone.  A review of its body-politics and
technocratic policies is timely and unavoidable.

The gradual shift from patriarchal management to a
more freewheeling atmosphere is evident in Prime Minister
Goh’s words: “So let it evolve, and in time the population will
understand that some people are born that way . . . but they
are like you and me.”90 In other words, Goh recognizes the
need for the government and the people to be open to shift-
ing sexual and behavioral tendencies among the populace.

Though it may be premature to interrogate this new
embrace of organic diversity, the early euphoric urbanism
(utopias) of Singapore’s first decades has now taken a some-
what unknown and different turn away from the usual pre-
emptive strategies.  Perhaps behind the reactionary
problem-solution mentality of the state is an intuitive aware-
ness of these “other spaces” between utopia and euphoria.
Life, in its ordinariness, has a way of seeking them out.
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The “State Philosophical” in the “Land
without Philosophy”: Shopping Malls,
Interior Cities, and the Image of Utopia in
Dubai

A H M E D  K A N N A

The relationship between literal and spatial discourse and spatial symbolism underpins the

analysis of urbanism of Dubai, United Arab Emirates (U.A.E.).  Are Imarati, or U.A.E. nation-

als (muwatinun), being swept up in historical forces too powerful for them to understand?  Are

so-called “modal” types of urban development exacerbating that process?  It is argued that

utopian discourse and symbolism form the link between historical and urban experience,

mediating rapid social and cultural change.  In this, the first part of a larger critique of the

utopian self-representation of state-corporate complexes, I analyze how politics are aestheti-

cized and made emotionally persuasive.

Les utopies ne sont souvent que des verités prématurées
— Lamartine1

Abdelrahman Munif is today perhaps the best-known writer on the modern Arabian Gulf
region.  His novels about the fate of Harran, the fictitious oil boom city in the heart of
Arabia, are more than any other works required reading for scholars of the region.
Indeed, his Cities of Salt is perhaps the only book on the Gulf that has attained the status
of a classic in the broader discipline of Middle Eastern Studies.2 It is helpful for our pur-
poses to look at Munif’s dominant theme in this work.  In the first book of the trilogy,
Munif tartly summarizes the modernization of Harran:

[T]he . . . oasis turned into a city of glass, iron and stone, and hordes of adventurers and
entrepreneurs swarmed in.  Thus patterns of behaviour, relationships and interests very 
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different from the existing ones began to form.  In the
midst of all this mutation, the indigenous inhabitants
were unable to adjust to the new fast rhythm and the new
relationships, and in their search for a new identity they
became distorted.3

More:

Trees were cut down, people uprooted from their land, the
earth dug up and oil finally pumped out only to turn the
people into a crowd of open mouths waiting for charity or
a crowd of arms fighting over a piece of bread and build-
ing an illusory future.4

And simply: “this oil-based civilization is not real.”5

Based on such passages, it is not a giant leap to con-
clude that Munif’s work falls squarely within a much broader
tradition, that of the modern dystopia.  Indeed, his descrip-
tions of the development of the oil kingdom’s police state
and its entry into ever more intimate corners of people’s
lives, radically changing their personalities in the process,
might have been grafted whole cloth from Orwell’s 1984.

Munif’s Harran has proved profoundly influential on
work on the Arabian Gulf city, which assumes, simply, that
the people inhabiting these cities went from bedu simplicity
to modernity overnight, scarcely knowing how to absorb the
changes, with destructive effects on their traditional society
and supposedly heroic worldview.6 As an anthropologist
reading Munif, however, I am struck by his implicit theory of
culture, which assumes that the “traditional” culture (i.e.,
that of the nomadic bedu, which, Munif intends us to believe
is by definition “simple,” “honorable” and “stoic”) is the very
essence of the Arabian identity, while “modernity” (i.e.,
“urban,” “materialistic” and “hedonistic”) is simply an ill-fit-

ting import from outside.  Having completed more than a
year’s fieldwork in Dubai, I have come to several different
conclusions.  First, bedu culture is actually a very small (if
disproportionately important) part of overall Imarati (U.A.E.
national) culture — and certainly it is much less important
in the financial center, Dubai, than, say, in the capital, Abu
Dhabi.  Second, urban life and experience (especially that of
markets and trade and, in general, settlement) has been an
integral part of Dubai’s development for over a century.7

Third, the very notion of an Arabian “culture” simply does
not exist, unless we are willing to grant that this “culture” is
in a perpetual state of flux.  These observations amount, at
the very least, to a serious challenge to Munif’s essentialism.

My most interesting conclusion, however, is that, far
from experiencing change and modernity as a homogeneous
dystopia, the inhabitants of Dubai have developed ways of cul-
turally absorbing these changes.8 Furthermore, contra Munif,
this mode is characterized by utopian thinking — utopian in
the fundamental, structuring way meant by Karl Mannheim.9

By looking at data gathered from interviews and archival
materials collected during my fieldwork, I will make the case
here that a certain type of idealized topos lurks behind both
the literal and spatial discourses and symbols of the city.  This
is connected to the development over the last five years of cer-
tain types of built environment, particularly enormous shop-
ping malls and other types of self-contained, more or less
self-sustaining buildings and projects (figs.1 ,2 ) . These pro-
jects are primarily intended as money-making operations,
especially with the aim of increasing tourism and luxury con-
sumerism; they are also “modal” in terms of the global ubiq-
uity of the tourist-entertainment complex.  Nevertheless, they
also constitute a peculiar phenomenology in which the ideas
of hybridity, interiority and enormity play an important role in
the self-imagination of individual inhabitants of Dubai.

figure 1 . (left)  A typical Dubai view.  Construction site at the “Tecom” complex, near the Jumeirah district of Dubai.

figure 2 . (right)  Exterior of the “Spanish Court,” one of five themed “civilization” stations at the Gardens Mall, December 2004.  When it is com-

pleted, the mall will cover more than 115,000 square meters.
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It might be tempting to deduce from the following a sort
of apology for the rule and self-representation of corporate
globalization.  While I obviously wish to critique Munif’s
reading of oil-based modernity, I also perhaps even more vig-
orously attack the notion that the broader context of contem-
porary Dubai, which basically consists of the domination of
the corporate-state nexus, constitutes some sort of actual
utopia.  The story is complex: in fact, Munif’s observations
about the reactionary nature of the modern Gulf state are
keen, accurate, and applicable to Dubai; on the other hand,
Munif dismisses the emotional power of state-corporate self-
representation, especially in a context of rapid change and
social uncertainty.  This is the primary focus of the following
observations.  I end with a critique of the reactionary, pyra-
mid-building corporate-state as an avenue of further research.

BASIC ANALYTICAL CONCEPTS: HYBRIDITY,

UTOPIA, AND THE PHALANSTERY

Historically, periods of rapid, profound change have a
salutary effect — from the anthropologist’s perspective,
though not necessarily from the subject’s — on the develop-
ment of the symbolism for the interpretation of those
changes.  Dramatic historical change tends to express itself
in the most intriguing myths.  In Europe, the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries were such a period when the new
regime of industrial modernity witnessed the discursive and
aesthetic creation of modern notions of “man,” “culture,” and
“the market.”  The twentieth-century critic Walter Benjamin
wrote (or, more precisely, compiled) his beautiful wreckage,
The Arcades Project, in eulogy of that heroic time.  Some of
Benjamin’s more productive observations in this work con-
cerned a curious ambiguity within that century’s cultural life,
the coexistence of the most “rhapsodic” lyricism alongside
the “coldest” realism.   Thus, the invention of architecture as
“engineering,” of photography, and of the feuilleton, signaled
the homogenization of cultural production and its entry into
the market as commodities.10 The sweeping perspectives of
Haussmann, the department store, and railway travel each
also contributed, at the substructural and superstructural lev-
els, to the new market demands on mobility, exchange and
speed.11 Meanwhile, the era witnessed the cloaking of the
new forms and means of production in the garb of the old:
arcades with classical columns or ancient Egyptian iconogra-
phy, fabricated materials posing as natural ones, department
stores with “Oriental” themes.12

For Benjamin, this mode of interpreting the present was
inextricably bound up with the utopian imagination:

Each epoch dreams the one to follow. . . . [In these dreams]
the collective seeks both to overcome and to transfigure the
immaturity of the social product and the inadequacies in
the social organization of production.  At the same time,

what emerges in these wish images is the resolute effort to
distance oneself from all that is antiquated — which
includes, however, the recent past. . . .  In the dream in
which each epoch entertains images of its successor, the lat-
ter appears wedded to elements of primal history
<Urgeschichte> — that is, to elements of a classless society.13

The experience of the rapid flow of events, for
Benjamin, appeared to be connected to a mode of historical
interpretation that is tremendously selective and, in architec-
tural jargon, “diagrammatic.”  This type of selectivity, further-
more, is a dehistoricizing strategy that ushers in images of
the “classless society,” a society that has transcended history
and culture.14

An important aspect of utopia is its deployment of
hybridity, or the blurring of genres.  The image of the utopia
troubles and challenges the conventional oppositions of the
status quo.15 Barriers that are taken for granted crumble, and
the debris that results is juxtaposed in potentially novel, and
therefore dangerous, ways.  Thus Benjamin commented on
one popular nineteenth-century image of utopia, the so-called
“phalanstery” of Charles Fourier: “Hierarchy of children:
juveniles, gymnasians, lyceans, seraphim, cherubs, urchins,
imps, weanlings, nurslings.  The children are the only one of
the ‘three sexes’ that can enter ‘straightaway into the heart of
harmony’.”16 And: 

Qualifying examination for the choir of cherubim: 
(1) Musical and choreographic audition at the Opera.  
(2) Washing of 120 plates in half an hour, without break-
ing one.  (3) Peeling of half a quintal of apples in a given
space of time, without allowing the weight of the fruit to
drop below a certain level.  (4) Perfect sifting of a quantity
of rice or other grain in a fixed period of time.  (5) Skill in
kindling and screening a fire with intelligence and celerity.17

The concept of the “phalanstery” warrants a few words.
The phalanstery was the utopian community conceived in
the early nineteenth century by Fourier — a total social insti-
tution in which workers cooperated in producing goods with
the aim of benefiting the welfare of the social body.  But it
was much more than that.  According to Benjamin, the pha-
lanstery would make morality superfluous.18 In other words,
it was a utopia.19

Significantly, it was perhaps because the phalanstery was
never completely realized that it has been such a fascinating
phenomenon; its role was much more productive in the
realm of fantasy, a fact that can be observed in contemporary
Dubai as much as in nineteenth-century Paris.  Fourier’s fan-
tasy was characterized by a number of (from our perspective)
uncanny qualities: its massive size — phalansteries were
meant to be cities of passages or arcades; its self-sufficiency
— an inhabitant need not ever leave its confines; and its inte-
riority, which entailed a re-creation, or fabrication, of natural
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biospheres (indeed, one might say, an abstraction of nature
into art).  In all of this, the phalanstery was conceptually
utopian, not only in the immediate ways just described, but
in challenging conventional oppositions of nature-culture,
outer-inner, and production-consumption.  In short, the
image of the phalanstery, rather than its literal realization,
was to urban cultural production what the steam engine was
to actual urban economic and infrastructural (roads, circula-
tion) production.

On the other hand, as Benjamin was all too well aware,
there was a gulf between the total aspirations of the
Fourierist phalanstery and the reality of a class-divided or
fragmented society.  Whereas Fourier intended his utopian
community to be a holistic institution, implying and trying to
meet a complex and total human nature in its material, spiri-
tual and instinctual dimensions, the dream space of the
arcade (and even more so of the department store) witnessed
the beginning of the decay of Fourier’s vision.  Specifically,
these spaces began to conflate human nature with “the con-
sumer” (hence, for Benjamin, the revolutionary potential of
the flâneur, who cultivates a resistance to the disciplinary
power of high-capitalist culture).  The situation of modern
Dubai, and its claims to utopia, cannot be understood with-
out an awareness of this conflation of the “human” and the
“consumer.”  In this sense, Dubai is encountering the final
colonization of the genuinely utopian by an ever-improvising
capitalism which, nevertheless, creates its own utopian self-
representation (fig.3 ) .

HYBRID DISCOURSE, HYBRID SPACE, AND THE

IDEALIZED URBAN TOPOS

There is, as the Russian literary critic M.M. Bakhtin
argued, a utopian urge behind the phenomenon of hybridi-
ty.20 Writing under the shadow of Stalin, he would have tend-
ed to divine hope in something as antithetical to the
homogenizing effects of repeated terrors and purges.  The
situation in the modern U.A.E. is, of course, not at all com-
parable to that of Russia in the 1930s.  Nevertheless, there is
an implicit utopian urge also evident in the hybridity of dis-
course and space in contemporary Dubai.

Before proceeding, I must say a few words about the
context of what follows.  Other writers have noted the
changes related to the oil boom in the sixties, and the subse-
quent building boom in the seventies.21 I will confine my
comments to changes in intergroup relations in Dubai —
changes which, I suggest, have ramifications for both the
appearance and the experience of the urbanscape, and which
might account for some of the emotional appeal of the spe-
cific modus of utopianism in the contemporary context.
According to Heard-Bey’s “town sketch” of Dubai before its
great period of expansion, in the pre-1960s town, the entire
population lived in identifiable groups.  Usually, these groups

lived in family compounds of either barasti (palm-frond) or
barjeel (coral and mud windtower) houses, and the com-
pounds would expand as family members from outside the
town moved in with their relatives.22 Dubayyans were divid-
ed primarily along ethnic and tribal lines.  Ethnically, the two
major groups were the Arab, i.e., those who accounted them-
selves descendants of the original inhabitants of the area, the
bedu, or nomadic tribes of the Arabian interior; and the Ajam
or ‘Iyem, immigrants or descendants of immigrants from the
Gulf coast of the Persian Empire.23

These major groupings tended each to live in their own
quarters of town — the Arabs in the Shindagha district north
and west of the Khor Dubai (Dubai Creek), and the ‘Iyem in
the Bastakiyya and Deira areas, west and east of the creek,
respectively.  The overwhelming tendency was for ethnic
endogamy within these groups, and furthermore (and espe-
cially among the Arabs), tribal — i.e., both affinal and agnatic
— endogamy as well.  These practices of ethnic and tribal
identity maintenance entailed very specific images of self and
other in the groups.  Several older informants of both Arab
and ‘Iyem background recounted how the Arab saw them-
selves as more traditional and more honorable than the ‘Iyem,
whom they saw as of “mixed blood” — i.e., not pure Arab —

figure 3 . Exterior of the Mercato Mall, Jumeirah.  The theme is

derived from a notion of Renaissance Venice.



and whose practices and worldview were consequently seen to
be mixed.  As an Arab informant in his mid-fifties said: “We
[Arabs] didn’t really get into trade until after the [Second
World] War.  We saw it as beneath us.”  A much older Arab
informant, in his eighties, confirmed this, but only said that
“this was something we didn’t really do [before the war].”

The ‘Iyem, for their part, viewed themselves as more pro-
gressive.  As one twenty-four-year-old daughter of an old
‘Iyemi family said to me: “When my family first came to
Dubai, they saw [the Arab inhabitants] as qarawiyyin, [i.e.,
provincial — literally, village people].”  This image of progres-
siveness entailed a relative openness to Europe and to trade,
two emblems of modernity much valued by many ‘Iyem of
the generations before (and sometimes even including) the
contemporary one.  Other ethnicities also appeared at differ-
ent times during the twentieth century.  Baluchis, Indians and
Sudanese immigrants were present as early as the first decade
of the century.24 And so-called “northern” Arabs, such as
Iraqis, Egyptians, Lebanese and Palestinians constituted a sig-
nificant proportion of immigrants in the 1950s and 1960s.
Thereafter, however, the discovery of oil created the now-
famous deluge of foreigners from dozens of different coun-
tries, with India, and especially Kerala, taking the lead in
terms of absolute numbers.  By and large, the groups did not
mix, either socially or in terms of marriage, either with each
other or with the local muwatinun (Dubai or Imarati nationals).

With regard to the Imarati local population, the muwati-
nun, such patterns of migration led to the emergence of
another group alongside the aforementioned Arab and ‘Iyem.
They are the descendants of so-called “mixed” parentage, i.e.,
those either with an Imarati father and a mother from a non-
Gulf country, or those with a naturalized Imarati father.25

This category is often referred to by the vague moniker Arab
al Khaleej, “Arabs of the Gulf.”  I interviewed several of these
mixed-category Imaratis.  The role of the experience of
hybridity in the construction of imagined topoi is perhaps
most clear in their stories.

One such person is Rana al Mudarris, a professional
woman in her late twenties who works in the new Media City
complex of Dubai Crown Prince Muhammad bin Rashid al
Maktoum.26 Rana is the daughter of an Arab Imarati father
and a Syrian mother. By her own account, her father’s trav-
els and experiences with different cultures from India to
Africa to Europe gave him a cosmopolitan worldview that
deeply influenced her. The son of a mutawwa’ (religious
teacher), Rana’s father decided at an early age that his life
was to be made in traveling the seas in search of trading
opportunities.  He met Rana’s mother while on a business
trip to Damascus, and proposed to her through her father.
Both of these factors, her father’s wanderlust and her moth-
er’s Syrian background, helped Rana develop what she calls
“open-mindedness.”  During one of our interviews, I asked
her to comment on a peculiar remark that one of her col-
leagues at Media City, an expatriate, had made:

AK: Tanya said that you are a second-class citizen.  Is
that true?
RM: (Laughs).  Some people think this way.  Not on a
daily basis, but when it comes to marriages, and when it
comes to talking about traditions, and all.  They always
prefer pure Arabs whose mother and father are from the
region.  So, for example, if there is a guy whose mother
and father are from Dubai, he will think twice before
proposing to me because my mother is not local.
AK: Why is that?
RM: They think they’re very pure.  People from here look
down on people from other countries, and they think that . . .
, you know, al ‘irq al saa’id [lit. “the prevailing roots,” i.e.,
the roots, or ethnicity, prevail]. . . .  [I] used to think that only
British white people used to have this tafriqa ‘unsuriyya
[racial discrimination]. . . .  [B]ut here you can find it only
when it comes to big decisions, like marriage, like all life-
related things, I would say marriages and relations and . . .
like, “don’t trust him, he’s ‘Ajami and he must be very
bakheel [stingy]” or like “don’t trust him, he’s bedu, he must
be very stubborn.”  . . .  But I think that the changing trend
has started, because we started talking about it openly.  We’re
opening up, we’re discussing it.  Because we used to just . . .
“this is the rule.  Ajam is Ajam and Arab is Arab.”

Maryam al Abbasi is another so-called Arab al Khaleej, her
parents both having been born in another Gulf country.  Her
father worked in various different fields, mainly in business, and
was close to the former ruler of Dubai, Sheikh Rashid bin Saeed
al Maktoum.  By the time that her father had established himself
as a naturalized citizen of Dubai in the early sixties, Maryam’s
mother had only recently moved to the emirate.  Her mother
also subsequently became naturalized.  Therefore, although both
parents are considered for most intents and purposes fully
Imarati, in certain contexts Maryam’s mother’s place of origin is
foregrounded by other Imaratis.  For example, when after a great
deal of convincing, Maryam and her mother persuaded her
father to let Maryam study in the United States, Maryam’s
behavior was “justified” by her mother’s foreign birth: “My being
half [X] is sometimes used to excuse things.  When I went
abroad, people said ‘She went abroad because her mother is
[from X].  They do things like that.’  If I don’t stick to the tradi-
tional rules, they say, ‘Oh, it doesn’t matter, she’s [from X].’”

This is related, in Maryam’s view, to a novel concept,
marriage based primarily (although not exclusively) on indi-
vidual choice, rather than familial persuasion.  The way that
her parents married was peculiar in its day.  Her mother was
initially betrothed by her family to her cousin, but she want-
ed to marry Maryam’s future father instead.  She therefore
had to find a solution to a difficult problem:

[M]y mom told . . . her father, not, “Listen, I’m in love
with this guy, I want to get to know him, etc.”  [She said],
“I want to marry this man, he is a good man.”  She didn’t
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talk about loving [him] or anything [like that]. . . .
[Rather, she said]: “He’s a good man, niyyatu saalha
ma‘iy [his intentions are pure], he has a good intention
with me, he wants to marry me, and I want to marry
him.  I accept marrying him, so, do I have your
muwaafaqa [approval]?”  And my grandfather, Allah
yirhama [God rest his soul], said, “If your brothers also
think he is a good man. . . .”  [M]y grandfather never met
my dad, he was ill . . . “Then go ahead, don’t worry about
your uncle, I’ll talk to him.”  Because my mother really
didn’t want that.  So, that’s how it happened.  I like to
remind my father now that I’m a young girl and I’m
refusing proposals and . . . that he actually did love my
mother before he married her [smiles].  So you know,
“Extend the same luxury to me.”

The aspect of both Rana’s and Maryam’s discourse that I
would like to focus on is its use of hybridity.  Specifically, it is
hybrid in two ways.  First, although both women are fluent
in English and chose to answer my questions in that lan-
guage, they freely interspersed Arabic into their responses.
Second, to emphasize certain points and to strengthen the
persuasiveness of their rhetoric, they used reported speech
(“Then go ahead, don’t worry about your uncle . . .”).

To better understand the meaning of the first aspect,
Arabic-English hybridity, we can refer this literal discourse to
the spatial discourse of the ubiquitous shopping malls of
Dubai (fig.4 ) . As part of this effort, I noted the shop-front
signage at two popular shopping malls, the Jumeirah dis-
trict’s Mercato Mall and Deira’s enormous City Centre.

At Mercato I found that in all cases where there were
both English and Arabic logos, the name was transliterated
into Arabic script (fig.5 ) . The only exceptions were, curi-
ously, Kentucky Fried Chicken, which is translated into the
Arabic Dajaj Kintaky, and the shops of the so-called “Arabian-
themed” precinct of the mall, with its souvenir shops and
rug merchants.  One shop that sold the muwatin local dress,
the thawb or kandoura (men’s gowns, usually white) and
ghutra (headdress), bore an Arabic name, al-Thawb al-Watani,
that was transliterated into English.  I also noticed that a
large proportion of the shops did not have either Arabic
transliterations or Arabic translations.  But in no case at

Mercato was there an Arabic-only shop logo.  While it is obvi-
ous that this is the result of issues of corporate branding, the
shop signage is, nevertheless, significant in creating a spatial
phenomenology of hybridity. Deira City Centre mall, whose
very name has been transliterated into the Arabic Seeti Senter
— instead of being translated into, say, Qalb al-Madina (heart
of the city) or Markaz al-Madina (City Center) — exhibited
the same pattern (fig.6 ) .

In these examples the fate of cafe names is particularly
interesting.  Arabic has a very well-known word for coffee,
qahwa or gahwa, which, indeed, predates the English “coffee.”
Nevertheless, the mall space has in this case transliterated one
of the cafe names from “Starbucks Coffee” to Starbeks Kafeh
— “Kafeh” being, in any case, not the Arabic transliteration
for “coffee” but for “cafe.”  Meanwhile, the other cafe name,
Costa Coffee, is transliterated directly into Arabic.  In order to
correctly interpret the shopping-mall space, then, one has to
have mastered a minimal pidgin language consisting of the
names of Euro-American, and usually Anglophone, multina-
tional corporations.  Although not necessary, it is also helpful
to be able to decipher these logos in English.  And even where
shop fronts at the malls do acknowledge Arabic, the over-
whelming tendency is to transliterate the name of the given
shop into an Arabic version (nonsensical from the perspective
of Modern Standard Arabic) that would only make sense in
the contexts of the mall and the wider global corporate culture
that it represents.  In other words, a certain minimal level of
Western cosmopolitanism is required to interpret the shop
signs in the mall.

figure 4 . Transliteration of corporate logos from English to Arabic.

Photo by Ines Hofmann.

ENGLISH

Promod

Patchi

Spinney’s

Aldo

Paul Restaurant,
Boulangerie & Patisserie

Virgin Megastore

Polo Jeans Co.

Boss

Armani Jeans

Top Shop

Starbucks

Next

Pizza Hut

ARABIC

Bromod

Batshi

Sbeenas

Aldo

No Arabic translation or
transliteration

No Arabic translation or
transliteration

No Arabic translation or
transliteration

No Arabic translation or
transliteration

Armani Jeenz

Tob Shob

Starbeks

Nekst

Beetsa Het

figure 5 . The signage at Mercato.



What these examples show is that in both the literal dis-
course of Rana and Maryam and in the spatial discourse of
the aforementioned malls there is an exercise in the blurring
of staid oppositions.  Both Arabic and English, as it were,
“converse” with each other (albeit across an obvious power
differential); notions of purity — linguistic and ethnic —
become troubled; and novel concepts, such as marriage based
on individual choice, become less strange.  In the case of the
mall, this Arabic-English blurring creates a sort of ahistorical,
acultural, interchangeable atmosphere that neutralizes the
dangerous aspects of defined urban places.  Indeed, as
Maryam and other women informants affirmed, they are
much more comfortable in shopping malls than in, say,
street-facing cafes, because they do not mind being seen
there.  They see malls as places for everyone, whereas street
cafes are too male dominated and “open” (i.e., one is too visi-
ble to the street there).  Such places do not permit an Imarati
woman concerned about maintaining her sum‘a, or reputa-
tion, to hang out without running grave symbolic risks.
Hybrid discourse, in short, seems to play a crucial role in cre-
ating a type of utopian blandness that offers symbolic security.

The second form of hybridity that invites comment
involves the skillful use of reported speech made by both
Rana and Maryam.  Here is Maryam, for example, again on
traditional marriage practices:

For traditional Imaratis, the name of the family is very
important.  They stress very heavily on the purity of the
lineage.  “Is this family . . . are they [consistent] with our
old Arab ‘adaat and taqaaleed [customs and practices]?”
. . . [Some ‘Iyem] don’t want a traditional Imarati.
They’ll say “hatha Badawi” [he is a bedu].  See, whereas
the bedu say it with pride, the others guys will say, “No,

we don’t want someone backward.  We don’t want some-
body who does this and who does that.”

In the same way, Rana evoked a type of muwatin who
would talk about “stingy ‘Iyem” or “stubborn bedu,” or who
would dogmatically distinguish between the two ethnicities.
On the other hand, Maryam also referenced her grandfather
and her mother as they attempted to solve the thorny issue of
an arranged marriage.  The reported speech, then, abstracts
aspects of experience or memory, and distances them from
the speaker, positioning the experience in such a way that it
becomes “diagrammatic” — i.e., boiled down to its essence,
or, rather, to that part of its essence that emotionally interests
the speaker.  In other words, the reported speech renders the
experience in aesthetic form, permitting the speaker to con-
template the experience in a new light.  It is, to adapt a
phrase from Coleridgean poetics, a “lamp” which illuminates
the experience, thereby giving it new meaning.

At one point in one of our conversations, Maryam al
Abbasi’s reflections turned poetic:

I think, when you look at the Arab world, you thank God
for a place like Dubai, really.  Thank God for a place
where you have temples and you have mosques, and
[where] you have churches.  Thank God.  Thank God for a
place where you have more than one language. . . .  Al
Hamdulillaah [Praise God].  Ya‘ny [I mean], there’s toler-
ance across many levels.  Thank God we don’t have pover-
ty. We have poor families, [but] nobody’s on the streets
without shelter and without food and going hungry.

That Maryam should evoke her home city in such terms
is related to the hybridity implicit in much of her and Rana’s
discourse.  Just as the reported speech is idealized (i.e., it is
not literally reported speech but, rather, the alleged reported
speech of an idealized type — the muwatin, the father-figure,
etc.), so this image of Dubai is an idealized one.  And
through it is constructed a certain ideal topos that gives
meaning to the experience of a rapidly changing urbanscape.

As the anthropologist Edward Evans-Pritchard has
famously argued, such notions have metaphysical rather than
literal ramifications with reality — “plugging the dams,” as it
were, of realities inexplicable with reference to the empirical-
ly experienced world.27 Just as the generative concept of
“witchcraft” provided Evans-Pritchard’s Azande with a meta-
physics by which to understand the otherwise inexplicable,
for many people of Dubai today, the ideal Dubai constitutes a
metaphysics that encompasses the profound changes under-
gone by the urbanscape and the traditional society during the
past thirty years, giving them both a concrete meaning and a
clearly-defined destiny.
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ENGLISH

Starbucks Coffee

The Body Shop

River Island

IKEA

Dunhill

Massimo Dutti

Radio Shack

Adidas

Costa Coffee

ARABIC

Starbeks Kafeh

Thi Bodi Shob

Reefer Ailand

Eekeya

No Arabic translation or
transliteration

No Arabic translation or
transliteration

No Arabic translation or
transliteration

No Arabic translation or
transliteration

Kosta Kofee

figure 6 . Signage at Deira City Centre mall.
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THE SPATIAL-SYMBOLIC CONSTRUCTION OF A

TOPOS: THE IMAGE OF THE PHALANSTERY

Another source of metaphysical “damming” is the image
of the self-contained, gated corporate park, residential com-
munity, or giant multipurpose shopping mall.  (In fact, these
three types of project are increasingly merging into enormous
developments that combine residential, entertainment, retail
and tourism functions.)  I call these projects, collectively, “late
capitalist phalansteries” because of their symbolism of size,
interiority or self-sustainability, and hybridity.

These projects, which began appearing on the Dubai-
scape after the second half of the 1990s (i.e., shortly after the
U.A.E.’s entry into the WTO in 1994), are an example of
another form of the problematic utopian imagination in
Dubai (figs.7 ,8 ) .

Although developers have already completed work on
several giant projects, including the Crown Prince, Sheikh
Muhammad’s so-called Media and Technology Free Zone
(“Tecom”) and shopping malls such as Deira City Centre
(with its twenty million visitors annually — a behemoth by
any standard), the most ambitious projects are still either in

figure 7 . (top)  “Late capi-

talist phalanstery”: Dubai Sports

City, part of Dubailand, a mixed-

use project that, at more than 2

billion square feet, is planned to be

larger than old Dubai downtown.

figure 8 . (bottom) Map of

the Dubai Healthcare City con-

struction site.  The site is represent-

ed as isolated from the surrounding

urban context.  Natural features

such as water bodies and vegetation

are in fact artificial.



the process of construction or exist only in architects’ sketch-
es and mock-ups.28 Three of the latter include the Mall of the
Emirates project of the local developer Majid al Futtaim
Group (MAF); the Burj Dubai (Dubai Tower) and Dubai Mall
of Sheikh Muhammad’s EMAAR real estate developers; and
the Dubailand themed entertainment/tourism/residential
complex, also owned by Sheikh Muhammad.  (There is an
obvious trend here: the state’s, i.e., ruler’s, ownership of pri-
vate, revenue-driven projects.  This is one of the characteris-
tic features of large-scale capitalism in Dubai, and is perhaps
a source of what one scholar has called the “soft authoritari-
anism” of the Gulf emirate.29)

Majid al Futtaim Group announced the beginning of
work on the Mall of the Emirates in October 2003.  To be
completed in September 2005, the project was touted as the
largest retail space in the world outside North America.  The
U.A.E. Dh 3 billion (approx. U.S. $800 million) project would
cover more than two million square feet, and be expected to
attract about 30 million visitors annually.30 The mall will have
a four-hundred-room, a “five-star” hotel, more than 350 shops,
a 7,000-space car park, fourteen multiplex cinemas, and,
most interestingly, a 300,000-square-foot indoor ski resort.31

Not to be outdone, EMAAR announced its Burj Dubai-
Dubai Mall project on the heels of the MAF announcement.
Seemingly mocking MAF’s claims of “largest retail space,”
the EMAAR project was sized at five million square feet, “the
equivalent of fifty football fields.”32 It would contain shop-
ping districts, or “precincts,” that “in their area and variety
can be described as shopping centers within a shopping cen-
ter.”33 Within the mall’s confines shoppers would also find,

[an] enormous aquarium with rare fish and sea creatures
and during their visit shoppers will be able to see sharks . .
. as they swim in the aquarium.  Along with this, the
aquarium provides impressive, captivating views of Burj
Dubai.  The mall also contains the world’s largest gold suq
as well as a million square feet of clothing retailers.34

Another impressive feature, according to a newspaper
review, would be the “enormous lake” (buhaira dakhma) next
to the mall which, with the connected garden and “mead-
ows” (musattahat khadra’), would reach 2.6 million square
feet in size.  Relatively more mundane features included 2.5
million square feet of residential space, a 16,000-space car
park, and another 1.5 million square feet of retail space con-
nected to the lake and meadows.35

In turn, dwarfing both these schemes, the Dubailand
project was announced in October 2003, at a cost of U.A.E.
Dh 18 billion (approximately U.S. $5.5 billion).  Covering an
area larger than the current downtown Dubai (over two billion
square feet) the project is to consist partly in the following.36

Eco-Tourism World . . . a natural world marvelling at the
beauty of our planet, which will comprise a series of

nature and desert-based attractions integrated  within
their desert parkland surroundings; Themed Leisure and
Vacation World . . . a relaxing world of spas, health and
well-being.  This will consist of appealing retreats designed
to respond to the growing international demand for quali-
ty vacation village residences, resort hotels and wellness
retreats; . . . Downtown . . . a vibrant mix of entertain-
ment and eating out.  This will be a mixed destination
offering a variety of retail, dining and entertainment facili-
ties.  It will feature popular family entertainment compo-
nents with cross-generational appeal such as cinemas,
bowling and street entertainment.37

Three aspects of these propagandistic descriptions stand
out: the emphasis on size (measured both in spatial and
demographic — so-and-so many million tourists — terms);
the self-sufficiency/interiority of the projects (a visitor or resi-
dent need not ever venture outside their gates); and the fabri-
cation, literally or symbolically inside, of the natural or
outdoor world (lakes, meadows, ski resorts, downtowns)
(fig.9 ) . All of this constitutes a fairly literal adaptation of
the American exurban model of elitist social and urban engi-
neering.  In other words, this type of real estate development
does much more than simply provide the type of gated com-
munity that attracts the crowd “who follow the sun and
advantageous tax laws.”38 Symbolically, it neutralizes the
apparently dangerous, because uncontrollable, image of the
natural sphere on the one hand, and on the other of the gen-
uinely urban (figs.10–12 ) .

Since the aforementioned projects are still in the
process of construction, it is difficult to collect data on how
their spaces are interpreted by actual people.  One symboli-
cally if not entirely functionally similar project that does
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figure 9 . “The Emirates Hills,” a gated community by EMAAR

developers, in the process of being cultivated.  The process is extremely

wasteful, but development companies tend to ignore environmental and

sustainability issues.



68 T D S R  1 6 . 2

already exist, however, is the so-called “Tecom” corporate
park.  Consisting of three large developments — Internet
City, Media City, and Knowledge Village — this project, also
owned by Sheikh Muhammad, is a so-called “freehold” devel-
opment, where foreign companies, in this case in the knowl-
edge, communications, and communications technology
industries, can set up operations free of local tax or labor-law
obligations.  My interest here is in how utopia is imagined
through such projects (figs.13–15 ) . In this regard, I record-
ed the following conversation, which transpired over lunch
one day with three management-level employees of Tecom,
Tanya, an Iraqi expatriate, Marcus, an American expatriate,
and Nadia, an Imarati muwatina.

Tanya: People [at Tecom] are so conscientious.  They don’t
have to stay [after hours] but they want to.  This is a con-
tinuously evolving place.  The recruitment is by hand-pick-
ing.  It’s selective.  And every individual is unique.  So you
have a lot of complementarity.
AK: Would you say that this all has a campus feel?
T:  Yes!  That’s exactly what it’s like.  I feel like I’m back
at school.  There is very strong camaraderie.
Nadia: The sense of community is part of the reason why I
decided to join [Tecom].
T: I don’t know, maybe I’m romanticizing things, but I
definitely think that people care about each other here.  I
had a friend who once worked here and who left for anoth-
er company. She likes her job, but she definitely misses the
sense of community here.
Marcus: The purpose of the community is to promote inter-
action.  It is to encourage creativity, interaction . . . not just
among individuals but among departments and compa-
nies.  There are “best practices,” . . . certain companies are
considered to have “best practices,” that companies lower
on the chain are given an incentive to adopt.  We definitely
don’t want weak companies here. . . .  A good question to
ask is how has this community helped transcend national
boundaries within its employees.  [For example, you have
Nadia.  Among most locals] it’s taboo for a woman to sit
with men, like now. . . .  What this community is about is
liberalism, or liberalizing oneself.  [It teaches you] the
necessity of cross-cultural interaction.  You can’t isolate
yourself, you have to communicate with others.

In the minds of both the developers of these projects
and their everyday occupants, there is much more than a
pecuniary interest at work here.  Perhaps more important is
the social dimension, one where barriers erected by tradition
and a history of (allegedly) comparative unenlightenment are
said to be dissolving.  Here is Rana al Mudarris’ response to
my question about why she thinks working at Media City is
different from the conventional corporate job: “The image
that Dubai is trying to build is Dubai is different.  Different
in terms of lifestyle, different in terms of the number of

figure 10 . (top)  American Dream.  Exurban layout at “the

Emirates Hills” gated community.

figure 1 1 . (middle)  EMAAR’s “Street of Dreams” complex of dis-

play villas.  The fountain and symmetrical vegetation convey the suppres-

sion of nature.

figure 12 . (bottom) Each EMAAR villa is equipped with a multi-

funtional LCD monitor.  Functions include Internet access, communica-

tions with area malls and restaurants, and surveillance cameras.



nationalities that we have here, different in terms of concept.
. . . It’s a trial, it’s in the future.”  Working at Media City, for
Rana, is no doubt related to personal and career considera-
tions.  But, as this comment shows, it is also about playing a
role in producing a certain progressive image of the city as
an ideal topos that, on the one hand, transcends the past and,
on the other, prophesies the future.  The following vignette,
which appeared in April 2004 in a local daily, confirms the
status of this representation as a collective one:

They have a smart office in Knowledge Village.  They have
daily targets of business calls to be made; and they have dead-
lines to meet on information technology solutions for major
clients such as Dubai Police and other Dubai-based business-
es.  But the employees of Techno Services Team (TST) are not
IT professionals.  They are young U.A.E. national women,
who are all students of Dubai Women’s College.39

“Our students,” a professor is quoted as saying, “are at
the forefront of breaking down barriers in the IT industry
that has so far been dominated by men.”40

FROM FOURIER TO THE CORPORATE STATE, OR

THE CURIOUS APPEAL OF IDEOLOGICAL UTOPIA

As the last comment shows, the experience of these
development projects is symbolically organized at the nexus
of the past and the future, tradition and modernity, and of
different identities.  One of the standard themes invoked by
employees of Tecom, not just Marcus but several others,
involved the ways in which one has to overcome prejudices
and national boundaries to be an effective employee of Media
City, Knowledge Village, or Internet City.  This was especially
pronounced among the Imarati women I spoke to, many of
whom, perhaps not coincidentally, come from less legitimat-
ed identities such as the Arab al Khaleej.  Being marked both
by gender and ethnicity seemed to give them a unique per-
spective on the sometimes surreal reality of life in a tradition-
al society and a city that are changing at a breathtaking pace.

In his classic work on utopia, Karl Mannheim argued,
pace Lamartine, that “utopias are often only premature
truths,” and that what is utopian is only considered thus by
representatives of an era that has already passed.41 Measured
against the standards of the Imarati society that is receding
into the past, where it was uncommon for women to study at
a university let alone talk frankly to “strange” (i.e., unrelated)
men or to travel abroad, the Imaratis I reference here are
unconventional.  In many ways, Maryam, Rana and Nadia
are representatives of a new generation of Imaratis, those
who have traveled abroad, usually to the West, often staying
several years to complete a university degree.  Maryam
earned a bachelor’s from a well-known American university,
and a master’s from an Ivy League school.  Nadia had, at the
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figure 13 . (top)  Map of Knowledge Village posted near the main

entrance.  Knowledge Village is part of the “Tecom” complex, which also

includes Dubai Media City and Dubai Internet City.

figure 14 . (middle)  Exterior of Knowledge Village in October

2003, just before completion of the project.  The theme seems to be inspired

by a notion of French Mediterranean.

figure 15 . (bottom) A stroll on the Knowledge Village campus.
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time we met, only recently moved to the U.A.E., having lived
most of her life abroad with her diplomat father.  Rana had
studied at an American university in Dubai, and was a sea-
soned traveler.  All shared an ethos of merit that was con-
sciously fashioned within the context of a welfare state that
lavishes services on its citizens well beyond their basic needs.
All shared a desire both to maintain what they saw as good
in “tradition” and to simultaneously challenge inherited
assumptions about women’s place in society.  All were enthu-
siastic about the Brave New World of Dubai that Sheikh
Muhammad — a charismatic leader, if there ever was one —
is seen to be single-handedly creating.  It is for such a person
— cosmopolitan, conversant in English (the language and
the global corporate argot), and, as Rana put it, “open-minded”
— that these projects seem to make the most sense.

An intriguing related issue, one that I did not have space
to touch on, is how this new discourse of progress is replac-
ing older notions of virtue and of the fully human.  Future
research should contextualize this sometimes exhilarating
new world in its local roots.  For example, muwatinun do see
clear continuities between the older maritime trading culture
and the newer system of rentier and investment capitalism.
“In Dubai,” as they sometimes say, “al-tijara qabl al-din”
(“business comes before even religion”).

Yet to conclude from the foregoing discussion that the
situation of Dubai is actually utopian is premature and fatally
partial.  The broader context is starker, involving the com-
plete top-down planning of a city by an authoritarian corpo-
rate state that is distinctly more interested in accommodating
the needs of multinational corporations than the more holis-
tic claims of individual subjects.  The fact remains that
Dubai subsists within a corporate cordon sanitaire, inside of
which no tax laws or independent regulations exist to check
the power of either state or corporation.  Another sobering

reality is that of the manual laborers from whose indefatigable
and ill-recompensed labor the modern pyramids of Dubai
emerge at blinding speed (figs.16 , 17 ) . These multiethnic
but predominantly South Asian workers have no rights to
speak of, and, as an expatriate project manager once ironically
told me, “they are sent home [if they overstep their ascribed
function].  At least they don’t kill them, like the pharaohs used
to do to their slaves.”  One question to explore more deeply
in future research, in fact, is how the absolute intolerance of
the corporate state for any independent politics relates to the
transmogrified images of unity and communitas evoked by
the built environment.  How does the mental energy normally
taken up by praxis get diverted into the fantasy of utopia, or,
in Freudian terms, how does repression engender dream
images of closure?  The image of utopia is not, to say the
least, the sign of an actually utopian referent.

In their classic Dialectic of Enlightenment, Max Horkheimer
and Theodor Adorno made the now well-known argument
about enlightened modernity.  Taking the broad sweep, and
incorporating the origins of enlightenment in Greek myth,
Horkheimer and Adorno suggested that what began as a critical,
demystifying, and liberating notion — enlightenment in the
holistic sense — became reduced to instrumental rationality
as a means of bourgeois social and natural domination.  Far
from increasing the liberation of humanity, enlightenment
ended up enslaving it.42 There seems to be an uncanny parallel
in the historical career of utopia as imagined through the
built environment.  Fourier’s phalanstery emerged from early-
nineteenth-century European preoccupations with escaping
and overcoming the corrosive environment of industrial capi-
talism.  In this conception, the utopian community was gen-
uinely utopian in two senses.  First, it embodied a fundamental
and radical critique of the status quo, thereby reimagining the
basis of social life.  Second, it implied a holistic notion of

figure 16 . (left)  A maintenance worker at Knowledge Village prepares to clean up after students.

figure 17 . (right)  Welders at the Gardens, a giant shopping center mall project still under construction.  At most sites in Dubai, work proceeds 24

hours a day, workers being bused in two to three shifts.



human nature.  The community tried to see to it that the new
human being to be cultivated within its confines would be ful-
filled in all her natural faculties — mental, material, spiritual
and instinctual.  The brave new phalansteries of late capital-
ism, as exemplified by the giant complexes of Dubai, suggest
a radically narrower definition of the human subject, one that
ideally finds holistic fulfillment in the act of consumption.  In
thus conflating the “human” with the capitalist “consumer,”
the new phalansteries might better be called, after Marc Augé,
“banal utopias” rather than utopias proper (fig.18 ) .43 The
notion of the utopian community, once radical, seems to have
followed the arc discerned by Horkheimer and Adorno in the
case of enlightenment: instrumentalization, accumulating
narrowness, and the decay of its capacity to cultivate praxis.

We have, in a sense, returned to Benjamin’s insight,
highlighted earlier in this paper, about the coexistence of fan-
tasy and cold realism as the distinguishing feature of moder-
nity.  I have attempted here to give an account of the moral
persuasiveness of the fantastic, dream-like dimensions of the
urban.  I have suggested that this is related to the social sub-
conscious of an anxious society and historical period.  Future
research will have to develop this hopefully productive obser-
vation, as well as more systematically relating it to the other

side of the coin, the realistic dimension.  For now, it suffices
to follow Ernst Bloch in “sift(ing) through the ruins of deto-
talizing cultures in search of the forgotten dreams, the ‘cul-
tural surplus,’ that might anticipate the future.”44
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On Practice:
Questioning the “Publicness” of Public
Spaces in Postindustrial Cities

Z .  M U G E  A K K A R

The proliferation of alluring, distinctive and exclusive public spaces in many postindustrial cities

raises the question of how far these environments are truly “public.”  Focusing on this question,

this article explores the changing “publicness” of a recently redeveloped space in the city center of

Newcastle upon Tyne, Britain, in relation to the dimensions of access, actor and interest.  It further

seeks to underline two emerging trends: the blurring of distinction between public and private

spaces in the public realms of postindustrial cities; and the threat posed by image-led regeneration

strategies to the everyday needs of and the civic functioning of genuine public spaces.

Public spaces, inevitable components of cities for centuries, have become the subject of
renewed concern among design professionals and researchers for more than two decades.1

During this time, attractive and alluring public spaces have been placed at the center of
many postindustrial cities.  In parallel, starting in the 1980s, public spaces have increas-
ingly been used as key components of city-imaging and urban-regeneration programs in
Britain.  A number of “good-looking” and “well-maintained” public spaces have been
built there in order to develop positive images of urban areas and improve their attractive-
ness to potential investors.2

Despite the resurgence of interest in public spaces, urban design and planning litera-
ture has frequently hinted at the diminishing “publicness” of public spaces in postindustrial
cities.  Some researchers have pointed out the threat of recent privatization policies, and
claimed that public spaces, traditionally open to all segments of the population, are
increasingly being developed and managed by private agencies to produce profit for the
private sector and serve the interests of particular sections of the population.3 Others have
commented on the high degree of control now maintained over access and use of public
spaces through surveillance cameras and other measures intended to improve their security.4

Still others have argued that contemporary public spaces increasingly serve a “homoge-
nous” public and promote “social filtering.”5 Unlike older public spaces, which bring vari-
ous groups of people together and provide a common ground for all segments of the 
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population, new public spaces have been seen as enhancing
gentrification, social stratification, and fragmentation.6 Some
scholars, such as McInroy, have even argued that many public
spaces recently built within urban-regeneration and city-selling
projects have undermined the needs of local communities in
the service of private interests.7

While all these studies claim a progressive erosion of
the public qualities of contemporary urban spaces, there
remains a need for in-depth and systematic study of these
issues.  In response, this article seeks to question the “pub-
licness” of public spaces in postindustrial cities, with special
reference to Newcastle upon Tyne.  Using the case-study
method, it examines the Haymarket Bus Station (HBS), a
public space in the center of Newcastle that was redeveloped
in the 1990s as part of an image-led public-realm improve-
ment program of the local authority.  Among other things,
the program envisioned that the rebuilding of the bus station
and its environs could be used as an instrument to regenerate
the northwest edge of the city center.  The article explores
this change by examining the HBS before and after its rede-
velopment in regard to three dimensions of publicness:
access, actor and interest.

The article is organized in four main sections.  The first
clarifies what the “publicness” of a public space is, and intro-
duces a framework for measuring it.  The second sets the
HBS in a wider context by looking into the economic and
urban decline of Newcastle in the 1970s and 1980s — as
well as the regeneration of the new urbanscape and the ris-
ing significance of public spaces within the 1990s economic
restructuring.  The third section is devoted to a presentation
of the case study. It briefly introduces the HBS in terms of
its location in Newcastle and the major cornerstones of its
history.  After summarizing the major actions taken in the
latest redevelopment scheme, it also describes the changing
publicness of the HBS before and after its development.
Finally, the paper discusses the findings of the case study in
relation to similar studies on public spaces in other postin-
dustrial cities, and seeks to give clues for urban planning and
design practice.

“PUBLICNESS” OF A PUBLIC SPACE

By definition, public, as an adjective, signifies “of or con-
cerning the people as a whole,” “open to all,” “accessible to or
shared by all members of the community,” “performed or
made openly,” and “well-known.”8 It also connotes “a politi-
cal entity which is carried out or made by or on behalf of the
community as a whole,” and “authorised by or representing
the community.”9 Additionally, public may mean something
which is “provided especially by the government, for the use
of people in general.”10 As a noun, public refers to “people in
general.”11 However, it may also be used to signify “an organ-
ised body of people,” such as a community or a nation.12

Moreover, public may mean “a group of people who share a
particular interest or who have something in common,” like
the audience at a play or film.13 Hence, “public space” can be
described as space concerning the people as a whole, open to
all, accessible to or shared by all members of the community,
and provided by the public authorities for the use of people
in general.

Though illuminating, such dictionary definitions are not
sufficient to systematically describe the public qualities of an
urban place.  In this regard, Benn and Gaus have offered a
valuable empirical tool to define both “public space” and the
“publicness” of a public space.  Their definitions of the quali-
ties of public and private with regard to urban space are
based on three factors: the accessibility to spaces or places,
activities, information and resources; the public-private
nature of agencies in control; and the status of the people
who will be better or worse off for whatever is in question.
They thus distinguish between what they call “access,”
“agency” and “interest.”14

Regarding the criterion of access, public space is a place
which is open to all.  This means its resources, the activities
that take place in it, and information about it are available to
everybody.  Concerning the criterion of agency, public space
is a place controlled by “public actors” (i.e., agents or agen-
cies that act on behalf of a community, city, commonwealth
or state) and used by “the public” (i.e., the people in general).
As for interest, public space is a place which serves the pub-
lic interest (i.e., its benefits are controlled and received by all
members of the society) (fig.1 ) .

Of course, these definitions refer to an ideal public
space, while the urban environment is not composed of
absolutely public and private spaces; rather, it is a composi-
tion of public and private spaces with different degrees of
publicness and privateness.  Accepting that the relation
between public and private space is a continuum, it is possi-
ble to define public spaces as having various degrees of pub-
licness.  Regarding the dimensions of access, actor and
interest, the extent of publicness will depend on three
indices: the degree to which the public space and its
resources, as well as the activities occurring in it and infor-
mation about it, are available to all; the degree to which it is
managed and controlled by public actors and used by the
public; and the degree to which it serves the public interest.15

As Madanipour has shown in the analysis of the Metro
Centre in Gateshead (a regional-level shopping mall in
Britain), the publicness of a new public space can be
assessed by examining its development and use processes
according to these three criteria.16 However, in the case of a
public space which already exists and has been subject to
redevelopment or improvement, the analysis also needs to
assess its publicness before the redevelopment in order to
show changes in the level of publicness.  The HBS is one
such space where the extent of its publicness before and after
its redevelopment needs to be defined.
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Prior to the presentation of the case study, it is useful to
look at the change in the economic and urban base of
Newcastle in the last three decades and the rising role of
public spaces in this period.

NEWCASTLE: FROM AN INDUSTRIAL TO A POSTIN-

DUSTRIAL CITY

The protracted recession of the 1970s and 1980s trauma-
tized a number of previously affluent, heavily industrialized
British cities, causing them to fear for their future.  Of these
cities, Newcastle, in the northeast of England, was devastated by
a precipitous decline in three major industries — coal mining,
shipbuilding, and heavy engineering.17 Between 1971 and 1984
the city lost 70,000 jobs (a decline of 43 percent, compared to a
national average job loss of 6.6 percent), and between 1971 and
1981 its population declined by more than 30,000 (representing
a 9.88 percent drop).18 The recession left behind vast areas of
derelict land along the riverside, increased the ongoing deterio-
ration of working-class housing areas (already suffering from
high unemployment and crime), and reduced standards of edu-
cation and health-service provision.19 The city center also expe-
rienced a severe decline, as evidenced by a high rate of
unemployment there, deterioration of urban fabric, loss of pop-
ulation, vacant and underused properties, traffic congestion,
limited provision of parking, lack of green open spaces, a poor-
quality public realm, and lack of new investment.20

With these circumstances as a background, Newcastle
has undergone an economic restructuring since the late

1980s, and now shows some of the characteristics of a
postindustrial city.21 One of the most significant changes has
been the growth of the service sector, especially business ser-
vices.  Of the eight most highly industrialized British cities,
Newcastle had the highest increase in employment in the
business sector (93.5 percent) between 1981 and 1987
(fig.2 ) . But this growth has been accompanied by deindus-
trialization.  Among the same eight cities, Newcastle experi-
enced the second greatest decline in employment in
manufacturing during the same time period.  The manufac-
turing sector has also undergone a change in character typi-
cal of postindustrial cities.  Instead of the former locally
owned heavy industry, chemical, food, timber, furniture and
clothing industries have now become dominant in the sector.
And as part of this shift, Newcastle is also now home to branch
plants of national and multinational companies with headquar-
ters principally in London.  Komatsu, a major Japanese compa-
ny producing earth-moving equipment; Findus, a frozen-food
company; and Nissan, a Japanese car manufacturer, all moved
to Tyneside in the 1980s and 1990s and have fared reasonably
well.22 Also in keeping with models of the postindustrial city,
the new jobs created since the 1980s have emphasized the
development of a higher-quality labor force, especially with
central-government support, and increases in productivity
based on technological improvement.23

The city’s economic restructuring in the last two decades
has gone hand in hand with the creation of a new urban land-
scape, particularly in the city center and its immediate periph-
ery.  Area-based regeneration schemes driven by public-private
initiatives, such as the Grainger Town Project, the Quayside,

ACCESS

● Physical access

● Access to activities and 
discussions

● Access to information

● Access to resources

ACTOR

INTEREST

PUBLIC SPACE

A space which is accessible to all.

A space where the activities and discussions taking place in it are accessible to all.

A space where the information about it is accessible to all.

A space where the resources are accessible to all.

A space which is controlled by public actors — i.e., agents or agencies who/which
act on behalf of a community, city, commonwealth or state.

A space which is used by the public.

A space which serves the public interest — i.e., the benefit of which is controlled
and received by all members of the society.

figure 1 . The definitions of “public space” with regard to the criteria of access, actor and interest.  Based on S.I. Benn and G.F. Gaus, “The Public and the

Private: Concepts and Action,” in S.I. Benn and G.F. Gaus, eds., Public and Private in Social Life (London: Croom Helm; New York: St. Martin's Press, 1983).
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the Theatre Village, and the China Town Development Strategy,
have created mainly consumption-oriented, highly speculative,
commercial, and prestigious environments (fig.3 ) . Within
this new urbanscape, a number of attractive public spaces have
appeared, enriched with high-quality materials and embell-
ished with artwork and other design elements.  Typical of these
spaces, the HBS regeneration was seen as a way to improve
the image of the city and its attractiveness to investment, there-
by raising the city’s competitive position in global urban mar-
kets and improving the well-being of its population.  As such,
the HBS may in many senses also be perceived as a textbook
example of the privatization of public spaces within postindus-
trial cities, especially where such spaces are seen as catalysts
for urban regeneration.  But, equally, several aspects of the
HBS experience stand out as contrary to this model.  As will be
argued in the following sections, in addition to diminished
aspects of publicness largely similar to those of its contempo-
rary counterparts, the new HBS contains features that improve
all three dimensions of its publicness.

THE HBS: LOCATION, HISTORY, AND RECENT REDEVELOP-

MENT 

The HBS is located on Percy Street at the northwest edge
of the city-center retail core, in close proximity to Haymarket
Metro Station, the South African War Memorial, St. Thomas
Church, and the Civic Centre (fig.4 ) . It is adjacent to the
University of Newcastle to the north, the Leazes Conservation
Area (a residential area accommodating listed buildings) to
the northwest, and a multistory car park on Prudhoe Place.
Farther south, across Prudhoe Street, is the Eldon Square
Shopping Centre (the biggest shopping mall in the city cen-
ter) and the Eldon Square bus concourse.  Northumberland
Street, the city’s prime retailing street, is to the east.

Early in the city’s history, the site functioned as a parade
ground.  It only became a marketplace where hay and straw
were sold, and where agricultural servants were hired, in the

Manufacture Distribution Transport Business Services Total

Liverpool -44.2 -28.4 -34.7 +50.3 -20.4

Sheffield -38.2 -16.9 -9.3 +14.6 -16.1

Birmingham -27.3 -8.1 -12.6 +21.3 -9.0

Glasgow -27.7 -14.2 -28.4 +46.7 -7.8

Manchester -17.9 -8.5 -7.6 +69.3 -4.1

Leeds -15.0 +4.8 -8.5 +25.9 -2.3

London -29.6 +0.6 -14.7 +70.9 -1.6

Newcastle -43.7 -10.3 -18.0 +93.5 -0.4

figure 2 . Percentage employment change for eight large cities, 1981-87.  See Champion and Townsend, 1990; cited in Cameron and Doling, “Housing

Neighbourhoods and Urban Regeneration,” Urban Studies, Vol.31 No.7 (1994), p.1213.

figure 3 . The location of the HBS in the city center of Newcastle.  Based

on Campus and City Map (homepage of University of Newcastle, on-line,

2004, accessed January 21, 2005); available from http://www.ncl.ac.uk/

travel/maps/navigator_large.php.



early nineteenth century (fig.5 ) .24 As the site continued to
develop in the late nineteenth century, a row of houses and a
public house, The Farmers’ Rest, were constructed on the
site.25 This was followed by the erection of the South African
War Memorial at the north of the Haymarket, the develop-
ment of Bainbridge Hall and Employment Exchange at its
south end, and the introduction of a single-deck tram line on
Percy Street.26 Then, in the 1930s, as its agricultural connec-
tions disappeared, the Haymarket’s traditional roles were
abandoned, and it became a departing point for carriers and
a bus station.27 Later, the nineteenth-century houses on the
site were reconstructed and named Haymarket Houses.28

The 1960s and 1970s witnessed further significant
changes in the urbanscape of the Haymarket and its surround-
ings.  With the 1960 City Centre Plan, the Central Motorway
East was constructed, Percy Street was widened, and a number
of buildings were pulled down to make way for Eldon Square
Shopping Centre and bus concourse.29 Next, in the early
1970s, the Haymarket Houses were knocked down, and
replaced by a three-story building in the Haymarket and a row
of single-story shops on the south of Prudhoe Place.30 These
changes were followed by the construction of the Haymarket
Metro Station to the north of the bus station in 1980 and the
development of a multistory car park in the mid-1990s.31

The bus station and its environs were intended for redevel-
opment three times in the 1980s; yet, none of these attempts
succeeded.32 However, in the early 1990s Marks and Spencer
(M&S), a big high-street retailer which owned the land where
their store and service yard were located, saw new potential in
the Haymarket.  With the idea of extending their store into the
Haymarket to create their biggest outlet in Britain outside
London, it bought the three-story building there.33 It then
approached two other major property owners on the site —
Scottish & Newcastle (S&N) Breweries, which owned The
Farmers’ Rest and the former Ginger Beer Works, and the
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figure 4 . The HBS and its surroundings before the lat-

est redevelopment scheme.  Based on: Campus and City

Map [homepage of University of Newcastle, on-line, 2004,

accessed January 21, 2005); available from http://www.ncl.

ac.uk/travel/maps/navigator_large.php.

figure 5 . Maps showing the spatial development of the Haymarket and

its surroundings between the eighteenth century and the end of the twentieth

century.  Based on S. Middlebrook, Newcastle upon Tyne: Its Growth and

Achievement (Newcastle: Kemsley House, 1950) (left above); F. Graham,

Historic Newcastle (Newcastle: Frank Graham, 1976) (right above); R.

Mittins, “The History and Development of Percy Street — Newcastle upon

Tyne,” B.A. thesis, University of Newcastle, 1978 (left below); Campus and

City Map [homepage of University of Newcastle, on-line, 2004, accessed

January 21, 2005]; available from http://www.ncl.ac.uk/travel/maps/

navigator_large.php (right below).
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Newcastle City Council (NCC), which owned the temporary
shops on Prudhoe Place and Percy Street and all vehicle-circula-
tion areas including the bus station.34 For their cooperation in
the complete redevelopment of the site, M&S offered S&N
Breweries a new pub there, and it offered to redevelop the city-
owned portions, including the bus station, at no public cost.35

Following negotiations between the three parties, an
agreement was reached to redevelop the bus station and its
environs through a public-private partnership.  M&S would
venture £30 million on the redevelopment.36 S&N Breweries
would pay the extra land value for their new pub and restau-
rant.37 The NCC and the Passenger Transport Executive for
Tyne and Wear (PTE) would be involved in collaborative,

facilitating, coordinating and regulatory roles.  In the mid-
1990s, then, the old bus station and all other premises on
the site were demolished, and a two-story extension to the
M&S store was constructed, along with a new service yard
and customer-collection areas, three kiosks, and a public
house and restaurant (fig.6 ) .38 A new bus station with a
glazed canopy was also built; Prudhoe Place was realigned in
association with the bus station and with access to Prudhoe
Chare; the taxi rank in Prudhoe Place was relocated; the hard
landscaping around the bus station was improved; and the
rear service lanes were redesigned to allow barrier-controlled
access to the M&S service yard.39 The new bus station was
opened to the public in 1997.

figure 6 . The land use map of the Haymarket in 1995 (left), the proposed layout and model of the new Haymarket (right and below).  Left image based

on NCC, “The Map of Haymarket: Marks & Spencer,” prepared by the Director of Development and the Chief Planning Officer and drawn by C.A.B., June

21, 1994, NCC files, DET/01/0625/94.  Right image based on NJSR Chartered Architects, “The Plan of the Haymarket Bus Station,” submitted to the

Newcastle City Council, Booked no. 12/625, NCC files.



CHANGING DIMENSIONS OF “ACCESS” AND

“ACTOR”

Before the reconstruction, the HBS was an open public
space.  Situated close to the Metro station, the multistory car
park, and taxi ranks, it was fully accessible to pedestrians, Metro
and bus passengers, and car users (fig.7 ) .40 The public space
was also used by a wide range of groups working in both pub-
lic and private areas of the site.  The PTE, bus companies
(especially Northumbria Motor Services and Stagecoach), a pri-
vate-hire taxi company, hackney carriages, and street traders
were common users of the public space, while small-scale
retailers and their employees composed the working popula-
tion of the private premises.

The public realm was not only publicly used, but publicly
managed.  Apart from certain transport services provided by pri-
vate bus companies, the PTE operated the bus station.  As man-
ager, it arranged for cleaning and small-scale repair, while the
NCC, as owner, was responsible for large-scale maintenance.
The NCC also ran the car parks, and its police were responsible
for the security of the public space.  Being accessible to and serv-
ing a variety of groups, and being under the control of public
authorities, the old HBS was a highly “public” environment.

The recent redevelopment scheme has improved certain
physical characteristics of the old HBS.  To some extent it has
eliminated such undesirable conditions as noise, smoke, and
untidy and disorganized taxi ranks, and it has introduced a bet-
ter-organized queuing system and a glazed canopy protecting
users from bad weather conditions.  In short, it has brought a
new “order” and “discipline” into the space, and has increased
levels of comfort and convenience for users.  It is now more
predictable what types of activities (such as queuing and wait-
ing for buses, taking taxis, walking) will occur, where they will
occur, and who will be involved in them (fig.8 ) . Meanwhile,
the HBS, used by more than 7.5 million people in 2001,
remains one of the busiest public spaces in the city center.41

To a degree, new management efforts have also
enhanced physical and social accessibility by increasing the
standard of maintenance and the level of control.  For exam-
ple, the NCC has improved the aesthetics of the space by
hanging flower baskets on street lights and the railings for
the bus station, and by planting new trees outside the Metro
station, in front of the Old Orleans pub, and on Prudhoe
Place (fig.9 ) . An electronic information board has also
been installed to inform the public about bus services.

In addition, control over the public space has become
much stricter through the installation of police surveillance
cameras and increased street lighting.  Beside these public
measures, M&S security cameras monitor the front and rear of
their premises, and the retailer has installed lights to increase
the security of its service yard and the staircase along Prudhoe
Place.42 Classical music, played in the bus station, is a further
means of control, intended to relax people, discourage vio-
lence, and keep teenagers away.  Continual police and NEXUS
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figure 7 . The old HBS in the 1960s.  Source: Newcastle City Libraries & Arts, The Sixties: Gone But Not Forgotten (Newcastle, Newcastle City

Libraries & Arts, 1984); reprinted by permission.

figure 8 . The new design brought an “order” and “discipline” into the

Haymarket.  Photo by author.
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(the new name for the PTE) monitoring and patrolling has also
largely eliminated so-called undesirable groups such as beg-
gars, homeless people, and noisy teenagers — and such unde-
sirable activities as sleeping on benches, drinking alcoholic
beverages, or simply hanging around.43

In addition to area-based management and design
strategies, local authorities have also adopted a coordinated
citywide approach to the problem of graffiti in public spaces.
A dedicated Graffiti Forum now records graffiti incidents,
cleans up graffiti when it appears, and monitors public
spaces to catch, prosecute and educate graffiti writers.44 The
NCC has also enacted by-laws which empower specially
trained traffic wardens to issue £50 penalty notices for litter-
ing, dog fouling, and distributing literature in public spaces.45

Both the Haymarket-specific and citywide management
and design policies of the public authorities can be regarded as
an admirable effort to create and maintain a cleaner, safer, and
more ordered public space.  But they have arguably tried to
turn the bus station into an “ideal” public space, when in reali-
ty such spaces are never as clean or disciplined.  Moreover, by
infringing on the public’s right to full access to public space,
the policies no longer allow as much chance for spontaneity in
social encounters as before, and they promote social filtering
— and inevitably, social exclusion and stratification.  They
have, therefore, naturally reduced the social accessibility of the
public space, and compromised its “publicness.”

The late-1990s redevelopment has also brought about a
drastic change in the user profile of the Haymarket.  In addi-
tion to discouraging access by “undesirable groups,” the variety
of Haymarket users has been reduced by displacing small
retailers and their budget shoppers, and by welcoming large,
international businesses and their more affluent consumers.
Despite the protests of the former tenants of Haymarket shops
against displacement, the only small-scale retailer that kept its
location was Greggs (fig.10 ) . A few, such as Pizza King, Get
Stuffed, and the Newcastle United souvenir shop, were able to

reestablish themselves elsewhere in the city center, but the rest
probably went out of business.46 Another group deprived of a
place in the new Haymarket were regulars at The Farmers’
Rest.  The new pub, Old Orleans, replaced a modest, local and
traditional establishment with an up-market, exclusive, theme-
based, and more commercial pub and restaurant.47 With new
retailers seeking to attract affluent new groups and new man-
agement efforts seeking to exclude “undesirable groups,” the
result has been a gentrification that has impoverished the
social accessibility and “publicness” of the Haymarket.

Finally, although the public space is still managed and
controlled publicly, some private actors have become involved
in this aspect of it too.48 For example, the bus companies and
some high-street retailers (especially M&S, Bainbridge, Eldon
Square Shopping Centre, and Fenwicks) now pay for traffic
wardens to ease the traffic congestion on the site.49 In addi-
tion, public transportation services are now mainly provided
by private bus companies, and M&S’ and Old Orleans’ secu-
rity guards and cameras intervene in the operation of the bus
station when their security is jeopardized.  These are the key
elements that partly privatize the management of the public
space and reduce its “publicness” (fig.1 1 ) .

CHANGING “PUBLIC INTEREST”

Prior to its redevelopment, the Haymarket was a vivid
and colorful social environment.  People met there for vari-
ous reasons — to have a meal or a drink in a cafe, restaurant,
or the public house; to shop; or to travel somewhere else.
Small retail stores and The Farmers’ Rest, with its austere
decor but inexpensive food and drink, also attracted a large
number of people.  And because of the take-away restau-
rants, bus station, and taxi ranks, people came to the
Haymarket after closing time in the city’s pubs and clubs to
have midnight meals and take a bus, Metro or taxi to go home.

figure 9 . The aesthetic quali-

ty of the bus station is enhanced

by new management policies.

Photo by author.



There is no doubt the old Haymarket’s rich social functions
served the public interest.50 Yet it could also be said that it under-
mined the public benefit due to insufficiency in performing
some of its physical roles.51 As a communication and transporta-
tion node, it was the place where people gathered and dispersed.
Yet, the users of the public space suffered from traffic conges-
tion, conflicts between pedestrian and vehicular movement, and
a chaotic, unorganized, and physically deteriorated public space
that lacked street and traffic signs.52 Furthermore, the bus sta-
tion lacked public convenience facilities (like toilets and baby-
changing rooms), and it was poorly integrated with the primary
activities (especially Northumberland Street and Eldon Square
Shopping Centre) surrounding it.  In general, it did not function
efficiently or safely for either the bus passengers, bus companies,
or the operator of the bus station.53

The old HBS, as a public space, could not perform its
aesthetic role either.54 The old and modest-looking shops in
the Haymarket, the dirty and ugly rears of the buildings fac-
ing Northumberland Street, and the vacant premises on the
upper floors of shops did not create an appealing environ-
ment.  All these factors also diminished the potential eco-
nomic benefit of the public space, which could neither make
much of a contribution to nearby land values, nor attract
investors, developers, or potential businesses to the site.55

By contrast, the recent redevelopment created a consider-
ably better-looking and relatively more accessible, safer, and
healthier public space.  In the process, the public also gained a
brand-new bus station at very low cost.  The new bus station, in
a way, has become a source of pride for citizens of Newcastle.
And the new public space has started to attract investment to
nearby private spaces, helped fill previously underused build-
ings with new uses, created new jobs and resources for the
economy of the city, and contributed to the regeneration of the
city center. It has therefore served the public interest.

The new design and management has also powerfully
accentuated the public space’s aesthetic and symbolic roles
by improving the visual and aesthetic qualities of the
Haymarket and creating a strong new visual identity. The
new management policies, for example, have created a pretti-
er, cleaner, more ordered and disciplined public environ-
ment.  Similarly, the physical rebuilding employed expensive
construction materials such as York stone for the hard land-
scaping.  Artworks have also been introduced, including a
clock tower, art-glass panels in the canopy of the bus station,
ornamental railings on the balconies of Old Orleans, and
well-considered details within the bus station (fig.12 ) .

A strong visual identity has also been developed by intro-
ducing manufactured and imported images, which are not in
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BEFORE THE REDEVELOPMENT AFTER THE REDEVELOPMENT

Large-scale retailers: Large-scale retailers:
● S&N Breweries ● M&S

● S&N Breweries

Small-scale retailers: Small-scale retailers:
● Get stuffed ● Cascade Amusement Arcade ● Greggs
● Newcastle Kebab ● Gus Carter ● Finlays
● Pizza King ● The souvenir shop of Newcastle United
● Greggs ● Park Lane
● Park Café ● Bobby Ann
● Mayfair ● Pasha
● Stages Truck Dance-wear ● Casa Del Florio
● Timpsons ● Eldon Antiques
● M&N News ● Top Style hair dresser

PTE (the operator of the bus station) NEXUS (the operator of the bus station)
Street traders Street traders
Taxis: Taxis:
● Hackney carriages ● Hackney carriages
● Private-hire taxi company

Bus companies: Bus companies:
● Northumbria Motor Services ● ARRIVA
● Stagecoach ● Stagecoach

● Go Ahead

Bus passengers, pedestrians, mostly “small-budget” shoppers, Bus passengers, pedestrians, and mostly 
and “undesirable” groups “affluent” shoppers

figure 10 . The user profile of the HBS before and after its redevelopment.
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harmony with each other, but which create what Crilley has
called “scenographic variety.”56 In particular, by reflecting the
architecture and construction materials of a Victorian building
on Percy Street, the design for the new bus station has associ-
ated it and its environs with a “grandiose” historical image.  It
has also brought a foreign, American image into the Haymarket
through the design of the new pub and restaurant according
to a New Orleans theme (fig.13 ) .

By stressing symbolic and aesthetic functions, the rede-
velopment has also increased the economic role of the public
realm.  Importantly, the new public space has now increased
land values around the Haymarket, attracting outside

investors, developers and businesses to nearby properties.  A
number of projects have been underway since the late-1990s.
East of the Haymarket, the site stretching from Morden Street
to St. Thomas Street is being developed as offices, shops, a
hotel, leisure facilities, and a multistory car park.57 Other
schemes have been recommended for approval to convert the
Eldon Square bus concourse into a new shopping area, as the
extension of Eldon Square Shopping Centre58; develop a new
cultural quarter to the northwest of the Haymarket59; and
redevelop the Haymarket Metro Station with a new five-story
building to include a new bus station concourse, a travel
agency, shops, offices, and a restaurant and bar.60

BEFORE THE IMPROVEMENT

● Physically open to all.

● Accessible for public transport and private
car users, and pedestrians.

● Agencies in control

Public authorities (except the private bus
companies providing bus services).

● User groups

Used by a wide range of groups (see fig.10 ) .

● Served the public interest because of:

❍ the social roles of the HBS.

● Undermined the public interest, due to the
insufficiency in performing:

❍ the physical, economic and aesthetic roles
of the HBS.

AFTER THE IMPROVEMENT

● Still physically open to all and accessible for
the same groups.

● More public because of its improved physical
accessibility through the new design and
management which have made the public
space safer, more attractive and ordered.

● Less public due to its diminishing social
accessibility.

❍ Promotes social filtering, social stratifica-
tion, and exclusion.

❍ Promotes gentrification.

● Agencies in control

Still dominantly managed and controlled by
public agencies.

Less public because of the partial privatiza-
tion of its operation and management.

● User groups

Still used by a high number of people

Less public due to diminishing variety and
diversity of user groups of the Haymarket
(see fig.10 ) .

● Still serving the public interest because it:

❍ has become more attractive, cleaner, safer 
and healthier than it used to be;

❍ functions as sources of pride for the city;

❍ contributes to the city-center regenera-
tion and city-imaging campaigns;

❍ is a new brand-new bus station at no cost 
to the public.

● Still undermines the public interest due to its:

❍ overemphasized aesthetic, symbolic and 
economic roles;

❍ diminishing social and physical roles.

● Serves more private interests (see fig.16 ) .

ACCESS

ACTOR

INTEREST 

figure 1 1 . Change in the “publicness” of the HBS.
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an passageway, and shops in close proximity to each other.
This has created a public space that encourages everybody
there to purchase goods from the shops (fig.14 ) . Such
overemphasis on the economic function of the public realm
has undermined the public interest to some degree, and
impoverished its ideal public-realm qualities.

While the new design and management have strongly
stressed the symbolic, aesthetic and economic roles of the pub-
lic space, they have impoverished its social role.  The improve-
ment of the environmental image and ambience of the HBS

The strong emphasis placed on the economic role of the
new HBS can also be seen in the effort to use and promote
the public space as a place of consumption.  Public spaces
have been used as locations for commercial activities for cen-
turies.61 But what is remarkable about the new design of the
bus station is the creation of a public environment which is
far more consumption oriented than it used to be.  While the
design of the old Haymarket set some distance between the
bus station and retailing activities, the new layout has
removed this and placed the passenger waiting area, pedestri-

figure 12 . The enhanced aes-

thetic and visual quality of the

public space and its overempha-

sized aesthetic and symbolic roles.

Photos by author.

figure 13 . The Victorian

building whose facade was copied

for the facade of the M&S store

extension (above), and the embell-

ished facade of Old Orleans pub

and restaurant (below), aim to

create a grandiose image for the

Haymarket.  Photos by author.
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has made it more welcoming to a wider range of social groups,
and thus improved its “public” qualities.  But by employing
imported and manufactured images, which have no tie to the
modest history of the Haymarket, the new design has generat-
ed confusion over the symbolic meanings of the public space.

Studies have shown that public spaces may become
symbols for a society by reproducing elements which appeal
to or represent “higher-order values.” 62 They may also
become symbols through the build-up of overlapping memo-
ries of individual and shared experience.63 Thus, by repre-
senting cultural, historical, religious or other social and
political values for a group or a society, they may evoke con-
nections to past events that stimulate feelings of national
pride, a sense of belonging, or concern for an entity outside
one’s primary associations with family and friends.64 Studies
have shown that such feelings bind the individual members
of the group or society together.65 Therefore, with their sym-
bolic meanings, public spaces contribute to the creation of
the sense of continuity for a group, or a society.66

In the case of the HBS, however, the key motivation of the
redevelopment agencies has been to promote the public space’s
economic role by manipulating the Haymarket’s images
through imported and manufactured images, rather than main-
tain and strengthen the social role of the public realm by con-
serving its modest historical images.  Their major concerns
were to change the rundown scenery of the Haymarket, create a
good-looking environment which would increase land values
around it, attract further new investment to the site, restore the
economic vitality of surrounding areas, and change the declin-
ing image of the northern end of the city center.  But the
manipulation of the Haymarket’s images has worked against
the creation of sense of belonging and continuity.  This has cre-
ated doubts about how far the new public space will be appro-
priated by the public, and how well it will perform as a social
binder.  Such design interventions have impoverished the social
role of the Haymarket, thereby diminishing its public qualities.

Additionally, in a number of ways, the new design has
undermined the physical roles of the public space.  Interviews
conducted with users of the HBS show that the public is gen-
erally content with the more accessible, healthier, safer, and
aesthetically improved new bus station.67 Yet, they also indi-
cate that conflicts between pedestrians and vehicles, and traf-
fic congestion, are still prominent problems on the site
(fig.15 ) . Direct observations and interviews at the
Haymarket also reveal that the bus station remains inefficient,
and that it continues to suffer from lack of free-of-charge pub-
lic-convenience facilities.  Further, the new design is unable to
strongly integrate the bus station with its surroundings.  The
closest connection between the bus station, Northumberland
Street, and the shopping mall is via the Eldon Square stair-
case, which does not afford the public 24-hour access.68

Neither is this connection adequately accessible for disabled
and elderly people.  In addition to these older problems, the
new glazed canopy has created a ventilation problem for bus
passengers.69 By undermining the HBS’s physical roles, the
redevelopment scheme has, therefore, failed to solve some
essential daily problems of the users of the public space.

CHANGING INTERESTS OF PRIVATE ACTORS

Although the new HBS design has undermined the public
interest in various ways, it has significantly favored the private
interest (fig.16 ) . The main private actors benefiting from the
old HBS were S&N Breweries, small retailers (the tenants of the
retail units at the Haymarket and Prudhoe Place, and street
traders), a private-hire taxi company, hackney carriages, and bus
companies (especially Northumbria Motor Services and
Stagecoach).70 With the exception of the small retailers and the
private-hire taxi company, these private actors are also the pri-
mary beneficiaries of the new HBS.  They have been able to
keep their position in an important part of the city center, and
they have gained a more disciplined and ordered environment,
which has made their operations easier.  But, of the private
actors, the new HBS design most prominently favors M&S and
S&N Breweries, which have not only increased their retail areas,
but have profited by being located next to a busy bus station.
As claimed by the manager of Old Orleans:

Obviously, as a business, we’re trying to benefit from the
fact that the bus station is outside the door. Because peo-
ple waiting for a bus are coming and having a drink,
while they’re waiting, or they get off the bus, and may
decide to have something to eat in the restaurant before
they go out or before they go shopping.  So we do benefit
from that.  But we noticed that when the bus station is
closed, it actually had an impact on our business.71

M&S has obtained an especially significant privilege, since
the redevelopment increased the customer capacity of its store

figure 14 . The close relationship between the shops, pedestrian pas-

sageway, and passenger waiting area.  Photo by author.
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figure 16 . Private interests benefiting from the HBS before and after its improvement.

figure 15 . Conflicts between

pedestrians and vehicles (above

right and left) and traffic conges-

tion (below left and middle) con-

tinue to be problems in the new

Haymarket; the Eldon Square

staircase is an emerging problem

area (below right).  Photos by

author.

BEFORE THE IMPROVEMENT

Those benefited by being adjacent to, or close
to the public space, or using it:

❍ S&N Breweries

❍ Small retailers

❍ Private-hire taxi company

❍ Hackney carriages

❍ Bus companies

❍ Street traders

AFTER THE IMPROVEMENT

Those benefiting by gaining a disciplined and
ordered environment to operate smoothly:

❍ M&S, S&N Breweries, hackney carriages, 
bus companies, and street traders

Those who operated in the site before the
improvement of the public spaces and who
were able to keep their position in the sites 
❍ hackney carriages, bus companies, and street

traders

Up-market retailers and business groups bene-
fiting by the improved image and design
attracting affluence:

❍ M&S, S&N Breweries, retailers of Eldon 
Square Shopping Centre

Those benefiting by moving into and starting a
business in these sites:

❍ Finlays

Those benefiting by gaining privileged positions
and facilities for retailing:

❍ M&S and S&N Breweries

Landowners, developers and investors benefit-
ing by the increasing property values

Business interests in the finance and construc-
tion industry, and real estate agencies benefit-
ing by the good image of the areas which have
boosted the development activities in and
around the HBS

PRIVATE
INTEREST
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by 35 percent, and now allows it to function as a major passage-
way between the Haymarket, Northumberland Street, and the
shopping mall.  Pinpointing the advantages of their new store, a
M&S representative explained their targets as follows:

We know that the route between Northumberland Street
and bus station is used as a short cut by a lot of people.
We know that only 70 percent of the people who come
through these doors actually spend money.  So the big
challenge of M&S is how to make the invitation to shop
better, to persuade them to stop and buy when they pass
through.  That’s the real commercial challenge for us.72

Moreover, M&S has acquired three kiosks, and gained a bet-
ter service yard and customer-collection zone.

The public space has also benefited new private-actor groups.
For example, the tenants of the M&S kiosks, Greggs and Finlays,
have taken good advantage of their position in the Haymarket.
The HBS, with its new and exclusive images and design, has also
attracted the affluent groups favored by up-market retailers and
business groups.  Landowners, developers and investors of the pri-
vate spaces around the Haymarket are other private actors who
have benefited from the remarkable increase in property values
due to the improved image of the site.  Furthermore, in a wider
context, the new positive image of the Haymarket has boosted pri-
vate development activities throughout this part of the city, benefit-
ing the finance industry (building societies, banks, personal loan
investments, etc.), the construction industry (building contractors,
construction materials suppliers, etc.), and real estate agencies
involved in the regeneration activities.  Therefore, in comparison
with the number and variety of private-actor groups which the
HBS served before its redevelopment, the new public space can be
seen to increasingly favor private interests.

SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES WITH THE

POSTINDUSTRIAL MODEL

This article has discussed the question of the “public-
ness” of public spaces in postindustrial cities by examining
the HBS, a public space redeveloped as a part of the image-
led regeneration policies of City of Newcastle.  By studying
conditions on the site before and after the HBS redevelop-
ment, it has found that the publicness of this space remains
secure, since it is still dominantly under public management
and control.  Furthermore, the recent redevelopment scheme
has improved its physical accessibility.  By using and promot-
ing public space as a catalyst for urban regeneration and a
place of consumption, the project has also turned the
Haymarket into a remarkably good-looking, well-maintained,
safer, more organized, and better controlled space.  The new
public realm has therefore benefited the public by serving as
a source of pride for citizens and by contributing to image-
led city-center regeneration strategies.

As such, the investigation shows that improvements to
public space can be used to improve a city’s image and attrac-
tiveness, and that it can attract investment and economic vitali-
ty back to declining central-city areas.  Nevertheless, the
“publicness” of the public space at the new Haymarket has
been undermined by partial privatization of its management
and operation, and by its diminishing social accessibility.  In
this regard, the investigation has also shown that, by impover-
ishing certain social and physical functions and by strongly
emphasizing its economic, aesthetic and symbolic roles, the
new HBS has undermined other aspects of the public interest,
while favoring private interests much more than it used to.

This study of the HBS reveals at least four main trends
that have been noted elsewhere as hallmarks of public spaces
in postindustrial cities: 1) the increasing involvement of the
private sector in the design, management and control of pub-
lic spaces; 2) increasing restrictions on the social accessibility
of public spaces through surveillance and other control mea-
sures that improve security and promote “good” or “sani-
tized” images; 3) the tendency of such public spaces to
promote gentrification, social exclusion, and stratification;
and 4) the creation of new urban forms which significantly
favor private interests over community needs.

These four areas of similarity reflect the ever-smaller,
more internationalized, and more homogenous world in
which we live.  Nevertheless, the study has also revealed some
curious differences between the HBS case and other contem-
porary public spaces, reflecting the different experience of
Newcastle.  For example, a more complete privatization is
common in public spaces of many other postindustrial cities
— where ownership, provision, management and control of
spaces may all sometimes be shifted from the public to the
private sector.  While the HBS features partial privatization in
terms of the provision, operation and control of the public
space, the agencies in control are still public.

Another rising feature of public spaces in postindustrial
cities is that they are either rarely used by the general public
or used predominantly by a more homogenous public than
previously. The investigation of the HBS revealed that
because of its diminishing variety of users and strict control
measures, it serves a more homogenous public than previ-
ously. Indeed, there is a strong tendency evident toward gen-
trification, social exclusion, and stratification.  Nevertheless,
the HBS does still serve a great number of people.

Urban design and planning literature, in general, illus-
trates how public spaces in postindustrial cities favor private
interests at the expense of local needs and benefits.  The
HBS exemplifies a public space significantly serving such
private interests; indeed, private-sector involvement in the
redevelopment project has led to the bus station being
shaped largely according to their needs and interests.  Yet
despite various aspects in the new design and management
that undermined certain public needs and benefits, the HBS
is still an example favoring the public interest.  Most impor-



tantly, by providing a relatively inclusive and accessible envi-
ronment, it has helped attract investment, create new job
opportunities, bring economic vitality back to declining parts
of the city center, and boost civic pride.

All these observations lead to two major conclusions.
First, contrary to the wide recognition of diminishing public-
ness of public spaces in postindustrial cities, the redevelopment
of the HBS has both improved and diminished certain of its
public qualities.  The general point that can be drawn from the
case study, and which may be extended to its counterparts, is
that contemporary public spaces may show different shades of
publicness, in which degrees of access, actor and interest can
vary widely.  Nevertheless, the trend toward a blurring of dis-
tinction between public and private spaces does pose a threat
for the public spaces of postindustrial cities.  The challenge for
planners, designers, architects, developers, and other place-
making agents is to deal with the rising ambiguity between the
two realms in the new urbanscape of postindustrial cities.
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Second, as in the Newcastle case, many postindustrial
cities in Britain (especially those with decaying urban
economies and environments) evince a strong desire to use
enhancements to public spaces as a policy instrument for eco-
nomic and urban revitalization.  But efforts to promote the
economic, aesthetic and symbolic roles of these spaces also
threaten their “publicness.”  The challenge for local authori-
ties, planners, architects, and regeneration experts is to take
into consideration the needs of everyday society and the wider
civic functions of public spaces in cities (i.e., their social, polit-
ical, physical — as well as economic, aesthetic, and symbolic
functions), and not to allow the economic or image-related
effects to dominate.  The creation of genuine “public” spaces
is essential to the sustainability of regeneration initiatives.
Vital and viable city districts (especially city centers), can only
be achieved if image-led regeneration strategies adequately
address everyday society’s needs and interests, as well as the
genuine civic functions of public spaces.
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Book Reviews
Yin Yu Tang: The Architecture and Daily Life of a Chinese House. Nancy Berliner.  Boston:
Tuttle Publishing, 2003.  192 pp., 210 illus.

This lavishly illustrated book is an extended essay that grew out of a preservation project
for Yin Yu Tang, a 200-year-old vernacular Chinese house that was recently moved, brick
by brick, from its home in a remote village in southeastern China and re-erected in the
courtyard at the Peabody Essex Museum (PEM) in Salem, Massachusetts.  Nancy Berliner,
the author, is the curator of Chinese arts at PEM and a well-known scholar of Chinese
furniture.  She was also responsible for orchestrating Yin Yu Tang’s entire preservation
process, one which took six and a half years and was of unprecedented scale for such a
project in the United States.  Designed for general circulation and as a companion piece
to the permanent exhibit of the house, the book offers a fascinating account of the life of
eight generations of the Chinese family who lived in Yin Yu Tang, as well as the architec-
ture of the house, by presenting details documented throughout the preservation process.

The essay is divided into three parts.  In the first, “Huizhou Mountains and Merchants,”
Berliner discusses the cultural traditions of the Huizhou region and describes the geographi-
cal, economic and historical circumstances which have affected the development of Huang
Cun — the village where Yin Yu Tang was built.  A longer second part, “Jia: Hometown and
Family,” tells the life stories of the Huang family members who resided in Yin Yu Tang for
nearly two centuries.  The third part, “The Architecture of Yin Yu Tang,” provides detailed
analysis of the construction of the house and how it was appropriated and transformed by the
most recent two generations.

The move of Yin Yu Tang was initiated when Berliner and her colleagues unexpect-
edly encountered the half-abandoned house while traveling in China.  After negotiating
with members of the Huang family and the local government authority, an agreement
was made to relocate the house to the United States through a partnership formed
between PEM and the Huizhou government.  As explained in the foreword to the book,
the main reason for PEM to undertake the Yin Yu Tang project was that it represented a
“perfect convergence” of its longstanding interests in Asian architecture and historic
preservation.  As part of an ambitious plan to expand and transform its museum space,
the project was developed as a highlight of PEM’s new collection.  The specific goal, as
described in the epilogue, was to disseminate Chinese culture in the Western world by
accurately interpreting all aspects of the house and its tenure.

While Yin Yu Tang shares many common characteristics with other Chinese vernac-
ular houses, its architecture retains a unique regional style.  Modest in exterior appear-
ance, with white-plastered brick facades and black tiled roofs — a utilitarian feature of the
houses in the Huizhou region — its timber-framed interior is surprisingly lavish, con-
taining many intricate decorative details in stone and expensive woods which reflect the
wealth and social status of its owners.  Like most traditional dwellings in China, it also 
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has a central courtyard surrounded by many rooms which
(the book explains) have undergone extensive renovations by
different generations of the Huang family.

Overall, the essay is written in a straightforward, com-
prehensive manner highly accessible to a wide audience.
Using genealogies, diaries, letters, and personal accounts
from interviews with surviving members of the Huang fami-
ly, the author unfolds the dynamics of the house and the
family, effectively linking them to the broader historical and
social context of China.  As one might expect from an exhibi-
tion catalogue, it is also a visual feast in its own right, sup-
ported by a plethora of primary documents, including
sepia-toned photographs, memorabilia, and pages from let-
ters and other personal documents.  Supplementing these
are contemporary images of existing artifacts, furnishings,
and construction details of the house, as well as architectural
drawings produced during the research process.

While the story of the house is engaging and the illus-
trations are attractive, the one drawback of the book is that it
provides little account of what happened to the rest of Huang
Cun village after the removal and preservation of the house
commenced.  This gives a sense of incompleteness to the
story of Yin Yu Tang.  In a twist of fate, it was transformed
from an ordinary private home into a public museum piece
to be viewed by hundreds of visitors each day.  But there is
no exploration of how displacement from its original setting
in a Chinese mountain village to an outdoor courtyard in an
institutional setting in America might have affected its
integrity and meaning, and how this might today lead to dif-
ferent understandings and interpretations.

To be sure, raising issues of displacement and disloca-
tion inevitably leads to other contentious questions of preser-
vation which cannot be fully answered in an exhibition
catalogue designed for a general audience.  However, if one
of the objectives of the Yin Yu Tang project was to raise
awareness of the challenges facing the preservation of ver-
nacular dwellings in China, then there would seem to be a
need for some reflection on the changes brought to the origi-
nal context by the removal of the house, and how its absence
may have effected the local community.  Despite the
admirable efforts of Berliner and the PEM team who made
this difficult project possible, the author’s claim that it is a
clearly “successful story of preservation” is somewhat prob-
lematic.  Some crucial questions include: Where does this
“success” belong?  Who does the project benefit?  How
might this success affect attitudes toward preservation within
and outside China over time?

Indeed, contentious questions of this kind seem to be
missing in many well-publicized preservation projects.
Often, more attention is directed at preserving the internal
integrity of buildings, with their seemingly fixed meanings,
associations and significance, than at examining the complex
dynamics created by the process of preservation itself.
Although recent literature on historic preservation reflects a

growing concern for the social meanings and potential new
(economic) values preservation can elicit, there is often a ten-
dency to downplay the complexity embedded in the process
and the multifaceted challenges it brings.

The Yin Yu Tang story might have been made more
compelling by engaging with these issues.  While the first
two parts of the essay give excellent accounts of the historical
context and cultural traditions of Huizhou, there is compara-
tively little description (less than half a page) of the current
transformation and development taking place in Huang Cun.
Although the author has been careful not to impose her own
value judgments, the overall impression is that what is valu-
able and memorable resides largely in a “traditional context”
that belongs to the past.  And since this cannot be redeemed,
it must be salvaged before it completely disappears with
modernization.

What might be more informative would be to ask about
the aspirations of the current generation of the Huang family
and Huang Cun villagers and how they relate to the past.
This would offer readers important insight into the present
widespread desire in China to live in different (“modern”)
environments, and how the preservation of vernacular
dwellings such as Yin Yu Tang might relate constructively to
this context.

As economic development and social change gather
pace in China, ordinary dwellings and neighborhoods are
continuously being demolished without a trace.  Yin Yu Tang
is an important contribution to enabling more people outside
China to understand Chinese vernacular architecture and to
raise awareness of the issues of preservation.  However, one
would hope that the book can also inspire further writing
and research, and thus spur further, much-needed critical
inquiry into the subject. n

Cecilia Chu
University of California, Berkeley
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Planning Middle Eastern Cities: An Urban Kaleidoscope in a
Globalizing World. Edited by Yasser Elsheshtawy.  London:
Routledge, 2004.  210 pp., illus.

This edited volume is a collaborative effort, bringing together
the local voices of Western-educated Arab scholars currently
living and working in various parts of the Middle East to nar-
rate the stories of individual cities.  Its authors discuss the
impact of globalization on selected sample of Middle Eastern
cities, some chosen because they are characterized by a rich
tradition (Cairo, Tunis and Baghdad), some because they
have been insufficiently explored (Algiers and Sana’a), and
some because of their very recent emergence, such as the
Gulf “oil city” of Dubai.

Planning Middle Eastern Cities organizes these cases into
two parts, with each part consisting of three chapters.  Part
one, “Overview and Developments,” focuses on Algiers,
Baghdad and Sana’a.  According to the editor, Yasser
Elsheshtawy, these “have not, for a variety of reasons, respond-
ed to the globalizing influence occurring throughout the
world.”  He adds that “none of these cities has engaged in the
kind of large-scale urban development witnessed elsewhere in
the region” (p.11).  Quite the opposite, Tunis, Cairo, and Dubai
are the subjects of the second part, “Case Studies: Redrawing
Boundaries.”  These are cities that have attempted to “become
global players” by “engaging in large-scale urban projects
meant to attract visitors and investors to the city” (p.14).

The book begins by posing two much-asked questions
about cities and globalization: “Is there evidence of a new
spatial order due to globalization?  And is the response of the
Middle Eastern city to these globalizing influences an echo of
similar trends in other cities?” (p.6).  Especially since the lat-
ter question has been little explored, this edited volume pro-
vides a valuable contribution to the literature.  And even if
the answer to both questions happens to be a clear “yes,”
Elsheshtawy emphasizes the variation among cities in their
responses to the current moment of globalization.  I say “cur-
rent” moment because Elsheshtawy draws parallels in terms
of political hegemony and economic conditions between con-
ditions today and the process of modernization at the turn of
the twentieth century.  This leads to another question, one
that the various authors also use to structure their chapters:
“How has the Arab city responded to globalism, and does it
differ significantly from colonialism?” (p.9).  The answers
here are more varied because the diversity of cases and
processes analyzed defies simple generalization.  Readers
also must reach their own general conclusions since there is
no concluding or summary chapter to the book.

Of the individual contributions to the book, the most
successful attempt at exploring the similarities between colo-
nialism and globalization is Khaled Adham’s chapter on
Cairo.  It asserts that “many of the circumstances that ush-
ered the economic upsurge of the 1890s resembled those
that led to upswing of the 1990s,” especially in real estate

development (p.135).  Adham illustrates this by selecting two
large-scale land developments, one from each era (Heliopolis
and Dreamland), to unravel the process by which Egypt
became an actor on the world stage.  However, he warns that
both terms — colonization and globalization — are “very
contextual, hence contingent on the political and economic
situations of the time and place in which they were used”
(p.135).

The chapter by Bechir Kenzari on Lake Tunis presents
both a story of internal continuity or progress and change
inspired by external influences.  The internal story traces the
city’s development from its traditional medina, the original
city center, to the construction of the European city, to the
more recent Lake Tunis development.  From one point of
view, Lake Tunis, also known as the project of the millenni-
um, is seen as a local manifestation of national-state policies
that have created of new environmental awareness.
However, from another perspective, external influences,
especially Tunis’s association with the European Union, have
also led to the emergence of a new center for financial and
specialized services.  In this respect, both Tunis and Dubai
are dominated today by ongoing construction of new centers
for commerce on reclaimed land — a clear manifestation of
the current form of globalization, in which cities turn their
backs on more traditional spaces to embrace the future
through developments that cater to a global audience.

In spite of this similarity, the development of Dubai as a
global center, according to Elsheshtawy, is unique, and can
serve as a “potential model for other cities in the region”
(p.17).  Furthermore, Elsheshtawy reminds readers that the
processes of development in Tunis, Cairo, and Dubai were
initiated by local governments, and not imposed by external
hegemonic forces.  This, in his opinion, is what makes colo-
nization different than globalization, although both are seen
as forms of domination that can contribute to the underde-
velopment of some cities in the region, such as those dis-
cussed in the first part of the book.

In that first section, the chapter on Algiers by Karim
Hadjiri and Mohamed Osmani provides an excellent case in
point.  The independence of Algiers did not mean an end of
planning policies and plans from the colonial era, since these
continued through the ensuing decade.  Soon thereafter,
however, and for a brief moment before the country descend-
ed once again into violence and political turmoil, Algiers was
a metropolis visited by world renowned architects — Le
Corbusier, Oscar Niemeyer, Kenzo Tange — who left their
mark through a number of projects.

The next essay, by Hoshiar Nooradin, focuses on
Baghdad from its early importance in the 1920s, through its
becoming the capital of Iraq, to the present.  Unlike the other
cases studied here, Baghdad has been marked by major polit-
ical shifts — from colonialism, to the rise of a national move-
ment and eventual independence, followed by the rise of the
Baathist regime and three regional wars.  In the shadow of
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these developments, and despite it being the site of frequent
conflict, Baghdad has been visited by international architects,
and it has fostered the rise of local Iraqi architects, some of
whom were trained and educated in the West.  Nevertheless,
since the late 1960s the rise of Baathism has largely shaped
its physical environment, and the architect’s role has been to
respond to local needs, not to changing global influences.

Sana’a is the last of the cases used to illustrate cities
removed from the global scene.  The independence of Yemen
and the establishment of a republic in 1962 marked the
beginning of a new era, with the regime focusing on estab-
lishing a modern infrastructure.  This included moving away
from the traditional vertical architecture that dominated the
landscape up to the 1960s, and toward a modern architecture
which, the author asserts, largely proved a failure.
Afterward, the country descended into political turmoil, with
both the first Gulf War and a civil war damaging its society
and economy.

This volume provides a nonspecialist audience with a
thorough overview of issues and approaches to contemporary
Middle Eastern urbanism.  But it also points to the emer-
gence of unique spatial patterns derived from global pres-
sures, colonial history, internal social composition and
political institutions, and state policies. n

Sophia Shwayri
New York University

Village Life in Hong Kong: Politics, Gender, and Ritual in the
New Territories. James L. Watson and Rubie S. Watson.
Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press, 2004.  490 pp.

The task of reviewing a
book like this is made
easier because it con-
tains republished jour-
nal articles and book
chapters that have all
been previously accept-
ed following profession-
al review.  As a result,
one can be sure its indi-
vidual chapters embody
research that has attained
a high standard of
recognition in a variety
of areas.  However, it
may be a different mat-
ter whether these significant pieces fit well together to pro-
vide the desired comprehensive picture of a topic area.  But
in this respect, too, Village Life in Hong Kong: Politics, Gender,
and Ritual in the New Territories is an exceptional success.

This book is basically a collection of work by the two
Watsons originally published from the mid-1970s until the mid-
1980s, and based on ethnographic research in two villages —
San Tin and Ha Tsuen — in the northwestern New Territories.  I
have to admit that before reading this volume, I did not know of
all this work — which covers a wide range of topics.  The book
also gave me a chance to better understand the historical devel-
opment of the New Territories — an area which extends from
Boundary Street in the southern Kowloon peninsula to the bor-
der between Shenzhen and Hong Kong, and which was leased
to the British Government in 1898 for 99 years until 1997.

It is revealing that republishing these articles in an edit-
ed volume after more than two decades allows one not only
to reconsider the original research on cultural traditions in
these two renown traditional settlements, but also to consid-
er the extent of socio-historical change in indigenous New
Territories villages since then.  Especially with the recent
decline of rural areas and the rapid expansion of urbaniza-
tion in the New Territories, the contrast between such cultur-
al heritage areas and modern new towns, with their many
leisure facilities, is now extreme.  Yet, even considering how
the New Territories have become an important hinterland for
history and tradition, which Hong Kong people recently dis-
covered through the development of domestic tourism, there
are few comprehensive records about the social development
of these villages.

Thus, I agree with the authors’ introductory comment:
“What is past is past — but the history of Hong Kong’s
indigenous peoples (yuanjumin or bendiren) should not be
forgotten.  The ancient villages of the New Territories have
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unique histories that set them apart from all other villages in
Guangdong Province and, as such, they represent an impor-
tant part of China’s cultural heritage” (p.xii).  I should also
add that even though this book provides relatively little dis-
cussion of tangible aspects of traditional Chinese villages, the
documentation and analysis of intangible aspects will be
appreciated by most TDSR readers.

The volume has nineteen chapters, divided into four sec-
tions.  Section I gives a brief introduction, drawing readers’
attention to what the authors have experienced in three
decades of study of Chinese society in the New Territories.
Section II, “Village Social Organization,” gives a general
background on Chinese culture in the New Territories,
explaining how class differences, eating, adoption, slavery,
tenancy and landlordism were all important determinants of
social organization in villages in South China.  The four
chapters in section III, “Gender Differences and Women’s
Lives,” discuss various aspects of gender roles from social
and historical perspectives.  The last section, “Religion,
Ritual, and Symbolism,” contains eight chapters, more than
half about death and funerals, which provide a comprehen-
sive discussion of such rituals and their symbolic meanings.

Two chapters in particular are worth noting here. “From
the Common Pot: Feasting with Equals in Chinese Society”
(Chapter 5) shows how the authors’ research interests have
developed during the last two decades.  In comparison to two
more recent articles by James Watson, it shows how their ini-
tial interest in eating has developed from simply describing
the significance of a local tradition, to evaluating the mean-
ings of globalization from a local perspective, to exploring
the complicated relationships between child-rearing and
rapid social change in China today.1

The other significant chapter is “Standardizing the
Gods: The Promotion of Tian Hou (‘Empress of Heaven’)
along the South China Coast, 960–1960” (Chapter 12).
Since this chapter first appeared, it has been translated into
Chinese and widely read not only by anthropologists but also
by scholars in religious studies, history and architecture,
both on the mainland and outside China.  In other words, it
shows how a rich ethnography is always welcomed not only
by experts from different disciplines but also by native schol-
ars willing to understand local cultural tradition from an
objective and critical point of view.

1. J.L. Watson, “McDonald’s in Hong Kong: Consumption, Dietary

Change, and the Rise of a Children’s Culture,” in J.L. Watson, ed.,

Golden Arches East: McDonald’s in East Asia (Stanford: Stanford

University Press, 1997), pp.77–109; and “Food as a Lens: The Past,

Present, and Future of Family Life in China,” in Jun Jing, ed.,

Feeding China’s Little Emperors: Food, Children, and Social Change

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000), pp.198–212. n

Sidney C.H. Cheung
The Chinese University of Hong Kong

Buildings, Culture & Environment: Informing Local and Global
Practices. Edited by Raymond J. Cole and Richard Lorch.
Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2003.

Born out of an international research workshop on “The
Cross-Cultural Transfer of Environmental Building
Information” in March 2002 at the University of British
Columbia in Vancouver, this book does not purport to pro-
vide definitive answers to pressing issues of sustainable
urban development.  It does, however, illuminate a path of
inquiry and practice concerning potential linkages between
culture and technology.  Most importantly, it presses the case
that local and regional identity and know-how have an impor-
tant role to play in the development of a new knowledge base
about the built environment.  As such, it breaks with stereo-
typical thinking about the assumed superiority of “modern”
(Euro/North American) technology, and advocates a symbiot-
ic relationship between global and local, with culture as con-
text.  The resultant “glocalisation” implies a blending and
hybridization that is a more accurate description of real con-
ditions than that suggested by the usual convenient and over-
simplifying dichotomies.

The book’s twenty contributing authors are academics
and practitioners representing the fields of architecture,
urbanism, engineering, environmental science and health,
anthropology, and sociology.  The editors have organized
their work into three open-ended discussions: of context,
expectations, and process.

The primary concern of the first section,
“Understanding Context,” is the continuing friction between
“local” and “global,” which is most often expressed through
the imposition of international design standards or solutions
that compromise local identity and heritage.  Whether this
involves cultural imperialism or simple commercial exploita-
tion, it implies a one-way transfer of knowledge, rather than
an exchange.  Public political demonstrations are often the
most noticeable local manifestations of resistance to this neg-
ative aspect of globalization.  But architectural resistance has
also taken the form of “critical regionalism,” an approach
that seeks to mediate between the “universal” and the “partic-
ular.”  Several of the chapters here find critical regionalism
wanting in terms of its preoccupation with form and image.
Nevertheless, they see promise in its potential to empower
communities through science-based knowledge of local envi-
ronmental and social conditions.  Throughout, the book’s
contributors are also consistent in not simply documenting
and bemoaning conditions we all know, but seeking concep-
tual and pragmatic solutions.

In the second section, “Understanding Expectations,”
the tone is not so optimistic.  What people “expect” from
their buildings and cities can be drastically at odds with prin-
ciples of sustainable design.  In the United States, in particu-
lar, an addiction to air conditioning, a low tolerance for
temperature variation, and a predilection for automobile-
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dependent urban development are deeply embedded social
and cultural desires that, if not met, usually result in rejec-
tion.  Furthermore, global communications and advertising
have now spread Euro-American standards, as representative
of modernity and well-being, to people throughout the world.
Meanwhile, relatively cheap energy presents no incentive to
retain alternative local patterns.  And while education can
help reformulate expectations and regulation can enforce
limitations, such programs may or may not be politically
viable within a given culture.  Nonetheless, as the chapter
concerning the international electronic network BEQUEST
(Building Environmental Quality Evaluation for Sustainabilty
through Time) demonstrates, it might be possible to define
sustainability in relation to cultural diversity; to agree upon
terminology, objectives, criteria, and a decision-making
process; and to systematically evaluate alternative approaches.

There are five case studies of technology exchange in the
third section, “Understanding Process,”  Using disparate
examples — from vernacular building processes, to housing
in China and Japan, to large-scale infrastructure projects
such as bridges and power plants — the chapters here
express a remarkable convergence about the process of pro-
ject delivery.  In all cases there is concern for a “built envi-
ronment that also best accommodates the needs of the
natural environment,” and a process in which “technology
and culture are fused and essentially inseparable.”  Stressing
a reflective design practice that constantly examines perfor-
mance and social fit, they express a need not so much for
new techniques or skills, as for depth, professionalism, and
accountability to well-informed clients.  The suggested para-
digm shift is toward the “recognition of the cultural value
attributed to all technologies” — which challenges the
Western, modernist concept of technology as universal and
culturally anonymous.

Buildings, Culture & Environment explores sustainable
development through themes of user expectations, global
and local expertise, and cross-cultural exchange of know-how.
Although its individual chapters may stand alone, its intro-
ductory and summary chapters also skillfully and critically
explore the commonalities that unite the diversity of view-
points and experiences.  The readings are dense and infor-
mative, and should be especially useful in broadening
discourse on sustainability to include culture as an indis-
pensable component of project success.  While schools and
professional practices are accomplished in developing tech-
nological solutions for “green” building, they are less cog-
nizant of the design implications of working within
particular social and cultural contexts.  Buildings, Culture &
Environment makes an important contribution in this regard.

William Bechhoefer
University of Maryland, College Park

The Protohistoric Pueblo World, A.D. 1275–1600. Edited by E.
Charles Adams and Andrew I. Duff.  Tucson: The University
of Arizona Press, 2004.  218 pp., 66 illus.

The protohistoric period in
the American Southwest
was characterized by the
aggregation of population
into increasingly larger
pueblos, many eventually
exceeding the size of the
preceding “great houses”
at Chaco and Sand
Canyons.  Clan and vil-
lage histories name many
of these abandoned pro-
tohistoric villages; some
contain shrines, and oth-
ers are visited periodical-
ly.  Still others — such as Taos, Picuris, Cochiti, Zuni, and Orayvi
— are still inhabited.  In 2001, E. Charles Adams and Andrew I.
Duff organized a symposium to discuss such protohistoric vil-
lages, their chronology, and social organization.  The outcome,
The Protohistoric Pueblo World, A.D. 1275–1600, is the first syn-
thetic volume to focus on the clustering of settlement in the
Southwest during the protohistoric period.

The story begins in the late 1200s, as the Pueblo people
abandoned most of the San Juan Basin — including Chaco
Canyon and Mesa Verde.  Around 1275 they moved to new
locations, changed the layout of their villages, and altered
ceramic production and decoration.  Again, in 1325 — possi-
bly in response to adopting a Katsina or Southwest Cult —
the people changed ceramic and rock art iconography. At the
same time, they again abandoned or reorganized their vil-
lages, often into clusters, concentrated along drainages of
rivers such as the Rio Grande and Little Colorado, and along
prominent landscape features such as the Mogollon Rim.  By
1400 the people had once again abandoned many of their set-
tlements and become further concentrated in villages along
the Rio Grande, on the Hopi Mesas, and at Acoma and Zuni.

In general, this “protohistoric” period was a time of trans-
formation in settlement patterns, as people migrated in groups
to join established villages or founded new villages in uninhab-
ited areas.  They also built distinctive public architecture includ-
ing enclosed plazas with one or more unattached kivas, round
in the east and rectangular in the west.  Overall, the diversity of
ritual structures, an abundance of ritual deposits, and the
iconography of rock art, ceramic decoration, and kiva murals all
indicate increased concern for religious ritual during the period.

This book is a companion to the 1996 synthesis The
Prehistoric Pueblo World, A.D. 1150–1350, edited by Michael Adler,
and its design and organization is similar to the previous book.  It
begins with a chapter by the symposium organizers; a dozen geo-
graphically ordered chapters by symposium participants follow;



and two discussion chapters by symposium respondents con-
clude.  The book begins in northern New Mexico, moves south
along the Rio Grande, covers a large stretch of Chihuahuan
desert, traverses northwest to Zuni, then circles through east-cen-
tral Arizona to end up at Hopi.  The book spans from initial pop-
ulation migration and aggregation in 1275 up to 1600, so as to
include processes precipitated by European arrival in 1539.

As mentioned, the volume’s unifying theme is settlement
clusters.  What is a settlement cluster?  In their introduction,
Adams and Duff observe these share the following characteristics:
“the existence of spatially proximate groupings of two or more vil-
lages that are more similar in material culture to each other than
to adjacent groupings, and the existence of significant spatial gaps
between clusters” (p.14).  Discussant Katherine Spielmann then
defines two distinct types.  “Emergent” clusters were clustered
spatially, but had diverse types of decorated pottery: located west
of the Rio Grande, they were short-lived.  By contrast, “integrated”
clusters were closer spatially and shared a common, locally made
decorated type of pottery: sited along the Rio Grande, they persist-
ed several centuries.  In their chapter on the central Rio Grande
Valley, Suzanne Eckert and Linda Cordell further refer cautiously
to spatially linked sites as belonging to a “district.”  They reserve
the term cluster for a group of sites that were contemporaneous,
had similar architecture and ceramics, and were close spatially to
each other and yet separated from other clusters.  Finally, citing
Taos and Picuris — villages that are nearby and share architectur-
al and ceramic style, religion, and language, but have been openly
hostile — Severin Fowles points out that spatial proximity and
cultural similarity did not necessarily indicate sociopolitical coop-
eration; intragroup tensions also need to be examined.

Why did people establish villages in clusters?  James Snead,
Winifred Creamer, and Tineke Van Zandt provide three different
explanations of cluster formation with regard to three sites in the
northern Rio Grande: distribution of natural resources; historical
processes of settlement formation; and sociopolitical organiza-
tion.  Daniela Triadan and Nieves Zedeño find that settlement
clusters of the Mogollon highlands were defensive: villages were
located to mark boundaries, and they were located on defensible
sites or faced inward.  The Homol’ovi cluster, as discussed by
Adams, was formed by people from Hopi, probably to secure
ownership of a resource rich area during a time of massive
migration.  Finally, William Graves suggests that the cluster of
Jumanos pueblos represented a new form of social identity tied
to a sense of place and shared social history.

How did clustering vary throughout the Southwest?  Andrew
Duff describes three clusters of three villages along the Upper
Little Colorado River, and Wesley Bernardini and Gary Brown
describe two tight clusters of three villages on Anderson Mesa.  Yet
Eric Kaldahl, Scott Van Keuren, and Barbara Mills do not discern
clusters along the Mogollon Rim, and neither do Eckert and
Cordell find them in the Albuquerque or Cochiti districts.  For
their part, Huntley and Kintigh suggest that all contemporaneous
villages within the Zuni area might have been a regional social
entity, and that within this entity, clusters did not emerge until later
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in the protohistoric period.  Meanwhile, Stephen Lekson, Michael
Bletzer, and A.C. MacWilliams address social interaction at a much
larger scale.  They argue that the metropolitan Paquimé, in
Chihuahua, was a significant player in the protohistoric period,
and that there is a correlation between a drop in population in the
northern Southwest and a population boom in Chihuahua.

One of the questions that Charles Adams, Vincent
LaMotta, and Kurt Dongoske ask in their chapter on Hopi is
how villages within a cluster related to one another.  On each of
the four Hopi Mesas they found clusters of four interdepen-
dent, functionally discrete villages, including a primary village.
The primary villages are the oldest in each cluster; they are
located in elevated positions; and they are large and include
elaborated plazas.  Ethnologist Peter Whiteley, in his concluding
chapter, promotes the application of upstreaming — applying
subsequent ethnohistoric information from the Pueblo people
so as to contribute to understanding the protohistoric period.
Yet Adams, LaMotta, and Dongoske suggest cautiously that the
social structure of Hopi’s clusters might have differed in the
past, and that the clusters might have competed economically.

Why did some clusters endure over centuries while others
dissolved quickly?  Spielmann notes that a shared history, favor-
able conditions for agriculture, and the adoption of a unifying
religion all contributed to the long-term success of a cluster.
Immigrants to the Rio Grande arrived in larger groups, estab-
lished large sites, and stayed put.  In the west — except for Zuni,
Hopi, and Homol’ovi — people clustered with others without a
common background, did not integrate, and then moved on.

In addition to being a provocative scrutiny of recent issues
regarding settlement patterns of societies of the Southwest, The
Protohistoric Pueblo World is an authoritative, eminently utilitari-
an resource.  Its scholarship is solid, and the chapters are well
written and organized.  Each chapter covering a geographic area
also includes maps and information regarding settlement pat-
terns and ceramics.  The maps are further unified graphically
and linked to a comprehensive table; however, it would have
been useful to include at least some of the site names on the
more complex maps, and to have provided more topographic
information.  Village plans are also provided for six of the areas
— however, additional plans would have enhanced the text.
Photographs would also have been valuable.

One of the book’s most useful features is the comprehensive
table giving comparable data in twelve areas for all known villages
with at least fifty rooms.  The table lists maps and references, and
includes numbers of rooms and kivas, numbers and styles of
plazas, occupation periods, and types of decorated ceramics.

Adams and Duff have organized the chapters in this
book into an integrated cluster that promises to persist in the
literature of the protohistoric Southwest.  The Protohistoric
Pueblo World, A.D. 1275–1600 is a volume all scholars of set-
tlement patterns or Southwest archaeology will want to own.

Anne Marshall
University of Idaho/Arizona State University
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Conferences and Events
UPCOMING CONFERENCES

“Encounters/Encuentros/Rencontres,” Mexico City, Mexico: June 9–12.  The Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México will host
the 2005 ACSA International.  Open to students, teachers and practitioners from Canada, Mexico, the U.S. and beyond, the
conference will investigate the implications on architectural education and practice of every kind of encounter — between
individuals and groups, peoples and nations, intentions and ideas, technologies and cultures.  For more information, contact:
ACSA, 1735 New York Avenue, N.W., Washington, D.C., 20006.  Phone: (202) 785-2324.  Fax: (202) 628-0448.  Email:
info@acsa-arch.org.  Website: http://www.acsa-arch.org/meetings.

“True Urbanism and the European Town Square,” Venice, Italy: June 20–24, 2005.  Organized with the University of Notre Dame
School of Architecture, the 43rd annual International Making Cities Livable conference will focus on multifunctional democra-
tic town squares, true urbanism, as well as Venice and older European examples of planning and architecture.  For more
information, visit: http://www.livablecities.org/43ConfVenice.htm.  Or contact: Suzanne H. Crowhurst Lennard, IMCL
Conferences, P.O. Box 7586, Carmel, CA, 93921, USA.  Fax: (831) 624-5126.  Email: Suzanne.Lennard@LivableCities.org.

“The Aspects of Equilibrium: Architecture, Urban Design, Planning at the Threshold of the U.N. Decade of Education for Sustainable
Development,” Wroclaw, Poland: June 23–25, 2005.  The Faculty of Architecture at the Wroclaw University of Technology hosts
this conference, which asks how problems of equilibrium, harmony, and spatial order were understood in the past, and how
are they perceived today in light of current documents, projects and realizations.  For more information, visit:
http://rownowaga.arch.pwr.wroc.pl.  Or email: izabela.mironowicz@pwr.wroc.pl or magdalena.belof@pwr.wroc.pl.

“CITIES: Grand Bazaar of Architectures,” Istanbul, Turkey: July 1–10, 2005.  Hosted by the Chamber of Architects of Turkey, the
XXII World Architecture Congress and XXIII General Assembly of UIA will bring together seven to eight thousand architects
from around the world.  The program will address the architecture of cities, architecture and life in cities, the architectural
profession and education in the city, and the celebration of the world’s cities.  For information, contact: UIA Istanbul 2005
Congress Management, ISEVV Consortium, Mete Cad. No. 16 K.4, Taksim 34437, Istanbul, Turkey.  Phone: 90 212 244 7171.
Fax: 90 212 244 7181.  Email: aycil@ikontour.com.  Website: www.uia2005istanbul.org.

“Changing Boundaries,” Paris: France: August 31–September 4, 2005.  A joint symposium of the Institut National d’Histoire de
l’Art (Paris) and the Society of Architectural Historians (SAH).  The event will include paper sessions and an architectural tour
of Paris.  For more information, visit: http://www.sah.org/index.php.

“Cities for People,” Penang, Malaysia: September 11–14, 2005.  The Associate Planning Schools of Asia 2005 Congress will inves-
tigate the need for planners to reevaluate their philosophy and approach to cities so that the civility and gentrification that
once made cities wholesomely attractive can be re-created for a modern, caring humanity.  Themes will include public spaces,
neighborliness in neighborhoods, biodiversity for healthy cities, and the identity of cities through promoting localism.  For
more information, visit: http://www.apsa2005.net/index.htm.

“Monuments and Sites in their Setting: Conserving Cultural Heritage in Changing Townscapes and Landscapes,” Xi’an, China:
October 17–21, 2005.  The 15th General Assembly and Scientific Symposium of ICOMOS will be organized along four
themes: definition, threats, tools, and a special focus on heritage routes.  The symposium was developed with ICOMOS China
colleagues, and will result in the production of a Xi’an Declaration.  For more information, contact: Liu Zhao and Cao
Mingjing, The Bureau of Cultural Heritage and Parks, Xi’an Municipality.  Email: icomos15th_xian@vip.163.com.  Tel. and fax:
86 29 8741 7981.  Website: www.international.icomos.org/xian2005.
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“Eleventh Biennial Conference on Planning History,” Coral Gables, FL: October 20–23, 2005.  Sponsored by the Society for
American City and Regional Planning History, this conference will include sessions on North American metropolitan history
and its global comparisons, along with special events and tours examining the history and future of the dynamic Miami
region.  For more information, visit: http://www.urban.uiuc.edu/sacrph/conference/conference.html.  Or contact: Kristin
Larsen, Department of Urban & Regional Planning, University of Florida, P.O. Box 115706, Gainesville, FL, 32611-5706.  Tel.:
(352) 392-0997, ext. 433.

“A Critical Look at Authenticity and Historic Preservation,” New York, NY: March, 2006.  The Fifth National Forum on Historic
Preservation Practice will explore the meaning of authenticity as it applies to the preservation of various components of the
built environment, as well as differences of meaning between those who preserve and use them.  For more information, con-
tact: Janet Foster, Historic Preservation Program, Columbia University, 400 Avery Hall, New York, NY, 10032.  Tel.: (212) 854-
3080. Fax: (973) 822-0437.  Email: jf2060@columbia.edu.

“The Ethos of Design for this Century,” Salt Lake City, UT: March 30–April 2, 2006.  The 2006 ACSA Annual Meeting will exam-
ine the ethos and ethics of architectural design today.  For more information, contact: ACSA, 1735 New York Avenue, N.W.,
Washington, D.C., 20006.  Tel.: 202 785-2324.  Fax: (202) 628-0448.  Email: info@acsa-arch.org.  Website: http://www.acsa-
arch.org/meetings.

CALL FOR PAPERS

“Fourth Annual Hawaii International Conference on Arts and Humanities,” Honolulu, HI: January 11–14, 2006.  Topic areas
include architecture, art, landscape architecture, as well as cross-disciplinary areas.  The submission deadline is August 23.
For more information, email: humanities@hichumanities.org; or visit: http://www.hichumanities.org.  Hawaii International
Conference on Arts and Humanities, P.O. Box 75036, Honolulu, HI, 96836.  Tel.: (808) 949-1456.  Fax: (808) 947-2420.

“ARCHCAIRO 2006: Appropriating Architecture, Taming Urbanism in the Decades of Transformation,” Cairo, Egypt: February
21–23, 2006.  The Third International Conference of the Department of Architecture at Cairo University will address the
appropriation of architecture for existing and new settings, architectural theory, environmental systems, building technology,
community and urban design, and planning management in the planning and building of developing communities.  The
abstract deadline is June 15, 2005.  For more information, contact: Department of Architecture, Faculty of Engineering, Cairo
University. Phone: 002 02 774 0748.  Fax: 002 02 572 8967.  Email: info@archcairo.org.  Website: www.archicairo.org.

“The Sustainable City 2006,” Tallinn, Estonia: July 17–19, 2006.  The Fourth International Conference on Urban Regeneration
and Sustainability will address the many interrelated aspects of the urban environment, from transport and mobility to social
exclusion and crime prevention.  Fore information, contact: kbanham@wessex.ac.uk; or visit: http://www.wessex.ac.uk/confer-
ences/2006/city06/index.html.

RECENT CONFERENCES

“The Education of an Architect,” Barcelona, Spain: April 21–23, 2005.  This International Conference on Architectural Education,
hosted by Quaderns, examined the role of the architect in the contemporary world.  For more information, email:
simposi.quaderns@coac.net; or visit: http://quaderns.coac.net/simposi/simposi.php.

“2005 Annual Conference: Association of Collegiate Schools of Architecture,” Chicago, IL: March 3–6, 2005.  For more information,
contact: ACSA, 1735 New York Avenue, N.W., Washington, D.C. 20006.  Tel.: (202) 785-2324.  Fax: (202) 628 0448.  Email:
info@acsa-arch.org.  Website: http://www.acsa-arch.org/meetings.

“City Futures: An International Conference on Globalism and Urban Change,” Chicago, IL: July 8–10, 2004.  The conference
sought to bring together leading scholars from across the world to examine how global forces are impacting cities and how
governments, cities and communities are responding to these new challenges.  For more information, visit:
http://www.uic.edu/cuppa/cityfutures/.
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1. GENERAL
The editors invite readers to submit manuscripts.  Please send three copies of each manuscript, with
one copy to include all original illustrations.  Place the title of the manuscript, the author’s name and
a 50-word biographical sketch on a separate cover page.  The title only should appear again on the
first page of text.  Manuscripts are circulated for review without identifying the author.  Manuscripts
are evaluated by a blind peer-review process.

2 LENGTH AND FORMAT
Manuscripts should not exceed 25 standard 8.5" x 11" [a4] double-spaced typewritten pages (about
7500 words).  Leave generous margins.

3. APPROACH TO READER
Because of the interdisciplinary nature of the journal, papers should be written for an academic audi-
ence that may have either a general or a specific interest in your topic.  Papers should present a clear
narrative structure.  They should not be compendiums of field notes.  Please define specialized or
technical terminology where appropriate.

4. ABSTRACT AND INTRODUCTION
Provide a one-paragraph abstract of no more than 100 words.  This abstract should explain the content
and structure of the paper and summarize its major findings.  The abstract should be followed by a
short introduction.  The introduction will appear without a subheading at the beginning of the paper.

5. SUBHEADINGS
Please divide the main body of the paper with a single progression of subheadings. There need
be no more than four or five of these, but they should describe the paper’s main sections and
reinforce the reader’s sense of progress through the text.  
Sample Progression: The Role of the Longhouse in Iban Culture.  The Longhouse as a Building
Form.  Transformation of the Longhouse at the New Year. The Impact of Modern Technology.
Conclusion: Endangered Form or Form in Transition?
Do not use any numbering system in subheadings.  Use secondary subheadings only when
absolutely essential for format or clarity.

6. REFERENCES
Do not use a general bibliography format.  Use a system of numbered reference notes as indicated below.

A condensed section of text might read as follows:
In his study of vernacular dwellings in Egypt, Edgar Regis asserted that climate was a major

factor in the shaping of roof forms.  Henri Lacompte, on the other hand, has argued that in the
case of Upper Egypt this deterministic view is irrelevant.

1

An eminent architectural historian once wrote, “The roof form in general is the most indica-
tive feature of the housing styles of North Africa.”

2
Clearly, however, the matter of how these

forms have evolved is a complex subject.  A thorough analysis is beyond the scope of this paper.
3

In my research I discovered that local people have differing notions about the origins of the
roof forms on the dwellings they inhabit.

4

The reference notes, collected at the end of the text (not at the bottom of each page), would read as follows:
1. E. Regis, Egyptian Dwellings (Cairo: University Press, 1979), p.179; and H. Lacompte, “New
Study Stirs Old Debate,” Smithsonian 11  (December 1983), pp.24–34.
2. B. Smithson, “Characteristic Roof Forms,” in H. Jones, ed., Architecture of North Africa

(New York:  Harper and Row, 1980), p.123.
3. For a detailed discussion of this issue, see J. Idris, Roofs and Man (Cambridge, ma: mit

Press, 1984).
4. In my interviews I found that the local people understood the full meaning of my question

only when I used a more formal Egyptian word for “roof” than that in common usage.

7. DIAGRAMS, DRAWINGS AND PHOTOGRAPHS
Illustrations will be essential for most papers in the journal, however, each paper can only be
accompanied by a maximum of 20 illustrations.  For purposes of reproduction, please provide
images as line drawings (velox, actual size), b&w photos (5" x 7" or 8"x 10" glossies), or digitized
computer files. Color prints and drawings, slides, and photocopies are not acceptable.  

Guide for Preparation of Manuscripts
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Digitized (scanned) artwork should be between 4.5 and 6.75 inches wide (let the length fall), and
may be in any of the following file formats.  Photos (in order of preference): 1) b&w grayscale
(not rgb) tiff files, 300 dpi; 2) b&w grayscale Photoshop files, 300 dpi; 3) b&w eps files, 300
dpi.  Line art, including charts and graphs (in order of preference): 1) b&w bitmap tiff files,
1200 dpi; 2) b&w grayscale tiff files, 600 dpi; 3) b&w bitmap eps, 1200 dpi. Zip cartridges are
the preferred media for digitized artwork. 

8. CAPTIONS AND FIGURE PREFERENCES
Please mount all graphic material on separate 8.5" x 11" sheets, and include as a package at the end of the
text. Caption text should not exceed 50 words per image and should appear on each image sheet. Please
do not set caption text all in capital letters. The first time a point is made in the main body of text that
directly relates to a piece of graphic material, please indicate so at the end of the appropriate sentence with
a simple reference in the form of “(fig . 1 ) .” Use the designation “(fig. )” and a single numeric pro-
gression for all graphic material. Clearly indicate the appropriate fig. number on each illustration sheet.

9. SOURCES OF GRAPHIC MATERIAL
Most authors use their own graphic material, but if you have taken your material from another source, please
secure the necessary permission to reuse it.  Note the source of the material at the end of the caption.
Sample attribution: If the caption reads, “The layout of a traditional Islamic settlement,” add a recognition in
the following form: “(Courtesy of E. Hassan, Islamic Architecture, London, Penguin, 1982.)”  Or if you have
altered the original version, add: “(Drawing by author, based on E. Hassan, Islamic Architecture, London,
Penguin, 1982.)”  

10. OTHER ISSUES OF STYLE
In special circumstances, or in circumstancesnot described above, follow conventions outlined in
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