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Editor’s Note
I write this editorial introduction as plans progress for the iaste 
2022 conference to hopefully be held in person in December 
in Singapore, hosted by the National University of Singapore.  I 
have been informed that iaste has received more than two hun-
dred abstracts and that the blind peer-review process has begun.  
By the time of this conference, if all goes according to plan, it 
will have been four years since we last gathered in person as 
the guests of the University of Coimbra in that most enjoyable 
Portuguese city.

As is typical for TDSR, this iss ue contains five articles 
and a number of book reviews, but this time we have given it a 
specific focus on India and the Middle East.  As editor in chief, I 
last published in the journal was 1994.  However, since the first 
four papers accepted this time dealt with these two countries, I 
decided to include a keynote address I had given elsewhere to 
further develop the theme.  I am grateful to Prof. Hasan Khan 
and another anonymous reviewer for their helpful comments, 
which enriched my contribution, “Encounters of Modernity and 
Tradition in Nasser’s Egypt: Architecture and Planning Dis-
courses of Karim, Fathy and Doxiadis in the Mid-Twentieth Cen-
tury.”  Constantinos Doxiadis, Hassan Fathy, and Sayed Karim 
were important figures in architecture and planning theory and 
practice in the Middle East and beyond in the 1960s.  The article 
analyzes the indirect relationships between them and suggests 
that the discourses they engaged in and the theories they devel-
oped reveal much about how modern architecture and planning 
practice was viewed on the periphery of larger discourses on the 
topic, in the global South, particularly in Nasser’s Egypt.

Our second article, “Site, Archive, Medium and the Case 
of Lifta,” by Mark Jarzombek, Eliyahu Keller, and Eytan Mann, 
presents a summary of work by an experimental design-research 
workshop conducted by the MIT School of Architecture and 
Planning in Lifta, an evacuated Palestinian village on the out-
skirts of Jerusalem.  The effort sought to challenge the tradition-
al narration and production of history on both epistemological 
and experiential grounds.  It also raised issues related to the im-
pact of immersive digital forms of representation for the pedago-
gy of architectural history.  Next, in “When Public Spaces Speak: 
Investigating the Tragedy of the Urban Commons in Alexandria, 
Egypt,” Ahmed el-Kholei and Ghada Yassein use the example of 
an important public garden in this ancient seaport to emphasize 
how changes in the built environment may result from transfor-
mations in prevailing institutional frameworks.  Employing the 
method of Institutional Analysis and Development (IAD), they 
also interrogate what this particular public space has to say about 
shifting societal attitudes in Egypt.  Our last feature article, by 

Manu Sobti, “Withering Public Space in Chandigarh: Transform-
ing Retail and Social Choreographies in the Neoliberal Indian 
Mall,” then takes us on a visit to Sector 17, the main public space 
of Le Corbusier’s Chandigarh.  Sobti argues that in Indian cities, 
where the role of traditional bazaars and maidans (or modern 
attempts to re-create them, such as in Sector 17) is fast diminish-
ing, the rise of private malls, as “consumptive paradises” mas-
querading as urban public space, heralds the “fall of public man.”

Finally, in our Field Report section, we offer a revised 
version of the presentation by Sweta Kandari that received the 
Eleni Bastea Prize for “best conference paper addressing an 
urban issue in a traditional setting” at the last iaste conference, 
held virtually from Nottingham in the U.K.  Titled “Continuity, 
Change and Adaptation: Understanding the Transformations 
of Ahmedabad Fort Wall, India,” it narrates the transformation 
of remaining pieces of this urban artifact as a contest between 
top-down and bottom-up approaches toward heritage.  And, as 
an echo of an earlier appraisal of the wall by Patrick Geddes in 
1915, it advocates for the essential role that residents may play in 
preserving such heritage as part of self-organizing systems of 
negotiation between the past and the present.

In synch with changing socio-cultural and economic con-
ditions, the traditions we study in this field have manifestations 
that shape the processes used to produce, transform and pre-
serve built environments.  And over the past 34 years, iaste has 
helped shape the discourse around the political, cultural, eco-
nomic and legal frameworks used to evaluate these processes.  
It is in this vein that we chose the notion of “rupture” to frame 
the iaste 2022 conference.  To describe a rupture is to describe 
an event that makes the difference between a before and an 
after.  A rupture is a crack, a fissure, a chasm, or a wrinkle 
in time.  Whether understood in a temporal, physical or topo-
graphic sense, ruptures have played an important part in the 
making of buildings and cultural landscapes.  The COVID-19 
pandemic undoubtedly created such a moment, and it provides 
an opportunity to reflect on the ways in which rupture, more 
generally, shapes traditional environments.  An examination 
of rupture in its multifarious forms thus offers an opportunity 
to rethink the very notion of what tradition is — as something 
passed on, a linear narrative or a deliberate authoritative project, 
one that incorporates change rather than stagnation, and that 
often becomes the means to redefine the past in service of the 
political present.  We hope you will all join us in Singapore.

Nezar AlSayyad
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Encounters of Modernity and Tradition 
in Nasser’s Egypt : Architecture and 
Planning Discourses of Karim, Fathy and 
Doxiadis in the Mid-Twentieth Century

N E Z A R  A L S A Y YA D

Constantinos Doxiadis, Hassan Fathy, and Sayed Karim were important figures in architec-

ture and planning theory and practice in the Middle East and beyond in the 1960s.  This 

article is a triangulation that attempts to analyze the relationship between these three in-

dividuals in a particular region of the world where they had direct and indirect connection 

with each other.  The article suggests that the discourses they engaged in and the theories 

they developed reveal much about how modern architecture and planning practice was 

viewed on the periphery of larger global discourses on the topic taking place in Europe and 

the United States.  Regrettably, these discourses had little impact on the production of the 

built environment in socialist Egypt during Nasser’s time.  Instead, the ideas of architects 

who operated largely without ideology but who were loyal to particular aesthetic forms had 

greater impact on the country at that time.

Egypt in the 1950s . . . thirty years after becoming an independent kingdom, a military 
coup toppled the British-supported regime of King Farouk on July 23, 1952.  Led by a 
charismatic and articulate army officer, Gamal Abdel Nasser, this bloodless operation was 
hailed as the long-awaited revolution that would finally liberate the Egyptian people and 
bring equality and social justice.  And within less than a decade, the officers under Nasser 
had established a new socialist republic with a pan-Arab nationalist orientation.

Nasser’s meteoric rise to political fame was paralleled by the global changes of the ear-
ly 1950s, which had already set the tone for the Cold War era and prepared the battleground 

Nezar AlSayyad is Distinguished 

Professor Emeritus of Architecture, 

Planning and Urban History at the 

University of California, Berkeley.

Feature Articles
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for the ensuing struggle between the world’s two superpow-
ers.  Attempting to create a middle ground, Nasser, along with 
Nehru of India and Tito of Yugoslavia, met at a conference 
hosted by Sukarno in Bandung, Indonesia, to launch the Non-
Aligned Movement.  It was in fact their search for a “third 
way” that resulted in the coining of the term “Third World.”  
However, it quickly became obvious to these leaders that em-
ploying this rhetoric meant balancing their own relationship 
with the two emerging global superpowers — a compromised 
position that proved difficult to maintain.1

Postwar development in Egypt, as in the rest of the newly 
declared Third World, took on the rhetoric of modernity and 
social equality through grand, state-led schemes that sought 
to demonstrate technological prowess and self-reliance.  In 
Egypt, for instance, the Nile, which had through time been 
subject to periodic and massive flooding, became the target of 
new development projects.  Indeed, the construction of a big 
dam to control the floods had been the dream of many rul-
ers of modern Egypt.  It was thus not surprising that Nasser 
announced in late 1955 that Egypt would build the High 
Dam at Aswan with the help of the West.  But when Egypt 
approached the World Bank to obtain the loans needed for 
the project, the request was denied because of Egypt’s social-
ist policies.  It was then that the idea of raising the necessary 
funds to build the dam from another source within Egypt it-
self started to gain ground.  The Suez Canal, which had been 
built in 1867 on Egyptian soil, was at the time still operating 
as an international company, owned primarily by British 
and French interests.  And a few years before the company’s 
100-year concession was to expire, Nasser, as president of the 
Republic of Egypt, delivered a fiery speech in Alexandria con-
demning the imperialism of the West and announcing his 
intent to nationalize it.

The action took both Britain and France by surprise.  It 
also prompted an immediate war, by which they were able to 
reclaim control of the canal in a matter of months with the 
help of Israeli forces.  Yet, while Egypt suffered a military de-
feat, the country managed to garner the support of the world, 
including that of the United States and the Soviet Union, 
which joined in a United Nations ultimatum demanding the 
withdrawal of all foreign forces.  This was a critical moment 
in world history, as it signified the demise of the British and 
French Empires and their replacement by the global power 
of the U.S. and U.S.S.R.  Nasser even gave a speech in which 
he taunted then U.K. Prime Minister Anthony Eden, calling 
him “the last Prime Minister of Great Britain, because from 
now on it is only Britain.”2  The nationalization of the canal 
was likewise hailed as a masterstroke by Nasser, who came 
to be seen as the unrivalled champion of Arab nationalism 
and a Third World leader who had single-handedly brought 
down two major imperial governments.  And after arrang-
ing a short-lived political union with Syria from 1958 to 1961 
(which led him to change his country’s name to the United 
Arab Republic), Nasser went on to consolidate his relationship 

with the Russians and succeeded in completing the Aswan 
High Dam with their assistance in 1970.

In 1962 Nasser also announced a new national charter 
that proclaimed Egypt to be a “socialist state.”  The first re-
forms implemented under the charter involved a reorganiza-
tion of Egypt’s workers and peasants and the nationalization 
and redistribution of agricultural land.  But it was the dire 
condition of the traditional Egyptian village that was seen as 
the nation’s most pressing problem at the time, and its refor-
mation quickly became a pet project for the Nasser regime as 
well as for prominent Egyptian architects.

During this period, the Egyptian architects Hassan 
Fathy and Sayed Karim stood out as central figures in the na-
tion’s project to redefine itself — albeit in very different ways.  
Each had a special approach to the relationship between na-
tional identity and architectural modernism.  Their ideas had 
thus originated in the context of planning philosophies par-
tially defined by the international discourses of the Bauhaus 
and CIAM from the 1930s, 40s and 50s — and more specifi-
cally by figures such as Constantinos Doxiadis, the Greek 
planner of many megaprojects in the Third Word in the 
1950s, 60s and early 70s.  But before delving further into the 
Egyptian architectural scene in the mid-twentieth century, it 
is first necessary to introduce these three important figures.

Sayed Karim (1911–2005) was a very successful archi-
tect at a time when many Arab nations were starting to gain 
independence ( f i g . 1 ) .  Like Doxiadis, Karim also engaged 
in drawing up urban plans for cities, including Baghdad (in 
1946), Jeddah (in 1949), Riyadh (in 1950), Mecca (in 1952), 
and Amman (in 1954).3  And he was a pioneer not only as an 
architect but as a publisher, having started the magazine al-
Amara in 1939 after traveling through Europe and the Soviet 
Union.  The magazine offered coverage of projects from all 
over the world, and its writers represented a new generation, 
mainly of Egyptians, who were not only modern but were also 
specialists in Islamic art and architecture.4

f i g u r e  1 .  Sayed Karim.
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Hassan Fathy (1900–1989) was a French-educated 
Egyptian architect who advocated what he considered to be 
indigenous construction technology as a way of building for 
the poor ( f i g . 2 ) .  He became extremely well known in the 
Western world toward the end of his career for his writings 
as an architectural theorist, which culminated in his being 
awarded the distinguished Aga Khan Chairman’s Award for 
Architecture in 1981.  Eventually, his work was also accepted 
in Egypt and the Arab World, and his disciples succeeded in 
continuing his work and creating a style of architecture they 
saw as a representative of Egyptian national identity.5

Constantinos Doxiadis (1913–1975) was a Greek architect 
and planner and a significant figure in modern planning in 
the mid-twentieth century ( f i g . 3 ) .  He was also the founder 
of ekistics, a comprehensive approach to the built environ-
ment that he described as “the science of human settle-
ments,” and which guided his theory, practice and writings 
and resulted in a journal of the same name.  From the mid-
1950s on, Doxiadis was the main planner for many rapidly 
expanding cities in the developing world, from Baghdad to 
Riyadh to Islamabad.  In the 1960s and 1970s he also au-
thored books, studies and reports, including some on Ameri-
can cities, and he addressed the U.S. Congress on the future 
of American cities.6

This essay attempts to discuss the practices of these three 
important figures and the interaction between them (if any).  
Karim emerged as a principal designer for the new Egyptian 
state at a time when Fathy’s early projects there were being 
dismissed as total failures.  Yet, even as he was well-known 
during his lifetime in Egypt and the Arab world, Karim had 
little international recognition or presence.  By contrast, 
Fathy and Doxiadis, also influential figures in their respective 

countries, largely achieved their fame (for different reasons) 
in the context of the larger developing world, and later glob-
ally.  Thus, in the 1950s and 1960s Doxiadis built a highly 
successful professional planning practice from Athens.  And 
Fathy, whose career had stalled in Nasser’s Egypt, went to live 
in Greece, where he worked for Doxiadis between 1957 and 
1962.  During these years great changes were taking place in 
the built environments of the Middle Eastern countries that 
neighbored Greece to the south and east.  And the Middle 
East had always figured prominently in Doxiadis’s sphere of 
operations, particularly between 1955 and 1965.  A look at 
his journal Ekistics confirms this orientation, as more than 
ten percent of the articles it featured at this time were about 
the region or its specific countries.  Among the topics these 
articles discussed were rural housing, urbanization, and the 
architecture of its newly independent nation-states, and Egypt 
was the focus of about a fifth of them (24 out of 135).7

K ARIM AND THE EMBRACE OF A MODERNIST 

ARCHITECTURE IN SOCIALIST EGYPT

In the 1960s Nasser’s United Arab Republic was busy with 
modernist construction in its capital, Cairo, and Syed Karim 
was the most active architect working for the state.  Unlike 
Fathy, Karim’s inspiration was doggedly modern and some-
what revolutionary, drawing noticeably on the precedent of 
Russian Constructivism.

In private interviews conducted in the 1990s, Karim de-
scribed his early admiration for the work of the Constructiv-
ists — which he must have been exposed during a trip to the 
Soviet Union in the 1930s.  Indeed, one of his first commis-

f i g u r e  2 .  Hassan Fathy. f i g u r e  3 .  Constantinos Doxiadis.
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sions under the new Egyptian Republic (before the adoption 
of socialism and the establishment of the U.A.R.), a design 
for the headquarters of the Cairo Chamber of Commerce, 
closely resembled Ivan Fomin’s Party District Headquarters 
in Leningrad.  And the form of another of his projects, the 
Naval Transit Station in Alexandria, commissioned by the 
new Ministry of Transportation in 1959, seemed to draw on 
an unbuilt 1933 design by Fomin for the Tursk Railroad Sta-
tion in Moscow.

In the early 1960s relations between Egypt and Russia 
had warmed considerably, and Nasser made several visits to 
the Soviet Union.  Following these meetings Nasser advo-
cated the establishment of a new Egyptian political order akin 
to the Soviet model.  As part of this reorganization, the “Arab 
Socialist Union” (as it was then called) became Egypt’s only 
recognized political party for the remainder of Nasser’s rule.  
And as the party went about planning Egypt’s new socialist 
image, architecture inadvertently became one of its tools.

In 1962 Karim contributed to this effort by designing a 
new headquarters building for the Arab Socialist Union.  A 
largely uneventful modern five-story concrete structure with 
a straightforward plan, the building was detailed with angled 
windows, brise-soleils, and some minor exterior articulations.  
Its only distinctive feature perhaps was the unconventional 
placement of the hall of deputies atop its entrance, which re-
sulted in a cantilevered white mass with a clear geometry and 
very small slot windows ( f i g . 4 ) .  Once again, however, this 
was a form that had been used by the Constructivists — for 
example, in Melnikov’s Moscow Tram Workers Club.  Unfor-
tunately for Karim, the building became totally obsolete six 
months after it was finished, when the size of the Arab Social-
ist Union mushroomed and it became necessary for the party 
headquarters to contain a far larger bureaucracy.  As there 
was no time to build another building, the national govern-
ment simply expropriated a newly finished and much larger 
structure built for the municipality of Cairo.

The trajectory of architectural modernism in Egypt was 
not immune from larger vectors of economic, political and 
social change in the immediate postwar era and the Cold War 

period that followed.  In the mid-1950s the Egyptian govern-
ment had decided to impose a rent freeze on all residential 
property, thus stifling the private housing sector.  And al-
though the housing stock, unlike agricultural land, was well 
distributed, the socialist government chose to deal with land-
lords as capitalists who exploited the working class.  But if the 
private sector, which had provided decent housing in the past, 
was not to build new housing, who would?  The Egyptian Na-
tional Charter of 1962 outlined the principal role of the state in 
the provision of education, employment, health care, and social 
security for all.  And while it did not specifically mention hous-
ing, the Ministry of Public Works was nevertheless renamed 
the Ministry of Housing and Public Utilities in 1963.  Having 
gone about dismantling the private market, the state thus sig-
naled its eagerness to assist in the provision of housing.

In the years that followed, public housing, mimicking 
the forms that had emerged in postwar Europe in the 1940s, 
started to appear in Egypt.  And, importantly, this brought 
a distinction between housing for villagers and housing for 
urbanites and experts.8  In fact, the first of mass housing 
schemes had started to appear in the 1950s, when national-
ized companies and industries had begun the practice of 
providing housing units for their workers and employees.  
One example was the worker housing provided by the Mehala 
Textile Industry in 1954.  But similar kinds of structures now 
began to appear in many small and medium-sized Egyptian 
towns, where they became associated in the minds of most 
people with the state role in both industry and housing.

Two additional factors, however, contributed to a deepen-
ing of the government’s role in housing.  The first was slum 
clearance.  When Nasser’s minister of planning and local 
government embarked on a major program to pull down all 
slum-like housing in Cairo the effort created a population 
in dire need of being rehoused.  The second factor was the 
introduction of prefabrication.  At a time when Egyptian cot-
ton and textile exports were almost entirely mortgaged to the 
Soviet Union in return for help building the Aswan High 
dam, Egypt also bought several Russian and East European 
factories that produced prefab panels for use in public hous-
ing construction.  And while that particular experiment was 
short lived, it shaped the construction industry in Egypt for 
many years to follow.

Meanwhile, Egyptian architects found an opportunity to 
participate in this building effort with the launch of a massive 
state project called Nasr City — or the City of Victory (a varia-
tion of Nasser’s name) — to accommodate new government 
ministries.  At the time tremendous population pressure on 
central Cairo had created the need for this massive suburb, 
premised on the notion, advanced by Karim, of “socializing 
the neighborhoods unit.”9  And the building of new govern-
mental institutions and functions in this suburb required 
the creation of new housing for the emerging middle class.  
Thus, even as Egypt was dragged foot and heel into the so-
cialist realm, a similarity appeared between iconic Egyptian 

f i g u r e  4 .  The Arab Socialist Union Building, designed by Karim.
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buildings of the 1950s and 1960s and the aesthetic of Russian 
Constructivism.  The similarity begs a fascinating question: 
To what extent was the Republican architecture of socialist 
revolutionary Egypt influenced by the ideas of the Construc-
tivist architects active in the early days of the Soviet Union?

In the mid-1950s, Sayed Karim also introduced the first 
ideas under the new government for upgrading the Egyptian 
village.  One of these was to reorganize the workings of a typ-
ical village by dividing its functions between a “clean road” 
and a “dirty road.”  The “clean road” would provide a location 
for its mosque, school, nursery, and village square; the “dirty 
road” would be the location for its market, cattle, animals, 
and grain storage.  Village houses would similarly be divided 
to separate residential/sleeping quarters from animal quar-
ters, with the courtyard in between.

Karim’s prototypical village was, however, only one of 
many schemes advanced by Egyptian architects to redefine 
and standardize rural housing.  For example, in the late 
1950s, another architect, Ali Nasaar, proposed what he called 
“The Model Socialist Village” to accommodate 500 people.  

The idea was to provide a residential form that would be 
directly connected to the fields and would make a minimal 
impact on the landscape.  Again, the plan was very simple: 
one street for cows, a public square, a small open green with a 
school, a clinic, and a mosque ( f i g .5 ) .

The standardization of village prototypes was ultimately 
a product of the establishment of the Ministry of Agricultural 
Reform and Desert Reclamation.  It was hoped that the process 
of involving agricultural engineers in their development would 
also help bring educated, lower-middle-class Egyptians back to 
the village, thus serving the grander goals of the revolution.

FATHY AND THE INVENTION OF TRADTION

In the decade preceding Nasser’s rise in Egypt, Hassan Fathy 
had already begun to advocate ideas for a new architecture for 
Egyptian villages.  And in his New Gourna village, built in 
the early 1950s, he designed elaborate mud-brick structures 
based on what he imagined to be the indigenous traditions 
of the local population.  Funded and started when Egypt was 
still a monarchy, New Gourna was to be an ideal village into 
which the residents of the nearby old village of Gourna, then 
located on higher ground near the ancient Egyptian necropo-
lis, would be resettled.  Although never proven, it was sus-
pected these residents had been trading in stolen antiquities 
from the tombs.

Initially, the new community was supposed to be a col-
laboration between the architect, local craftsmen, and the 
residents.  Fathy thus also saw it as a chance to revive local 
traditions of building as an alternative to the mass-produced 
concrete-block housing projects he detested.  As an alterna-
tive, Fathy envisioned a vernacular village of handmade, sun-
dried mud-brick houses that, as a prototype, might be used to 
sustain local village life and culture across the entire country 
( f i g . 6 ) .  The project, however, was interrupted in 1948 be-

f i g u r e  5 .  Karim’s model for the transitional village, 1949.  Source: 

UC Berkeley Architecture Visual Resources Library.

f i g u r e  6 .  Fathy’s New 

Gourna Village.
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fore completion, and for many years the Gournis refused to 
move into their new homes and abandon their existing hous-
es built of stone or carved into the hillside above the new site.

Fathy’s attempt to actualize his romanticized image of 
this new community failed for a variety of reasons that are 
well known and have been analyzed by many.  Among these 
were the inappropriate use of a construction material for the 
new houses that required tremendous maintenance by poor 
occupants; architectural forms that were not acceptable to 
the inhabitants because of their association with tombs; and 
an elitist attitude toward Egyptian peasants hidden behind 
a rhetoric of modesty.  Fathy would later explain that he had 
taught the villagers, themselves, how to build their own hous-
es.  But in reality he had designed every single house and su-
pervised their construction by skilled craftsman from whom 
he had learned the technique of mud-brick construction, and 
whom he then trained to execute his particular designs.

Despite the failure of New Gourna in the 1950s, how-
ever, Fathy would repeat the experiment a decade later in 
Baris, another model village project in the Kharga oasis in the 
Western Desert, hundreds of miles from Gourna.  This 18-
acre project would again be composed of mud-brick houses; it 
would fail for similar reasons; and in a few years it, too, would 
be abandoned ( f i g .7 ) .

I have argued elsewhere that some of the reasons for 
which Fathy’s New Gourna project was commended by for-
eign architects and planners have in fact been the very same 
ones cited for its failure.  For example, Fathy’s use of vaults 
and domes was celebrated as a great attempt to reintroduce 
indigenous forms into modern design.  However, the com-
munity for which the village was designed traditionally as-
sociated such formal elements with tombs found in the area, 
and they felt uneasy with the idea of settling in them as do-
mestic spaces.  On my visit to Gourna in the late 1970s, more 
than two decades after the village was supposedly inhabited, 
the remaining residents had thus destroyed, covered up, or 
replaced many of the domes and vaults with flat roofs.10

In 1972 Fathy attracted international attention when his 
book Architecture for the Poor: An Experiment in Rural Egypt 
was published in the United States.  The book had initially 
appeared in 1969 in French, and then in English, under 
the title Gourna: A Tale of Two Villages.  In it, almost three 
decades after the project’s construction and two decades af-
ter acceptance of its failure, he largely blamed its demise on 
uncomprehending inhabitants and the Egyptian bureaucracy.  
He never recognized the paternalism of his claim to restore 
aesthetic qualities to locals who were incapable of appreciat-
ing his work or the hubris of his assumption that local villag-
ers would willingly relinquish their own homes for his de-
signs.11  Fathy also failed to recognize his own homogenizing 
view of Egyptian building traditions, which had allowed him 
to borrow extensively from the Mamluk architecture of Cairo 
to build a village for the poor of Upper Egypt.  Ultimately, his 
insistence on using the Cairene courtyard house as a form of 
spatial organization for the rural population of Gourna was 
also a serious error.12

It is also difficult to know if Fathy’s reference to “tradi-
tion” as a valuable historic resource was meant as a direct 
challenge to the derogatory manner by which the concept was 
used by modernization theorists.  At the time, moderniza-
tion theory was the driving force in much of the postcolonial 
Third World, and was based on a constructed opposition 
between “modern” and “traditional” societies — with the for-
mer assumed to be progressive while the latter was assumed 
to be backward.13

Interestingly, Fathy’s own position as a member of the 
Egyptian gentry was then also being threatened by the re-
forms unfolding in Egypt.  So, in 1956, at the outset of Nass-
er’s socialist era, disappointed in the country’s new political 
orientation, he left Cairo to look for work elsewhere.  And, in 
a twist of irony, it was to Doxiadis Associates in Athens that 
this advocate of the Egyptian village went at a time when his 
career had stalled in Egypt.

f i g u r e  7 .  Fathy’s Baris Village.
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( f i g s . 8 , 9 ) .  However, Steele also suggested that the final 
plan for these two projects might in fact have been a major 
revision of an earlier scheme, in which Fathy stressed the in-
dividual quality of housing units, as he had in New Gourna.  
This earlier scheme also seemed to have been organized using 
somewhat organic forms, as typical of Fathy’s earlier projects.

The question then remains: What prompted Fathy to devi-
ate from the aesthetic he had championed in New Gourna and 
a design ideology he clearly held close to his heart?  The an-
swer might be found in a memo dated June 21, 1958, in which 
Doxiadis appears to politely instruct Fathy to change course:

Interestingly, Greece did not lie at the center of European 
Modernism at the time, but rather at its periphery.  In fact, in 
the 1950s Greece itself had been subject to forms of European 
Orientalist imagery, particularly under the view of modernist 
architects like Le Corbusier, who saw it as a Mediterranean 
extension of his North African travels.14  Yet, despite its mar-
ginal position in relation to the center of European architec-
tural modernism, Athens still represented the core in relation 
to even more distant peripheries such as the Middle East and 
South Asia.

DOXIADIS’S SCIENTIFIC RATIONALIT Y VS. FATHY’S 

TRADITIONALISM

By the early 1960s Constantinos A. Doxiadis had become a 
major figure in modern architecture and planning.  But when 
Fathy joined his firm, Doxiadis Associates, it was only just ar-
riving as a major international consulting firm on urban de-
velopment.  A pressing need for reconstruction and rehabili-
tation in postwar Greece had given the firm its beginnings.  
But within its first five years as an independent practice, it 
had opened branches in Addis Ababa, Baghdad, Beirut, and 
Washington, D.C.

Doxiadis’s practice was premised on “ekistics,” a term 
he coined from the Greek word oikos, meaning “home.”  As 
“the science of human settlements,” Doxiadis had begun to 
formulate his ideas on the topic as a government minister in 
charge of the postwar rebuilding of Greece under the U.S. 
Marshall Plan.  And he doggedly promoted ekistics through-
out his career as a comprehensive solution to the problems of 
housing and social development globally.  Doxiadis’s theory 
rejected artistic self-expression and reconceptualized archi-
tecture as an efficient container of human needs.  Emphasiz-
ing the importance of human behavior as it was coming to be 
studied through the social sciences, ekistics thus sought to 
encompass economic, social, physiological and psychological 
considerations in design as a way to guard against the homog-
enizing effect of Western modernism.15

Based on his reputation, Fathy was welcomed into the 
firm by Doxiadis.  But he may have also felt an affinity with 
Doxiadis, who had also turned to international clients after he 
saw his reconstruction efforts at home rejected by an uncom-
prehending society.16

Fathy’s first assignment under Doxiadis was to work on 
the design of a rural farming village as part of the Regional 
Plan for the Development of Greater Mussayib in Iraq.  James 
Steele has pointed out that Fathy’s plans for the village in 
Mussayib, and later for the Iraq Housing Project, were un-
characteristic of his usual vernacular approach — and tended 
toward an international Corbusian aesthetic.  Even the de-
tails of drawings Fathy produced at that time reflected such 
an influence, as can be seen in the Corbusian-style figures 
that appear in the sleeping areas of the Iraq Housing Project 

f i g u r e  8 .  Fathy’s plan for the Iraq Housing Project.  Source: James 

Steele, An Architecture for People: The Complete Works of Hassan 

Fathy (New York: Whitney Library of Design, 1997), p.115.

f i g u r e  9 .  Detail of the Iraq Housing Project plan showing 

Corbusian-style figures.  Source: James Steele, An Architecture for 

People: The Complete Works of Hassan Fathy (New York: Whitney 

Library of Design, 1997), p.115.
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. . . only [working] from the details up leads to the 
danger of not having the possibility of seeing solutions 
implemented at a scale which is the goal we all share . 
. . there is an imperative necessity to keep the system of 
module as we have worked it out up to now. . . .  I beg 
Professor Fathy to look into the work for standardiza-
tion of buildings which we have been doing lately. . . 
.  From now on we will proceed in a way to implement 
these ideas, and give an assistant to Professor Fathy to 
help him, . . . in order to reach solutions. . . .17

Clearly, Doxiadis respected Fathy, as evidenced by his 
manner of address.  But following this critique by Doxiadis, 
Fathy’s designs (such as that for a highrise housing block in 
Iraq) began to adhere to the boxy, concrete, modular aesthetic 
adopted by Doxiadis Associates — a style quite out of charac-
ter for Fathy, an architect who was otherwise consumed with 
organic forms.  In Steele’s words, “Such an aberration in the 
career of the same architect who was able to conceptualize 
and partially realize the village of New Gourna against all 
odds only ten years earlier is startling, to say the least.”18

It is clear from these correspondences that Fathy’s con-
ceptualization of architecture and planning at the level of the 
model village was more than a little contrary to the theory of 
ekistics advanced by Doxiadis.  Moreover, one might argue 
that the issue was one of scale.  Typically, Doxiadis shied away 
from using the term “village” altogether, preferring “city,” 
and less often “settlement.”  Indeed, the very conceptualiza-
tion of ekistics was premised on a larger, more abstract scale.  
At one point, Doxiadis wrote that,

. . . city and villages are elements of wider systems . . 

. regional planning [has] come to embrace areas well 
outside immediate metropolitan influence, and, in 
many cases, regional planning has grown to become 
national planning.  This may grow further but for most 
purposes, the nation is the biggest unit for which physi-
cal plans are being made.19

Doxiadis, and by extension the framework of ekistics, 
thus largely operated from the top down, favoring the scale of 
the nation and economic geography as the basic progenitor of 
planning.  In other words, ekistics was a heuristic device that 
worked toward the development of a prototype — one that 
certainly had relevance to place and community, but only in 
so far as these could be universally reproduced and extrapo-
lated on an urban or regional scale.20

Panayiota Pyla has brilliantly captured the complexity of 
Fathy’s relationship with Doxiadis and his struggles to main-
tain his own image in this new landscape of international 
practice in the early 1960s:

Fathy’s references to tradition actually reframed its 
knowledge systems as compatible with Ekistics’ aspira-
tions to rationalize the design process while embracing 
non functionalist and extra-technological concerns.  
His concern with Doxiadis’ scientific rationality was 
not genuine, as his fascination with building with mud 
anywhere and everywhere overwhelmed him.

From here Pyla went on to discuss how Fathy was selec-
tive and discriminating in his research on building materials 
everywhere he went.  And she cited the example of his visit to 
Iraq, where he immediately focused on mud-brick construc-
tion methods in the regions of Hilla, Kerbala and Najaf, while 
ignoring all other methods of vernacular construction else-
where in the country.21

But one other factor might also have set Doxiadis’s and 
Fathy’s approaches to design and planning against each 
other: their attitudes toward antiquity and tradition.  Scholars 
who have studied Fathy have pointed to how he was enam-
ored by traditional forms and historic architectural details.  
They have also pointed to how he justified their use (for ex-
ample, the domes in the houses of New Gourna or particular 
window details) on an abstract, emotional level, rather than 
as a matter of geographic relevance or the preservation of 
longstanding traditions.  The past, for Fathy (and many oth-
ers of his time), was perceived as providing a palette of archi-
tectural forms, materials and details that could be dipped into 
when needed to temper the brutal anonymity of modernism.  
Fathy’s vision of the past and of tradition thus seems oddly 
romantic when juxtaposed with Doxiadis’s approach to the 
same subject.  In this regard, Alexandros Kyrtsis has sug-
gested that while Doxiadis recognized the utility of history 
and tradition, “he was no sterile admirer of the past.”  In fact, 
“he was conscious of the limits set by obvious differences 
between the ancient and the modern world.”22

The views of both men in terms of scale, as well as in 
their reverence or irreverence for tradition, thus may be 
seen to characterize the fundamentally different ways they 
addressed the village.  For instance, in 1957, in a strongly 
worded statement, Doxiadis said:

Though city people long for green parks and open spaces, 
we have found it quite otherwise in the countryside.  The 
urban dweller thinks that the peasant farmer loves the 
country, that he finds it romantic and wants to have it 
incorporated in his village.  The truth is just the opposite.  
The peasant farmer hates the countryside and nature, 
because it is there that he has to labor for days and days 
and years and years, only in the end to see beautiful na-
ture destroying his whole crop.  Whenever we worked with 
country people we found they wanted to isolate themselves 
from nature.  It is for this reason that we grouped the 
dwellings around central squares; trying to give the coun-
try people a life protected from the elements of nature.23
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interviews, never highlighted his time in Athens.  However, 
it is also true that Doxiadis Associates cultivated an apolitical 
position in global practice because it had to deal with many 
newly independent governments.  The firm thus favored a 
more cultured conception of the human subject, a position 
that must have been palatable to Fathy’s way of thinking.

Yet at the firm Fathy was often criticized for overempha-
sizing the details of individual units when such an approach 
did not fit the firm’s vision of creating more neutral design 
prototypes.  Indeed, Doxiadis often scribbled notes in the 
margins of Fathy’s reports indicating his anxiety with Fathy’s 
efforts to translate his prototype designs into individual 
house designs.  Thus, in one internal memo, Doxiadis begged 
Fathy, whom he recognized as a master designer, to “take into 
account that [the Doxiadis Associates team was] designing 
not one but many villages and types of villages and buildings 
‘which can be repeated many times.’”26

In the end, Fathy’s own attempts to reconcile his engage-
ment with what he perceived as vernacular systems and the 
scientific rationality of ekistics was perhaps most evident in his 
engagement with Doxiadis’s City of the Future project.27  Be-
ginning in the summer of 1960, work on this effort was Fathy’s 
final assignment with Doxiadis Associates ( f i g . 1 2 , 1 3 ) .  
Doxiadis described the mandate for the project as being:

. . . to study the phenomena of growth in cities, with 
reference to changes in population, society, work, to-
pography, relationship to region, etc., and to suggest 
principles for the planned control of city development to 
allow for future demographic and social changes.28

As a researcher for this project, Fathy was dispatched to 
various cities across the continent of Africa, including Cairo, 
Khartoum, Tripoli, Mogadishu, Mombasa, Dar es Salaam, 
Abidjan and Lagos.  The parameters for choosing to study 
particular cities and not others remains unclear — except in 
flashes such as when Fathy was instructed to go to Mogadi-
shu because it was the “worst slum town and Africa,” but to 
ignore Nairobi, “a completely westernized place.”29  However, 

Doxiadis’s solution to the dilemma of how to produce a 
modern-day village was thus to make it into an urban typol-
ogy.  At the very least, he wanted to build into the structure of 
the village basic urban functions that would allow it to func-
tion within an overall pattern of urbanization extending all 
the way up to the metropolitan level.

Fathy, on the other hand, would have none of that — as 
can be seen in his extension of an existing village of weavers 
in Haraniya on the outskirts of Cairo originally designed in 
mud bricks by the Egyptian architect Wissa Wassif in 1941 
( f i g . 1 0 ) .  For this project, Fathy utilized and refined con-
cepts he had developed in New Gourna for the design of new 
houses with double frontages.  One facade faced a central 
pedestrian street, which served as a major artery within the 
village; the other fronted fields, which could be used to graze 
livestock as well as grow subsistence crops and plants from 
which the natural dyes used by the weavers were made.24

In sharp contrast to Doxiadis, and when working inde-
pendently of his office, Fathy’s schemes thus continued to 
favor the rural setting of the village.  Moreover, they treated 
the village as a self-sustaining unit that was separate from, 
and in fact incompatible with, the city.  Indeed, setting archi-
tectural form aside, one might point out how Fathy’s plan for 
the weaver’s village bears greater similarity to Sayed Karim’s 
modernist scheme for the model village (with its separation 
of “clean road” and “dirty road”) than it does to the principles 
of ekistics ( f i g . 1 1 ) .

In addition to his work in Iraq, in 1959 Doxiadis sent Fathy 
on a trip to Syria to oversee a presentation to the Egyptian head 
of Syria’s planning department.  At the time Syria was still a 
part of Nasser’s greater United Arab Republic, and Fathy was 
reported to have acted irascibly, perhaps as a result of his dis-
pleasure at being sent back to work with the very regime he 
had meant to escape by coming to Athens three years earlier.25

The counter-productive nature of his presence on this oc-
casion raises an important question: Was Fathy comfortable 
during his time with Doxiadis, or was he only biding his time 
in exile, seeking to make a living?  This is a difficult question 
to answer because Fathy, who was prolific in his writings and 

f i g u r e  1 1 .  Doxiadis Associate’s schematic diagram for the City of 

the Future.

f i g u r e  1 0 .  Wissa Wassef Center.



1 6  T D S R  3 3 . 2

Fathy’s adventures in relation to the project seem to have 
been marked more by bureaucratic troubles traveling be-
tween African countries and repeated bouts of illness than 
the bounty of his research findings.30

His ambivalence towards the City of the Future project 
was also less than veiled at times.  For example, his comments 
from Lagos to John Papaioannou, the project’s deputy director, 
included the following assessment of the town of Cotonou:

A 20th century brise-soleil style quarter, .  .  .  corru-
gated iron-sheet and thatch native quarters, left to a 
population who is chased from the village to fetch work 
(money-paying jobs) so as to pay the taxes on their land 
at home.  Could the City of the Future give something 
better for these people?31

Indeed, as Steele observed, by this time Fathy had stopped be-
ing bashful about his preference for the value of tradition over 
modernism — a view that was not always shared by the other 
noted planners involved in the City of the Future project, pos-
sibly including Doxiadis himself.32

In December of 1960 Fathy presented a paper in an im-
portant seminar held in Cairo on Arab urbanization hosted 
by the government of the U.A.R.  The seminar was orga-
nized around the theme of “The New Metropolis in the Arab 
World.”  Fathy’s paper was titled “Planning and Building in 
the Arab Tradition: The Village Experiment at Gourna,” and 
it conveyed his belief that Doxiadis’s principles of ekistics, 
when combined with a recognition of local architectural his-
tory and engagement with the client in the building process, 
might result in “a truly great Arab Metropolis in the future.”33

Based on this presentation, Steele arrived at the conclu-
sion that the time Fathy spent in Athens did indeed affect 
his thinking.  Thus, “Fathy did not view his association with 
Doxiadis as simply a collaboration of convenience, but was 
anxious to promote the basic tenets of ekistics to an audience 
who knew him well, tempering it with an appeal for a return 

to traditional values.”34  Yet, while this may be true in part, 
Steele also overlooked the fact that the relationship was not 
one of equals, and that, as an employee of Doxiadis Associ-
ates, Fathy was required to promote the ekistics paradigm.  
Eventually this obligation must have also proved untenable for 
Fathy.  Thus, after his return from Africa, he returned perma-
nently to Cairo, where he fell into relative obscurity for the re-
mainder of the 1960s.  Moreover, it is apparent from a string 
of correspondences in the late 1960s that while Fathy kept up 
minimal contact with Doxiadis and his associates, this may 
have been motivated more by a desire to maintain his relation-
ship to those he viewed as his European contemporaries than 
any sense of loyalty to Doxiadis’s ideological frameworks.35

But Fathy’s conference speech is also noteworthy for 
another reason, which has gone largely unnoticed by schol-
ars.  Prior to 1960s Fathy never mentioned or wrote about the 
courtyard house as Arab or Islamic; for him it was Egyptian.  
At least in his early years, and especially during the Gourna 
project, Fathy’s interest was defined and publicized using 
the very specific rhetoric of Egyptian architecture, which he 
claimed carried historical vestiges of Pharaonic and Islamic 
aesthetic culture but was a uniquely syncretic mix of both.  
But in the 1960s, as Nasser’s pan-Arabism emerged as a pow-
erful ideology in Egypt and elsewhere, Fathy began to situate 
New Gourna within an “Arab” tradition of building — a move 
that can be seen as a direct, if pragmatic, response to the sen-
timents of the conference organizers.  Indeed, it may not be a 
stretch to suggest that while Fathy’s unit of analysis and scale 
of concern (.e., the courtyard house) had remained largely the 
same, upon his return from Doxiadis’s office he had simply 
learned to package his ideas in a less provincial way — as 
more global, pan-Arab, or pan-Islamic than Egyptian.

In the 1960s, Fathy also attended other conferences 
and was introduced to many academics from the West.  And 
these colleagues helped him publish his first book about New 
Gourna in English, establishing him as an important archi-
tect and theorist among his First World contemporaries.

f i g u r e  1 2 .  Fathy (seated left) and Doxiadis (seated far right) at a 

meeting of the City of the Future project team. Source: James Steele, An 

Architecture for People: The Complete Works of Hassan Fathy (New 

York: Whitney Library of Design, 1997), p.110.

f i g u r e  1 3 .  Fathy (seated right) with his team in the Doxiadis Office 

(Courtesy of Doxiadis Foundation).
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THE DISCOURSE ON MODERNIST PL ANNING 

BET WEEN DOXIADIS, FATHY AND K ARIM

This article has attempted to triangulate the relationship 
between three important figures in architecture and plan-
ning practice in a particular region of the world who had both 
direct and indirect connections with each other.  From this 
point of view, the important discourse involving scientific 
modernism versus cultural traditionalism exemplified by the 
relationship of Fathy and Doxiadis seems regrettably to have 
had no impact on Egypt whatsoever.  Likewise, there is no evi-
dence to suggest there was a direct connection between Rus-
sian Constructivist experiments in the early Soviet Union and 
Egyptian architectural forms under socialism in the 1950s 
and 60s.  Nevertheless, it is apparent that some projects built 
in Egypt during that period bear similarities to this earlier pe-
riod of modernism in terms of composition, style and mate-
rial.  At some level, the similarity may simply be explained by 
the tendency of socialist regimes to stifle individual initiative 
in all its variety to produce a standard physical environment 
representing the state.  Of course, it is also possible that the 
Egyptian case involved simple mimicry of what the architects 
admired about the Soviet built environment.  However, I be-
lieve that this vector of appropriation still matters in attempts 
to understand this time period.

In 1970, after eighteen years of ruling Egypt, Nasser 
died suddenly of a heart attack at the age of 52.  During the 
last ten years of his life he had eliminated or abandoned most 
of his revolutionary colleagues.  Despite his attempt to deal 
with the massive defeat in the war with Israel in 1967, he also 
did not leave Egypt in a good state.  In fact, Egypt’s grand 
scheme of twentieth-century modernization had been par-
tially aborted, and as a result its architectural and planning 
legacy cannot today be described as an “alternative” or “pe-
ripheral” modernism.  Rather, it remained a derivative and 
incidental one that never took firm root in the country.  Per-
haps the best indicator of this condition was that Karim, who 
was a principal agent of this effort, fell into total obscurity in 
the 1970s, and is seldom, if at all, remembered in Egyptian 
architectural debates today.

However, in an attempt to bring these threads together, I 
would like first to discuss Doxiadis and Fathy and their possi-
ble influence on each other.  I would then like to compare their 
concerns to another alternative evident in the work of Karim.

While Doxiadis was indeed influential in the Middle 
East, his influence on Egypt was actually quite limited.  The 
kinds of debates that germinated in Egypt in the 1950s and 
60s were apparently unaffected by Doxiadis’s theories and 
practices elsewhere in the region.  There is also no evidence 
that Fathy had any significant influence on Doxiadis and his 
ideas.  And no scholar has so far been able to argue persua-
sively that Fathy’s work was significantly influenced by his 
exposure to Doxiadis.36

While Fathy may have been influenced in certain mar-
ginal ways by his years at Doxiadis Associates, I maintain 
that what Fathy gained most from his stint in Athens was a 
capacity to better package his own theories about architecture 
and planning, particularly to a European audience attuned to 
the larger ideas Doxiadis was advocating at the time.37  Fathy’s 
concerted efforts to publish his work and disseminate it to 
a broad audience (both Egyptian and foreign) after his years 
in Athens may be the best evidence for this position.  Thus, 
what may in all probability have only been pragmatic strate-
gies on the part of Fathy have likely often been misread as a 
sincere allegiance to Doxiadis’s framework of ekistics.

Perhaps, without the exposure to Doxiadis and his theo-
ries, Fathy would have remained focused on diatribes against 
the Egyptian government, without attempting to propagate 
his own theories internationally.  And this might have meant 
he would have been less successful in finally pressuring the 
Egyptian government to accept them.  But it is also possible 
that there was another change in Fathy’s work following his 
return from Athens in 1962 — one that led to his advocacy of 
an overly nationalistic architecture.  Thus, Steele has suggest-
ed that “in compensation for his allegiance to international 
concepts, expressed in ekistics, [Fathy] felt compelled to align 
himself more closely with those willing to finance projects 
that would educate the public about Egyptian history.”38  Al-
ternatively, while he may have paid superficial homage to the 
framework of ekistics while in Athens, it is also possible that 
afterwards Fathy simply returned to ideas that “related to his 
more humanistic, and less strictly rational worldview.”39  Both 
interpretations are reasonable and are not mutually exclusive.

In 1981 Fathy won the newly established but distin-
guished Aga Khan Award for Architecture, initiated by the 
leader of the Ismaili community, His Royal Highness the 
Aga Khan, to recognize the work of architects in the Islamic 
world.  It is important to note that unlike other architects 
who received the award, Fathy was the first recipient of the 
so-called Chairman’s Award in recognition of his lifelong 
theoretical and professional contribution to contemporary 
debates about architecture and planning in the Arab and 
Muslim worlds.  But this may have also been facilitated by 
his exposure to larger debates about modern architecture and 
planning during his Athens period.

In fact, the very timing of the award points to the rising 
disillusionment with the austere anonymity of modernist 
architecture and a renewed, if misguided, search for “local” ar-
chitectural practices and traditions around the world, as cham-
pioned by theorists like Bernard Rudofsky in his 1964 book 
Architecture without Architects.  Rejected by the locals, Fathy’s 
Gourna project was given new life when his 1972 book ap-
pealed to an international audience as offering an alternative to 
modernism and its emphasis on universalizing assumptions.  
Architecture critics began to open up to fresh ideas from the 
global South, and New Gourna, despite its practical failure, 
was now lauded for its supposed use of old, traditional wisdom.
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Fathy was never a pragmatist or a compromiser as an 
architect.  But his pragmatism as a theorist and a public fig-
ure was evident in the fact that he wrote and published his 
book in French in 1969 and in English in 1972 under the 
now famous title Architecture for the Poor.  It is also revealing 
that the book was not translated into Arabic until the 1990s, 
a whole decade after he won the award in 1981.  It seems that 
he had decided his real audience was not his Egyptian compa-
triots, nor his Arab colleagues, but rather those in Europe and 
America who respected his work.  Furthermore, while Fathy 
himself never subscribed fully to the modernist ethos, he did 
recognize the utility of engaging with those architects and 
planners looking eastward for a means to temper the auster-
ity of the modernist aesthetic.

In this regard, the relationship between Fathy and Doxi-
adis is perhaps best summarized by James Steele, who has 
suggested that

. . . where Doxiadis saw the overwhelming need for 
unity in his vision of ekistics . . . Fathy saw diversity, 
and the importance in encouraging local differences, to 
prevent cultural identity from being eradicated.  Doxi-
adis spoke of [the planning process as] “integration,” but 
Fathy characterized the process as one of “entropy,” so 
that as each city grew, it would retain its own special 
character, rather than being an unrecognizable global 
urban zone.40

There is not a lot more to add to this description of the 
interaction between these two giants of the mid-twentieth 
century.  Regrettably, it appears that the little interaction be-
tween them discussed here did not produce a legacy in either 
architecture or planning discourse in the countries of the 
Middle East or the larger Mediterranean region.

Pyla has argued that the four-year period between 1957 
and 1961 during which Fathy was employed by Doxiadis As-
sociates represented a very influential time in the shaping 
of his ideas.41  But Fathy quickly abandoned the conceptual 
framework of ekistics when he returned to Egypt.  To fit into 
Nasser’s regime, with its revolutionary rhetoric and pan-Arab 
ideology, Fathy had to adopt a new strategy.  He also contin-
ued to experiment with new forms and proportions for the 
courtyard house, using a variety of different building materi-
als.  But the most significant change in his approach, one that 
allowed his practice to thrive again, involved acquiring new, 
wealthier clients from the Egyptian and Arab elite.42  And 
because of the nation’s pan-Arab orientation, manifest in the 
addition of the word “Arab” to its name, Fathy started to aban-
don the invocation of architectural space as “Egyptian” or 
“Muslim.”  Instead, he started to write about it as “Arab.”

At the same time that Fathy and Doxiadis were engaged 
in serious discourse about the need to develop an overall vi-
sion for the region, however, Karim simply continued his 
project of building and planning for a socialist Egypt.  And 

ignoring much of the debate about the future of Egypt, the re-
gion, and modern architecture theory, he drew mainly on his 
own experience, his travels, and Egypt’s ongoing association 
with the U.S.S.R. and the socialist states of Eastern Europe.

It is important to end with a reflection on the attitudes 
of Karim, Fathy and Doxiadis towards nature, as well as their 
views on the dichotomy between tradition and modernity as 
this was understood in the 1960s.  Fathy was very clear in his 
attitude toward nature.  He saw it as having a double func-
tion, providing both comfort and belonging.  Thus he sought 
to employ vernacular strategies both to control the microcli-
mate in his dwellings and establish an appropriate form for 
village life.  By contrast, Doxiadis saw nature as a resource 
to be harnessed in the provision of economical, thermally 
comfortable shelter.  It also had some psychological value.  
Karim was perhaps even more pragmatic then Doxiadis.  He 
wrote little about nature, but his position was evident in his 
designs, in which climatic control was a matter of calculating 
temperatures and sun angles and designing modern architec-
ture elements to deal with them.

It is difficult to find evidence of what Fathy may have 
learned from his time with Doxiadis regarding the emer-
gence of an important new modern form of architectural and 
planning practice.  He certainly never adopted the view that 
replicability and the design of prototypes should dominate 
the production of the built environment.  Yet Karim’s views 
were similarly complex.  And, unlike Fathy, he did not believe 
that architectural styles were simply constituted of domes 
and vaults and proportions.  Instead, he insisted that leg-
ibility of composition, forms of construction, and appropriate 
use of materials should give form to a building.  He argued 
that architectural style had changed over time to represent 
the demands of new generations.  Thus one need not ignore 
history in the design and production of new urban and ar-
chitectural forms, but neither should one be determined by 
it.  Karim and his generation also witnessed the emergence 
of a modern architecture in Egypt that differed from earlier 
nineteenth-century Egyptian architecture, with its Ottoman- 
and European-inspired styles.  He advocated modern, open-
standard windows, with louvers of similar sizes — but ones 
that might also accommodate the proportions and forms of 
earlier heritage structures.

In this sense it is possible to say that Karim rejected the 
duality of modernity and tradition.  And his magazine, al-
Amara, attempted to reflect this position over the course of 
its two decades of publication.  One can see such a position, 
for example, in articles in it dealing with the renewal of the 
Egyptian village.  Karim thus did not reject the mud-brick 
architecture of the Egyptian village because it was considered 
traditional.  Rather, he observed how such an architecture 
created maintenance and health problems that would not al-
low for an improvement in the quality of village life.43

Hassan Fathy and his disciples, on the other hand, built 
much of their rhetoric on a false duality between modernity 
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and tradition.  It was precisely this duality that helped legiti-
mize his project of reviving tradition and borrowing from 
history — even if this did constitute an invented tradition and 
a history that never was.  By comparison, Karim and his gen-
eration did not receive the same level of coverage or attention 
despite the success of many of their projects.  In the end it 
was Fathy’s failed projects and his attempt to create a national 
style from a local architecture that received much acclaim 
because it was published in English and French.  This un-
equal treatment was a product of a particular culture that saw 
Third World modernity as inferior to its First World counter-
part.  Celebrating Fathy’s traditionalism thus helped Western 

modernity prevail and become the dominant discourse in the 
1950s and 60s, in the process relegating all alternative forms 
of modernity to the position of secondary discourse.

There are those who have exalted Fathy as a guru of 
Third World architecture and the most accomplished Egyp-
tian architect of his generation.  But it may be argued that 
the Fathy phenomenon is something of a Western inven-
tion.44  Indeed, for Egypt of the 1960s, it was not Fathy and 
his pseudo-vernacular theories, nor the scientific rationality 
of Doxiadis’s plans for cities elsewhere in the region, that had 
the greatest impact.  Instead, it was Karim’s dogged practice 
that planned and built Nasser’s Egypt.
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Site, Archive, Medium and the  
Case of Lifta

M A R K  J A R Z O M B E K ,  E L I Y A H U  K E L L E R ,  A N D  
E Y T A N  M A N N

This article presents work conducted during an experimental design research workshop 

within the MIT School of Architecture and Planning, taking place at Lifta, an evacuated 

Palestinian village located outside of Jerusalem.  Taking Lifta’s historical and archaeologi-

cal complexity as its archive, students developed and designed thematic virtual experiences 

of the village, its multiple histories and narratives.  The efforts provide epistemological and 

experiential cross-sections and aim to challenge the traditional narration and production 

of history in favor of a critical historiography of Lifta.  After describing these efforts, the 

article discusses critical questions that arose from the work.  Can historical evidence be 

spatialized within the detailed context of the materiality of the site?  What does an immer-

sive form of representation entail for the pedagogy of architectural history?  And what pos-

sibility does this framework for conveying the complexity of the site of Lifta offer for other, 

similarly complex sites?

Over the past few decades there have been several expansions of the field of urban and 
architectural history away from a formerly standard building-based model.  One of these 
has been in the direction that is generally called cultural history.  Here, Carl Schorske’s 
1978 book Fin-de-siècle Vienna: Politics and Culture was particularly relevant to an earlier 
generation of emerging scholars.1  Since then, of course, the desire to situate buildings or 
sites in the complex conditions of their making or reception has become commonplace.  
Indeed, recent decades have seen a growing interest both in geographies and histories left 
outside the Western canon.2  In such efforts, however, the position of the architectural 
historian as a producer of knowledge is often left unchanged: research on the one side, 
learning on the other.

Mark Jarzombek is a Professor of the 

History and Theory of Architecture at 

the MIT School of Architecture and 

Planning, Cambridge, MA.  Eliyahu 

Keller is an architect and architectural 

historian pursuing a Ph.D. in History, 

Theory, and Criticism of Architecture 

and Art at the MIT Department of 

Architecture.  Eytan Mann is an 

architect and computational designer 

pursuing a Ph.D. in architecture at the 

Material Topology Research Lab 

(MTRL) at the Faculty of Architecture 

and Town Planning at the Technion 

IIT, Haifa, Israel.



2 2  T D S R  3 3 . 2

Books require seminars, not to mention teachers who 
can contextualize and position them.  As a result, knowl-
edge about how history is produced has become ever more 
remote from the productive spaces of creativity.  Students 
thus typically expect history to be delivered to them rather 
than conceiving of themselves as active participants in its 
creation.  The Lifta Workshop reported on here was aimed at 
counteracting this tendency, embracing the opportunity that 
sensory technologies such as real-time computer graphics 
and virtual reality (VR) provide in helping students come to 
grips with complicated contextual problems.  Instead of just 
reading about sites and their associated histories in books, 
VR allows students not only to immerse themselves in a site, 
but to move from one “site” to another in the form of imagi-
nary leaps.  Such a capability may be particularly useful when 
it comes to helping students and advanced researchers come 
to terms with the different temporal and historical valences at 
play in the writing of history.

APPROACHING THE SITE

Lifta is an evacuated Palestinian village at the southwest 
entrance to modern-day Jerusalem.  Through the research 
described here we sought to use the capabilities of VR not so 
much to discover if we could “re-create” it as to explore new 
ways to address the layers of traumas associated with it.  For 
a long time such sites have been seen as relatively peripheral 
to architectural history.  But given the increasing instru-
mentalization of violence across the globe (or at least the 
increased recognition of its presence), such sites are no longer 
just examples of some outlying problematic.  In other words, 
whereas in earlier times a place like Lifta would have been 
positioned in the context of political history and not architec-
tural history, we would like to put these disciplines on more 
equal footing.  Is Lifta perhaps not an excellent way to teach 
architecture as a starting point?

In pusuit of this goal, we saw the fact that the students 
in the workshop knew little if anything about the site not as a 
problem but as an opportunity.  Their lack of prior exposure 
would allow them to observe their own learning process 
and map out a strategy that would help shape a pedagogical 
“track” through the site that others might follow.  The theo-
retical basis for how the students would work was, therefore, 
complex.  The current tendency to call all multiperson work a 
“collaboration” belies situations like this.  What collaboration 
usually implies is a group of experts working together, where 
the ignorance of one is covered by the knowledge of the oth-
ers.  Collaboration, so defined, however, almost always fails 
to acknowledge ignorance itself.  By contrast, we wanted the 
students to accept the fact that they came to the site not know-
ing very much about it.  In that way they could see themselves 
operating toward a pedagogically useful product while simul-
taneously experimenting with the epistemological/ontologi-

cal space of their own learning.  We were asking them not to 
become experts, but to find “a voice.”

The results were tactical in the sense that we — the 
teachers of the workshop — did not propose a linear “begin-
ning” to the history of the site.  Nor did we propose a final 
position that needed to be taken.  Instead, we wanted the stu-
dents to see their design as a compass through the site(s) that 
could be passed on to the next person.  Our intent was thus 
also to preclude the problem of a student wanting to make 
an “artistic statement” that referenced only his or her subject 
position, and which could not be handed down as a research 
platform for other people in a similar position.  Though Lifta 
brings one front and center into the political vortex, the peda-
gogical orientation of the workshop and its results-as-pedago-
gy was designed to give students the time and “space” to come 
to terms with the site’s multiple layers of meaning and history.

The goal of the workshop was, moreover, to emphasize 
the cumulative efforts of the students, not their individual 
work, seeing the results as an anticipatory sketch of some-
thing even more layered and complex.  Ans our hope was that 
this type of proceduralism would highlight a “political” all 
unto its own, for it was meant not just to challenge students 
eager to learn more about the world, but also to challenge our 
way of writing and researching architectural history.  The 
texts of architectural history, much like any other discourse, 
“are not a sure thing.”  As Louis Howe has noted, they “can 
be recycled, reoccupied, even taken over.”3  According to this 
view, we aimed to capitalize on the potential for incommen-
surability between intention and utterance and action.  Relat-
edly, the technological approaches that we used were not seen 
as tools for some precise documentation and recording of the 
site’s reality.  Rather, we embraced the limitations of what 
can be understood as real within the designed VR space, and 
we sought to exploit the capacity of VR to create jumps and 
links to other spaces, times and objects as part of its founda-
tional capacity.  We saw VR as a medium that would allow us 
to work between various epistemological registers to create 
something that would be just as much a part of architecture 
as of the ways architecture can be taught and conveyed.

By importing archival materials as well 3D-scanned seg-
ments of the site, we specifically wanted to build a bridge to 
developments in the art world, where artists have used his-
torical research to become, in fact, ever more like historians.4  
The well-known African-American artist Renée Green, for 
example, has explained that in her work, she

. . . wanted to begin by examining an artifact, a text, 
a painting or a group of paintings, a decorative object, 
an image, a novel, a poem, a garden, a palace, a house.  
By beginning with these objects or places, and the con-
texts in which they appeared, it was possible to detect 
the intricate working of certain ideologies which were 
being put forth . . . and to attempt to decipher the con-
tradictory pleasure which might accompany them.5
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Similarly, the choreographer Netta Yerushalmy and the his-
torian Julia Foulkes developed a hybrid-event project called 
Paramodernities: part performance, part academic conference, 
and part town-hall gathering.

One of our guiding concepts was “critical historiogra-
phy,” a space of working with history that operates between 
the pulls of objectivity and subjectivity.  Though this ap-
proach accepts the importance of the subject position of the 
researcher, it warns that reducing everything to subject posi-
tion is to remove oneself from the realities of difference and 
otherness.6  The same applies to the ideologies that govern 
“objectivity.”  Developing a critical historiography that moves 
between the potential and limits of both subjectivity and 
objectivity is especially relevant in situations such as Lifta, 
where it can open up a unique space for both theoretical and 
pedagogical investigations.7

By placing artistic and historical interpretation in dia-
logue — and tension — with one another it is also possible 
to establish new ways of thinking about the past and its rep-
resentation in the present.  Take, for instance, Mitologies, a 
VR piece created by the Lebanese filmmaker Hisham Bizri 
in 1997.  Bizri has described how “the work is loosely based 
on the Cretan myth of the Minotaur, the Revelation of St. 
John, Dante’s Inferno, and Dürer’s woodcuts of the Apoca-
lypse.  Music from Richard Wagner’s Der Ring des Nibelungen 
serves as a structural motif for the unfolding narrative.”  This 
amalgam of texts, images, objects and sounds is then brought 
together in an architectural model which

. . . fuses the exterior of a 3D church modelled after a 
Leonardo da Vinci sketch of a church that was never 
built with the interior of the Great Mosque of Cordoba.  
Beneath the church is a maze built as a “rhizome”: ev-
ery path is connected to every other one, with no centre 
and no periphery.  As viewers proceed through the maze, 
they find themselves on paths that lead to medieval curi-
osity rooms, to rooms populated by statues of Donatello, 
the iconography of Cesare Ripa, and so forth.8

Here, the historian-as-artist and the artist-as-historian 
are concerned with particular historical subjects as much as 
with the mediums and forms through which these histories 
are represented and conveyed.  Rather than separating fiction 
from documentary modes of representation, works of fiction 
can be considered as historical documents in their own right 
— ones that are as potentially valid as a starting point for re-
flecting on present conditions as are documentary evidence, 
archival materials, and other more “conventional” historical 
records.9  The point is not to do a better history but to unpack 
history in contexts that defy linear reasoning and in ways that 
allow for interpretation and discussion.  We thus purposeful-
ly picked a particularly complicated site, Lifta, a Palestinian 
village located on the slopes of the western entrance to Jeru-
salem, evacuated and depopulated by Israeli forces in 1948.

LIFTA AND BEYOND

The work presented here is the result of a collaboration between 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) Department 
of Architecture and the Department of Bible Archaeology and 
Ancient Near East Studies at Ben-Gurion University (BGU).  
Students from MIT in collaboration with archaeologists from 
Ben-Gurion participated in the study of the evacuated village 
and investigated through various methods the archaeological 
and architectural remains, as well as various archives, nar-
ratives, and stories told about the site.  Following a series of 
preparatory lectures ranging across the topics of history, meth-
odology and technique, we embarked on a two-week-long visit 
to Lifta and Jerusalem.  At the site, we used advanced simula-
tion techniques, 3D scanning, and real-time rendering, as 
well as an array of archival, historical and scholarly resources.

Though our approach could be deployed at any site, it 
became even more meaningful at a historically contested 
one, where it allowed us to pursue what Howe has referred 
to as “an ethics of perplexities rather than principles.”  Thus, 
unlike other projects that have utilized digital technologies, 
representation and mapping in a quest to establish legal or 
“truth” claims, our intervention sought to establish a continu-
ous and processual position of “ethical becoming rather than 
being ethical.”10  In that sense, we were not looking to recover 
a single truth or knowledge about Lifta.11  Nor were we asking 
to discard or invalidate other histories and stories told within 
and about the site.  Rather, we sought to explore, create and 
construct a space in which political, national, religious and 
mythical heritage and traditions would not subsume one 
another in a battle of discourses and documents, but rather 
cross-pollinate each other in the ongoing production of archi-
tectural histories in tension.

In adopting such an approach we were in general align-
ment with the work of the artist Cliff McLucas and his notion 
of “deep maps.”  From McLucas’s point of view, deep maps 
need to be “sumptuous,” and embrace “a range of different 
media or registers in a sophisticated and multilayered orches-
tration.”  Such representational documents “bring together 
the amateur and the professional, the artist and the scientist, 
the official and the unofficial, the national and the local.”  
This layering of narratives refuses the quest for “the authority 
and objectivity of conventional cartography.”12

As noble as this idea may be, the problem is that mak-
ing such a map can be a tall order.  One cannot achieve the 
results McLucas wants without extensive and continuous dis-
cussions; without reading, learning and writing; and without 
inputs and critiques.  One also needs time — time to digest 
material, to travel, to discuss, think and create.  The quality of 
the results also depends on the competencies of the educators 
and students, on the material that can be placed at their dis-
posal, and even on the funding that is available.  These things 
are rarely folded into the theoretical discussion or treated as 
background to the final project.13
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The expectation horizons envisioned by McLucas are so 
intimidating that none but the most hearty will be in a posi-
tion to fulfill them.  Once again, this only emphasizes the 
need for the broad situationalizing space of pedagogy as op-
posed to the space of abstract, art-world theorizing.  Instead 
of focusing on the end goal, we thus concentrated on process, 
conceiving of the workshop as an exercise in design research.14  
And we sought to engage with pedagogical methods that stu-
dents were familiar with from design studios and seminars.  
These included daily reviews of the work and progress both 
during the visit to Lifta and in the workshop’s final week, as 
well as public reviews with guests and critics from the collabo-
rating institutions and beyond.  The workshop, supported by 
special funding from MIT for student research and travel, also 
featured a cross-disciplinary range of invited speakers.

Within this framework, while staff from MIT served 
both as instructors and (to a degree) as curators of the work, 
the role of BGU staff was to introduce the MIT students to 
archaeological methodologies, including site analysis, survey 
and approach.  The BGU staff sought to convey these skills 
through on-site lectures.  The students, who came from a 
variety of geographic and disciplinary backgrounds, were also 
asked to form small groups, have conversations among them-
selves, and develop themes and topics they wished to explore.  
With one exception, none of the students had visited Israel 
or Palestine prior to this workshop.  They were thus able to 
approach the set of issues at hand from a relatively uniniti-
ated position.  The final two weeks of the project period were 
then spent back at MIT, where the students developed their 
projects for submission.  There was a final presentation with 
a public review at the Keller Gallery in the MIT Department 
of Architecture.  After experiencing the VR installations, a 
discussion about what was experienced took place, moving 
the pedagogical track out of the virtual space of the screen 
and back into the classroom.

What we achieved might seem to be just part and parcel 
of education.  But for us, the work was also designed to gravi-
tate around the dialectic of incompleteness: the necessary 
incompleteness of the project’s ambition and the structured 
incompleteness of our expectation horizon.  We embraced 
the foggy, ontological nature of making a narrative so as to 
go against the tendency to assume that the maker of the nar-
rative map is a type of scientist or perhaps amateur scientist.  
The narratives the students developed were all made within 
the framework of a range of gives-and-takes with their own 
situational realities — most of which can themselves be only 
vaguely mapped.  However, we made it clear that the final 
project was not just a narrative that mapped only backward 
onto their personal interests and experience, but had the 
potential to serve as a pedagogical tool for others.  We hoped 
that the projects would reflect not how to learn, but how they 
learned.  In that sense, pedagogy was not some backdrop to 
the final project, but a palpable force that circulated through 
these projects.

LIFTA

Lifta is one of only several remaining Palestinian villages that 
was neither completely demolished nor resettled by a Jewish-
Israeli population following the Israel-Arab war of 1948.15  
Nestled between the highways and cliffs leading to modern-
day Jerusalem from the west, Lifta is a wounded landscape, 
where the marks left by soldiers and state violence, as well as 
the wear of time, the force of nature, and the stains of neglect 
are all visible.  The village has also been surveyed and exca-
vated repeatedly, from the beginnings of the archaeological 
study of Palestine and the Land of Israel at the end of the 
nineteenth century up to the most recent survey conducted by 
the Israeli Antiquities Authority in 2017.16  Its material re-
mains, its history under different governments and empires, 
its present place within the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, as well 
as its uncertain future, all demonstrate the multiplicities of 
history’s writing and construction.  Indeed, Lifta is a unique 
and paradigmatic locus of conflicted histories, archaeology 
and landscape; of traumatic memories, contested presents, 
and potential futures.

Within the dominant Israeli and Jewish narrative, the 
village’s biblical history points to the roots of Jewish habita-
tion of the Land of Israel, marking the border between the 
lands of Judea and Benjamin as described in the Book of 
Joshua, and confirmed, supposedly, by various ancient maps 
— a vernacular fiction that has been used and abused by 
statesmen in the creation of national claims.17  In Palestin-
ian history, Lifta was one of the largest and most flourish-
ing towns within British Mandatory Palestine.  Today, it is 
a ruin, waiting for the return of its original occupants, and 
a battleground for activists from both sides of the political 
and national map.  In between and beyond these narratives, 
the history of the village dates back to the thirteenth century 
BCE, and is speckled with unique stories, spaces and events.18  
Presently, the village is the only remnant to survive in such a 
remarkable condition in Israel and in neighboring countries.  
It remains as a living testimony to the landscape that has 
been common in the land of Israel and Palestine for thou-
sands of years of history.

 Taken all together, the site is defined by temporal scales 
of deep time, modern history, and urban processes, as well 
as by the borders of the map.  As the investigation began, 
students were, therefore, faced with multiple decisions in 
demarcating and limiting their site of inquiry and, relatedly, 
by the scale and reach of the archive at hand.  A study of any 
architectural site requires such limits to be set.  Is the study 
limited to a particular period?  Are only built spaces to be in-
cluded, or is the landscape, whether cultivated or not, within 
those limits?  What of the roads leading elsewhere?  What are 
the trade routes, the streams, the terraces which condition the 
site’s economy and activity?  Or perhaps the limits should be 
set in accordance with municipal and legal definitions, them-
selves malleable and changing through history — their traces 
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found in maps, construction documents, property bills, and 
plans?  And, lastly, what are the disciplinary boundaries when 
dealing with the history of destruction and state violence 
such as appears at Lifta?  Can architectural history offer new 
perspectives on Lifta’s destruction?19

In the process of designing a possible platform and in-
terface for Lifta, the projects — as test cases — also aimed 
to further the potential of immersive technologies as a peda-
gogical tool, and to open the critical questions that arose from 
the research and the work.  Can historical evidence be spa-
tialized within the detailed context of the materiality of site?  
What does an immersive form of representation entail for the 
pedagogy of architectural history?  And what possibility does 
this framework offer for conveying the complexity of Lifta in 
relation to other, similarly complex sites?

MEDIATION

The workshop included experimentation with 3D environ-
mental scanning using photogrammetry and laser-scanning.  
To deploy photogrammetry to capture the present condition of 
the site, the students organized themselves into teams, each 
covering a different area in Lifta, as well as selected houses, at 
varying scales.  To produce a photogrammetric model of the 
whole site, we used a high-altitude drone (DJI Inspire series).  
This allowed us to record the condition of the entire site, 
which we then used as a foundational model for the introduc-
tory VR scenes providing a view of the general spatial context.  
Smaller drones (DJI Mavic series) were also used to capture 
more focused areas at higher resolution, including houses 
that were partly covered by vegetation — which required 
precise flights above them and in between trees.  High-reso-
lution photogrammetry models of interiors were then created 
by teams of two to three students, who gathered information 
about selected houses using DSLR cameras with fish-eye 
lenses.  The collected data was then initially processed in low-
resolution to make sure that we had gathered sufficient infor-
mation, and to allow faults or inadequacies in the model to be 
repaired with additional photography if needed.

The full resolution models were processed several weeks 
later at MIT using open-source photogrammetry software 
(AliceVision).  The various scale models were then aligned 
and patched together to allow continuous movement between 
the large-scale model of the whole valley and the interior of 
the houses.  LIDAR laser-scanning (Faro Focus) was also 
used to capture selected areas within the site that were es-
pecially difficult to capture using photogrammetry.  These 
models were subsequently used as materials for the develop-
ment of interactive and immersive environments using the 
Unity game engine.20  The photogrammetry models were 
optimized for real-time rendering using third-party applica-
tions (such as Autodesk 3DMax and ReCap).  The dense point 
clouds were rendered in real time using an open-source Unity 

plug-in that allowed the visualization of points.  Inside Unity, 
students used an interaction system that allows users to inter-
act with the virtual environment by gazing at specific objects, 
thus activating them either as portals to other spaces or as 
sources for information.

We used these techniques to express multiple appear-
ances of the site and to amplify onto-epistemological gaps 
inherent within these appearances.  Topography, stones, 
maps, documents and photographs are all utterances of Lifta.  
In this regard, Howe’s notion of discourse as occupiable sug-
gests that a “potential for incommensurability between inten-
tion and utterance, utterance and action, or between intention 
and action,” always exists.21  Language, speech and action are 
all ontological insistences that must be attended to.  More-
over, they offer a creative opportunity to reframe the relations 
between them.  Using a set of techniques and technologies 
we thus attempted to move beyond utterance and language to 
include action.  In the process we thought to advocate a move-
ment between historiography and a form of “historio-acting.”  
On the one hand, this attempt involved highlighting the 
potential of purposefully emphasizing the incommensurable 
gap between historical documents and the material appear-
ance of the site.  On the other, it sought to reconcile the very 
same gap by “smoothing” it.

In hindsight, our strategies were particularly revealing 
when it came to documenting Lifta’s irrigation system.  This 
ancient infrastructure is today completely covered with thick 
vegetation.  However, the dense LIDAR allowed us to capture 
a point cloud of the system and the vegetation, and thus docu-
ment what had once served as a critical social center in the 
life of Lifta.

VR presents opportunities that both stretch the bound-
aries of such inquiries and expose them.  In this regard, the 
complexity of Lifta’s recent and more distant histories, as 
well as its present material and political condition, presented 
an excellent opportunity for experimentation and exposure.  
Rather than adhering to VR’s hyped ability to transport one 
into realistic environments to create a sense of “being there,” 
we considered VR as a challenge to the very notion of the real.  
With a VR headset, one rather steps in these projects into an 
assembled landscape to interact with objects there that hope-
fully create new potentials for agency.

As a first step to providing such an experience, we pro-
duced a digital model of the entire site, using a drone (as 
described previously) to document it photographically from 
above ( f i g . 1 ) .22  The large and comprehensive site model of 
the valley in which Lifta is located is thus presented to VR visi-
tors at a scale that offers the kind of bird’s-eye view typically 
associated with a distant and supposed objectivity.  Yet at the 
same time visitors may move around in it and approach vari-
ous structures and landscape features.23

This first experience is enhanced when a visitor en-
ters, so to speak, one of the several main sites in the model 
( f i g . 2 ) .  Visitors make the transition using the VR set to 
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“focus” on one or another of three-dimensional cones located 
there.  In those more detailed spaces, shell-like exteriors are 
represented in a grayscale palette, while interiors are injected 
with the colors recorded from the digital scans.  Meanwhile, 
in the background, visitors are exposed to the “official” nar-
ratives of Lifta — texts borrowed from the Israeli Antiquities 
Authority 2017 survey — that are both projected on the black 
background and narrated as they walk around the site.

Finally, by focusing on yet other cones, visitors may proj-
ect themselves into one-to-one scans of selected interior spac-
es where the derelict and neglected reality of Lifta’s present 
is exposed ( f i g . 3 ) .  In the background, as they roam around 
these spaces, a more personal and less official tale is narrated.  
For instance, in Mukhtar’s House, located in the center of the 
village, visitors are accompanied by the voice of Ya’akub Uda, 
a Palestinian refugee and former resident of Lifta, who shares 
both the history of the house and his own experiences of it as 
a child.

This model, however, did not only serve as a visually sta-
ble recording of Lifta for visitors to explore and walk through.  
More importantly, it provided a “site” for the projects created 
by the student teams and a portal for their interpretations.  In 
each of these three projects, the site, its various interlocutors, 
and its archival resources were composed in the service of 
narratives constructed by the students that allow Lifta’s com-
plex histories to be seen anew.

f i g u r e  1 .  View of the entire Lifta site model, along with the entry portals to the student projects.  Here the visitor can walk around the site as it is 

presented at a large scale and examine it in its entirety.

f i g u r e  2 .  View of Building 59, on the northern slope of Lifta.  The 

designation of the building and the accompanying text were provided 

by the Israeli Antiquities Authority as part of its survey of Lifta in 2017.  

The visitor can explore the house as if it were a kind of “doll house,” peer 

through its walls, and examine its interior spaces.
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To create the material for these narrative projects, all the 
digital models collected on-site were imported into a game-
design software to facilitate the design and curation of the 
installation.  Here, a certain gaze is injected into the space 
through the apparatus of the virtual.  The result is to allow 
each visitor to engage in a creative process as they compose 
a world out of the fragments offered and authored by the de-
signers of each narrative.

THE “SITE”-ARCHIVE

To create their narratives, we asked the students to treat the 
VR experience as a tool to move about the archive we created 
for the workshop.  This “archive,” serving as an open-ended 
backstory of the site, consisted of documents, representations, 
surveys, testimonies and stories that were collected to bring 
out the tension between narrative, representation, evidence 
and myth.  These included a history of habitation and occupa-
tion and of ownership, planning, design and surveying.  It in-
cluded photos, drawings and works of art.  It included a histo-
ry of materials and waste, their decomposition, their layering, 
accumulation and continuous effects on the reality of the site.  
And it included a history of narration, activism and resistance 
by organizations such as the Save Lifta Coalition — and our 
main guide throughout the fieldwork, the Palestinian refugee 
and former resident of Lifta Ya’akub Uda.

Some elements of the archive, obviously, already existed 
and could be mined.  Others existed only abstractly, like 
newspaper articles or sets of postcards, and still needed to be 
curated to tell a story.  Still other elements had not yet been 
created, but could be both created and curated as part of the 
same activity — such as interviews or on-site documentation.  
Finally, some elements of the archive were works of art or fic-
tion that could move between disciplinary realms.

The student teams developed three themes to explore 
this archive: Water, Stone and Openings.  In Lifta, the history 

of water runs deeper than just a story about the local spring; 
it is a deeply metaphysical proposition.  Similarly, stones in 
the walls of the buildings are imprinted, both literally and 
figuratively, with centuries of rituals and violence.  Finally, 
the various openings in the buildings have multiple stories to 
tell.  Some, like windows, were designed for purposes related 
to habitation.  But others, like those in the ceilings, were cre-
ated by the Israeli state as part of its de-habitation campaign.  
The openings thus testify both to specific traditions of archi-
tecture and craftsmanship, and to state violence and neglect.

Students used the archive in different ways.  Some used 
it for the photographs, both old and recent; others for the 
sound recordings; and yet others for its documents and news-
paper articles.  In each case, students sewed and stitched the 
elements together as one would a fabric.  The resultant epis-
temological message at the core of each of the three projects 
was curated using software which facilitated the presentation 
of visual material so that it might be manipulated and inter-
acted with in real time by future viewers.24  To accomplish 
this, the scanned models of the site were imported into VR, 
where they could be experienced in a room-scale scenario 
through a head-mounted display.  This in turn allows viewers 
to inhabit the site in changing scales, to encounter a textual 
document, to move through a drawing, or to hear sounds 
emerging from a particular location designated in space.

WATER

One of the projects developed by the students focused on 
the history of public rituals and present conflicts around 
Lifta’s spring.  Titled “Stories of the Spring,” it begins inside 
a depopulated ruin of a house overlooking the village’s water 
source.  From here, the spectator is able to roam around its 
evacuated interior in its current dilapidated state.  On the 
crumbling floor of the Palestinian home, the students placed 
old family photographs of Palestinian refugees found in 
online archives — as if they had been left behind there by 
former occupants in a rush to depart.  Gazing on the photo-
graphs, the VR spectator triggers a text which elaborates on 
the history of Palestinian displacement ( f i g . 4 ) .  Simultane-
ously, a voice narrates the space, providing the testimony of 
the Palestinian refugee and native of Lifta recorded by the 
students while at the site, who shares the story of the family 
who owned the house.  As the visitor approaches the house’s 
window, a view of the spring itself is exposed, assuming the 
point of view of the house’s original inhabitants.

The project goes further to present not only the spring’s 
presence in history and in past conflicts, but its contested 
present as well.  The visitor will thus next find herself stand-
ing by the spring’s waters, witnessing the accumulation of 
refuse next to the fresh water ( f i g .5 ) .  Within the scene, the 
visitor encounters a tallit — a piece of garment traditionally 
used by religious Jewish men, which, when focused on, acti-

f i g u r e  3 .  Screenshot of the interior in one of the houses located on 

Lifta’s main pathway, as seen through the VR headset in one-to-one scale.



2 8  T D S R  3 3 . 2

f i g u r e  4 .  Screenshot depicting the view of the house overlooking the spring from Lifta’s southern slope.  On the floor, a visitor can activate a photo 

depicting the forced evacuation of Palestinians in 1948.  Project by Radihka Singh and Cristina Solis.

f i g u r e  5 .  Screenshot depicting the main pool of the Lifta spring along with cut-out images of religious Jewish men who use it as a mikveh (water 

source for religious purification).  Alongside these, the visitor can also see a cut-out from the work of Palestinian artist Raida Adon, which evokes the 

absent bodies of Palestinian women and echoes present conflicts around gender and the use of the spring.  Project by Radihka Singh and Cristina Solis.
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vates the archive of which the scene is composed.  Using cut-
out figures from journalistic photographs, an array of news 
items, and sounds of children playing in the water recorded 
during our fieldwork, the VR allows the visitor to experience 
a daily conflict occurring in Lifta.  This takes place between 
religious Jewish men, who claim the space around the spring 
and use it as a purifying mikveh, and women, of any ethnicity 
or religion, whom they prevent, at times aggressively, from 
accessing the site.25  To this the students added yet another 
artistic and archival reference: an visual excerpt from the 
work of Palestinian artist Raida Adon, who had placed empty 
dresses around the spring, representing Lifta’s houses, now 
emptied of the bodies that used to inhabit them and which 
have been violently removed.26

The narrative ends with the visitor being transported 
into a point-cloud representation of a location adjacent to the 
spring’s source, where thick vegetation creates a sort hid-
den oasis, tucked in between the houses, paths and slopes 
( f i g . 6 ) .  Here visitors once again hear the voice of Ya’akub 
Uda, who shares his memories from this site.  His image, im-
planted into the scenery is, however, juxtaposed to two other 
narratives concerned with the spring and the meaning of wa-
ter in this geography.  One is a drawing of the very same loca-
tion made by a nineteenth-century pilgrim.  The other is an 
early-twentieth-century text, written by the Palestinian physi-
cian, ethnographer and nationalist Tawfiq Canaan, exploring 
the meaning of springs in Palestinian rituals and folklore.27

STONES

The intermingling of site and archive is also evident in the 
project “Stones Sighing,” whose narrative focuses on the 
main building material, “Jerusalem” limestone, from which 
the village was constructed.  Giving voice, presence and rep-
resentation to the history of the limestone, this project pulls 
from various sources to create a new space and expose the 

composition and decomposition of the site.  Multiple archives 
and histories are brought into this space: a detailed scanning 
of various domestic spaces within Lifta from early caves to 
dwellings almost completely collapsed under the weight of 
time; an archive of drawings and diagrams depicting the 
traditional construction methods of Palestinian masons and 
their appropriation by Israeli architects; historical texts, both 
primary and secondary, discussing the role, meaning and his-
tory of stone masonry; and an autobiographic poem, “Stand-
ing before the Ruins of El-Birwha,” written by the Palestinian 
national poet Mahmoud Darwish, which is used to structure 
the entire experience.28

Using these materials, the work weaves three narratives.  
The first is carried by the poem, inflecting the scene with the 
voice of Palestinian memory and the story of the forced evacu-
ation of 1948.  The second focuses on the stones themselves.  
Here, every scene takes place in a space that represents a 
different moment in the life cycle of Lifta’s stones, thus ani-
mating the supposedly silent material through its historical 
procession.  This begins with an excavated cave ( f i g .7 ) .  But 
it continues to one of Lifta’s older houses, moves on to a late-
Ottoman-era residence, and visits a renovated house occupied 
by an Israeli, before ending in a collapsed and punctured ruin.

The third narrative revolves around the daily ideological 
and symbolic role of stone.  Focusing on the tradition of Pal-
estinian masonry, it exposes the manner in which traditional 
Palestinian methods and labor have become an instrument 
in the service of Israeli ideology and architectural design 
( f i g . 8 ) .  Adopting the local vernacular traditions associ-
ated with masonry, modern Israeli architects have thus often 
employed the very stones of Lifta (and of other villages) in the 
cultivation of a biblical imaginary for the design of contem-
porary, quasi-vernacular architectural works.29  To emphasize 
this, the narrative begins and ends in a space that is several ki-
lometers removed from Lifta: the Mamilla shopping center by 
the old city of Jerusalem, a contemporary architectural project 
inspired by the traditions embedded in Lifta’s stones ( f i g . 9 ) .

f i g u r e  6 .  Screenshot depicting 

the area adjacent to the pool, 

referred to by Palestinian residents 

as “paradise.”  The space is imbued 

with references to the various 

historical depictions of the spring 

as well as the narration of Ya’akub 

Uda, whose image appears in the 

faraway background.  Project by 

Radihka Singh and Cristina Solis.
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f i g u r e  7 .  Screenshot of the 

second space of the installation 

“Stones Sighing,” where visitors 

can explore one of Lifta’s earliest 

residences, a cave dating to the first 

millennium.  In the cave, visitors 

can activate visual documents from 

the Israeli Antiquities Authority 

as well as from various Palestinian 

sources.  Project by Dalma Foldesi 

and Jung In Seo.

f i g u r e  8 .  Screenshot of a 

vaulted residence in Lifta.  Visitors 

can witness the development of 

local Palestinian construction 

methods as well as activate 

documents that demonstrate 

how these techniques have been 

appropriated by Israeli architects 

and scholars.  Project by Dalma 

Foldesi and Jung In Seo.

f i g u r e  9 .  View of the 

Mamilla Mall in the center of 

Jerusalem where the installation 

“Stones Sighing” begins and 

ends.  This space, renovated by the 

renowned architect Moshe Safdie 

in the early 2000s, is presented 

along with recent work by the 

Israeli architectural historian 

Alona Nitzan-Shiftan describing 

how local stone masonry has 

been decontextualized by Israeli 

architects in various projects.  

Project by Dalma Foldesi and Jung 

In Seo.
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OPENINGS

The third project, “Openings,” examines Lifta’s history 
through the wide array of apertures on the site, some of which 
are natural, some designed, and some created by violence 
and war.  The VR experience here begins with a somewhat 
abstracted space, employing the notion of a cabinet of curiosi-
ties, an instrument featuring objects that “appear . . . to trans-
gress the boundaries between nature and artifice” ( f i g . 1 0 ) .30

Here the project offers a kind of aperture museum in 
which various scanned openings are arranged.  While some 

apertures lead to archival texts and images related both to 
Lifta and to notions of photography and vision, others project 
the visitor into the specific location from which the aperture 
was extracted, removing it from its museal representation 
and presenting it within its current context ( f i g . 1 1 ) .

Still others connect beyond the limits of Lifta allowing 
visitors to look through them to the surrounding landscape, 
as well as to related geographic locations such as other Pal-
estinian villages and cities or sites of conflict and ruination 
throughout the world.31

f i g u r e  1 0 .  View of the 

collection of apertures in the 

student project titled “Openings.”  

The various apertures have been 

scanned from different locations 

in Lifta and organized as a kind 

of “cabinet of curiosities.”  By 

focusing on different objects, 

visitors can explore both the history 

of Lifta and other contested sites 

worldwide as well as historical texts 

and images related to the practice 

of vision.  Project by Gabrielle 

Heffernan, Shaoying Tan, and 

David White.

f i g u r e  1 1 .  Screenshot of the 

view through one of the apertures 

in the “Openings” project.  This 

particular aperture is located in 

one of Lifta’s most devastated 

structures, as evidenced by the tree 

growing through the dilapidated 

roof.  Many of the openings in 

the roofs of houses in Lifta were 

created by Israeli military forces to 

prevent residents from returning to 

their homes.  Project by Gabrielle 

Heffernan, Shaoying Tan, and 

David White.
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TAKING RESPONSIBILIT Y FOR HISTORY

Moving between the real, the imagined, and the con-
structed, the three student projects deliberately eschew any 
attempt to discover some essential aspect of the site.  Neither 
are they trying to articulate some individual artistic or poetic 
vision of it.  Rather, they are intended to facilitate the discov-
ery of multiple visions and voices.

To do this required shifting from an epistemological to 
an ontological and operational perspective on the issue of the 
reciprocity of site and archive, objects and their narration.  
Visitors to each project are thus expected to accept the dou-
bling of history as both past events and present narratives, 
and to avoid getting caught up in dichotomous patterns of 
thought (for example, past as real versus past as construct-
ed).32  The immersive quality of the projects thus facilitates a 
reciprocity between the site as it is recorded, represented and 
narrated.  Likewise, it facilitates the simultaneous presence 
of numerous existing and constructed archives and various 
testimonies about the site.  As these intermingle with one 
another through the work and the investigation, the site itself 
becomes yet another archive, while the archive is transformed 
into — or better yet, is exposed as — what it has always been: 
a site of intervention and design.

Such archival interventions require an engagement both 
with the archive and its absence.  In a recent article, Anne 
Gilliland and Michelle Caswell coined the concept of an “im-
possible archival imaginary” as a way to undertake the messy 
business of contesting, renegotiating and redefining collec-
tive memory of the past “to take absences — and their attend-
ing affects — into account, and in situations where our ethics 
and humanity demand it, striving to turn impossible archival 
imaginaries into possibilities.”  This means, they argue, that 
historians should complicate “the link between record and 
event in order to accommodate records collectively conjured 
by affect rather than created by event.”33

We would agree with this assessment.  And our work 
in Lifta aimed to take a step further: to link absent records, 
events, and the site itself in the collective project of making an 
archive possible, while acknowledging that ontological absence.

Together, the three student projects also demonstrate 
some of the capabilities that VR holds as a technological 
platform for critical historiography and critical thinking.  
Wearing the VR head-mounted display and moving around 

a gallery space, the viewer is required to take action: to move 
within representations, images, texts and sounds as part of an 
unfolding event taking place in accordance with one’s actions 
and the feedback offered by the machine.  Participants must 
thus move beyond being passive observers of the archive; 
rather, they become archive makers, collecting and connect-
ing materials from various sources.  This invites a sort of the-
atricality in which the observer becomes an actor of sorts.  In 
this sense their experience is not unlike that of the archaeolo-
gist who must re-create a story from found materials.

The archaeologist’s imagination, not unlike that of the 
designer of the VR experience in this particular scenario, 
constitutes a kind of dramaturgy.  Indeed, it resembles that 
of a writer, a choreographer, or a director who organizes the 
motives, behaviors and actions of anonymous, fictional indi-
viduals within bounded analytic spaces in meaningful ways.34  
As soon as archaeologists begin to replicate, reconstruct, 
represent and restage the past, they invariably employ the 
scenographic devices and dramatic techniques of theatrical 
practice.  VR, with its immersive and interactive qualities, 
brings the choreography of archaeology to the formerly far-
away, dislocated experience of the observer.  It does this by 
literalizing their subject position and asking that they lend 
their voice to the narration of history and take responsibility 
for that utterance.  These technological affordances enable 
the generation of multiple, forking site-archives, in which the 
viewer becomes the narrator of the history constructed — an-
other voice to be accounted for — as she generates narratives 
in real time in a sort of performative unfolding of archives, 
images and historical materials in space.35

What becomes clear through the intimate bond between 
an archiving gesture and a transformative gesture is that de-
sign research is not only fundamental to historical research, 
and vice versa — but that they are mutually constitutive.  
Work, whether historical or projective, can only be experi-
mental by both actively positioning itself relative to existing 
archives and through new archiving moves.  Lifta, a unique, 
particular and significant case, is also representative of nu-
merous other places, histories, archives and narrations that 
demand a contemporary and complex manner of engagement 
and pedagogy.  Through the creation of spaces that have the 
capacity to sustain the perpetual tension already existing be-
tween multiple narrations, history itself can be told, created, 
learned and experienced in new, critical ways.
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When Public Spaces Speak: Investigating 
the Tragedy of the Urban Commons in 
Alexandria, Egypt

A H M E D  E L- K H O L E I  A N D  G H A D A  Y A S S E I N

Public spaces are physical indicators of the institutional frameworks that govern urban develop-

ment.  Considering this relationship, this article, by examining the case of al Khalideen Garden 

in Alexandria, Egypt, emphasizes how changes in the built environment may result from trans-

formations in the institutional framework.  Specifically, the article analyzes how the tension 

between market and use value may provide a challenge to planners in capitalist societies, par-

ticularly those with weak institutional frameworks.  Spaces are not mute.  With this in mind, 

the article uses the Institutional Analysis and Development (IAD) framework to interrogate 

what this particular public space has to say about society, and thereby make recommendations 

for policy reform.  The analysis reaffirms the importance of citizen participation in the design 

of public space and the importance of social media in reflecting people’s opinions about it.

Cities are the cradle of innovation, they are responsible for production and consumption, they 
are frequently sites of conflict, and they are the origin of many environmental problems.  Cit-
ies also symbolize the relationship between culture and the built environment, as they provide 
an archive of the past, thus transmitting culture and interpreting history.

Spaces such as parks, plazas and streets constitute a vital element of every city because 
they provide open areas that are publicly owned and managed.  Public space is also a social 
construct because it is where social relations achieve spatial expression, contributing to the 
reality of a city as lived space.1  As cultural products that reflect social change, public spaces 
further highlight the role of space in establishing power relations and constructing a sense of 
place as part of a meaningful cultural system.  However, in urban societies where the authori-
ties may deny residents the right to participate in decision-making, public spaces may embody 
an ongoing struggle for identity as a result of the relatively limited influence residents have on 
their functioning and design.

Ahmed el-Kholei is a Professor of 

Urban Planning and Ghada Yassein 

is an Associate Professor of Urban 

Planning and Landscape Architecture 

at Menofia University, Egypt.
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The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) is a highly 
urbanized region containing some of the world’s oldest con-
tinuously inhabited cities.  In Egypt these include Alexandria, 
which was founded in 331 BCE, and Memphis, which is part 
of modern Cairo but was founded in 300 BCE.2  Other old cit-
ies in the region include Damascus, Jerusalem and Baghdad.

In the development of the region, tribal governance and 
social systems combined with the availability of building 
materials and construction techniques to shape traditional 
settlements.  However, governing elites have long had an 
important impact on the development of the region’s cities, 
a trend that continued under Arab rulers.  For example, in 
each period of Cairo’s history, rulers were associated with the 
construction of different buildings and urban spaces.3  And 
recently, using the cities of Doha and Dubai as case studies, 
Ashraf Salama has argued that regional urban traditions, 
originally shaped by ordinary people, have shifted to reflect 
the increasingly prominent role played by the powerful.4

THE TRAGEDY OF THE URBAN COMMONS

The local institutional framework — comprising a set of for-
mal organizational structures, rules, and informal norms — 
affects the structure and functioning of public space in every 
society.5  Indeed, this framework provides a crucial nexus 
connecting public space to the operation of the larger public 
sphere of social relations.  Nezar AlSayyad and Kate Bristol 
compared the nature of this relationship in three distinct cul-
tures (the Christian West, the Middle East, and the traditional 
Orient) between the seventh and fifteenth centuries.6  They 
found a close link between a society’s institutional structure 
and the shape and functioning of its urban open spaces.  The 
extent of this relationship, however, varied from one society to 
another. In general, however, the character of open space in 
a community reflects the structure of its urban institutions.  
For example, forms of open space matching the hierarchy of 
power relations appear to have emerged in societies with vis-
ible, recognizable institutional bodies.  Meanwhile, societies 
that lack distinct, visible institutions appear to produce less 
transparent open space forms, ones whose structure may not 
reveal the substance of their institutional order.

Public spaces in the cities of the MENA region often 
provide a location for markets [suqs], cafes and bazaars.  Usu-
ally situated in front of a main mosque or church, these 
provide important places for people to gather and interact.  
An outstanding example of such a permanent public space is 
the Sāḥat Jāmiʾ  al-Fanā, the main square and market of Mar-
rakesh, which UNESCO proclaimed as essential to the pres-
ervation of Intangible Cultural Heritage in 2001.  Alterna-
tively, seasonal social activities may reaffirm collective urban 
identities and solidarities through the temporary resignifica-
tion and reordering of space.  Anna Madoeuf thus described 
the significance for Sufis of the mulid [festival] of Hussein 

to a particular neighborhood of Cairo.  As she observed, “A 
mulid emerges and evolves in dialog with the overall spatial, 
cultural, and contested character of its quarter.”7

In MENA cities, however, many activities related to pub-
lic life did not occur in public spaces.  In the early 1900s, for 
example, it was far more likely that public debate operated 
through media that literate citizens created and exchanged 
among themselves.  However, at this time many educated 
citizens also began to spend increasing amounts of time in 
semi-public locations with easy access to the public realm.  
Reading rooms, theaters, libraries and cafés were among 
these locations.  A longstanding feature of Middle Eastern 
cities, cafés, in particular, grew more popular in the early 
twentieth century with the expansion of magazines, newspa-
pers, and radio broadcasting.  Thus, in 1911, a British traveler 
observed that Cairo had the most lively cafes of any city.  
Wearing fez hats [tarbush], many cafe patrons could be seen 
reading newspapers and discussing politics, while others 
played dice or dominoes.  Ideally, the operation of the public 
sphere should include everyone, but at this time it was still 
fairly exclusive in practice.  For starters, many people were 
unable to read or write.  As a result, public discourse might 
reflect the beliefs and viewpoints of individual effendis on top-
ics such as egalitarianism or their admiration of education 
and achievement.8

Following the fall of the Ottoman Empire, many Middle 
Eastern nations emerged with newly defined national bound-
aries and public organizations.  At this time the operation of 
the public sphere moved from semi-public venues such as ca-
fes to more exclusively private ones, such as the Yacht Club in 
Alexandria.  Other more formal forums, such as parliaments 
and senates, were also established as exclusive locations for 
the consideration of matters of public interest.  Several plan-
ning scholars have since observed how the establishment of 
the public interest as an abstract criterion for decision-mak-
ing resulted from a diminishment in the authority of older 
forms of interaction within the public sphere.

Toward the end of the twentieth century however, the 
spread of information and communication technologies (ICT) 
established a new venue for the functioning of the public 
sphere.  The creation of cyberspace also had an impact on the 
use of physical public space.  Thus, following the uprisings of 
2011 in the MENA region, Nezar AlSayyad and Muna Guvenc 
examined the spatial and temporal dimensions of new forms 
of urban protest.  Specifically, they pointed to a reciprocal 
interplay between social media, urban space, and traditional 
media that reproduced and incrementally changed interac-
tions between important actors in these events.9

Accordingly, public spaces have risen to new prominence 
as locations to distinguish the often contradictory positions 
of a nominally representative state on the one hand, and civil 
society, the market, and the household as a privatized do-
main of social reproduction on the other.  Public spaces thus 
express civil society, but they may not be entirely configured 
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by it; instead, they develop at the intersection of civil society 
and the state.10  Examining institutional frameworks thus 
provides an excellent way to interrogate linkages between the 
operation of the public sphere and the structuring and con-
trol of public spaces.

With their associated buildings, public spaces such as 
parks, plazas and streets are not just visual phenomenon un-
suited to other modes of social analysis and evaluation.  Pub-
lic spaces can also speak about important matters — in ways 
that people can understand.  Public spaces and buildings 
may thus express views on democracy or aristocracy, open-
ness or arrogance, welcoming or threat, hope for the future 
or longing for the past.  Moreover, researchers may document 
these qualities by examining how they carry out their physi-
cal functions.  It is vital, therefore, for scholarship to examine 
how public spaces reveal and demonstrate the most pressing 
issues affecting society.11

THE RESEARCH PROBLEM

In January 2011 masses of ordinary Egyptians gathered in 
Tahrir Square, Cairo, to demand a change in their ruling 
regime.  Their chants included calls for improved livelihoods, 
liberty, and social justice.  Repeating the same slogans, pro-
testors soon poured into the central public squares of other 
Egyptian cities.  This historic moment was about dignity, 
and besides expressing an overwhelming desire for justice, it 
demonstrated the power of mass solidarity.12  Between 2011–
2014 the use of barricades by the state to physically close off 
streets in downtown Cairo (particularly in locations such as 
Mohammad Mahmoud and the Cabinet of the Ministers that 
saw bloody street battles) further demonstrated the power of 
urban space as an arena for the establishment of a genuine 
public sphere.13  Graffiti that appeared across the city also 
suggested that the daring blossoming of youth subcultures 
and the explosion of artistic expression that emerged with 
the protests in Tahrir Square represented a moment of visible 
cultural transformation.14

As a result of this period of unrest, Egypt’s 2014 con-
stitution (amended in 2019) includes a special section on 
local administration.  Specifically, its Article 176 assures a 
decentralization of power, requiring that the central govern-
ment delegate certain duties to local authorities.  However, 
the Egyptian Parliament has yet to pass measures outlining 
how this article is to be carried out, and there is no indica-
tion such measures will be passed any time soon.15  Likewise, 
there has been no effort to establish local popular councils to 
approve land-use plans.

In addition, the constitution does not explicitly acknowl-
edge the right to public space.  Several parts of the consti-
tution do protect related rights.  These include Article 65, 
which assures freedom of thought and opinion; Article 73, 
which stipulates that citizens may organize public meetings, 

marches, demonstrations, and other kinds of peaceful protest; 
and Article 81, which protects the right to peaceful, private 
meetings without prior notice.  Yet while these articles offer 
guarantees that might apply to the use of public space, they do 
not ensure the right of access to it.  Indeed, this is expressly 
limited by a new law that requires prior consent from the au-
thorities for any public assembly to be considered legal.  Nei-
ther does the constitution address the privatization of public 
space or recognize the necessity of public space in promoting 
a culturally diverse society.16

Since 2014 the Egyptian government has embarked 
on number of initiatives aimed at improving the quality of 
settlements across the country.  Among these have been the 
development of new cities, the clearing of slums, and the 
provision of alternative housing for those living in disaster-
prone areas.17  In general these efforts have been planned and 
developed by the Armed Forces Corps of Engineers (AFCE) 
on behalf of municipalities and other governmental agencies.  
As stipulated by Law 119/2008, however, neither the General 
Organization for Physical Planning (GOPP) nor the National 
Organization for Urban Harmony (NOUH) seems to have 
been involved in these projects.18  As a result, they have been 
designed and built without citizen participation or the ap-
proval of elected local councils.

Among urban projects constructed since 2014 some new 
flyovers and roads have eased traffic congestion.  However, 
these projects have often come at the expense of historical 
areas, such as Cairo’s necropolis, or they have resulted in the 
paving over of precious green areas.  For example, with a view 
to creating additional space for cars, new road projects have 
eliminated 90 acres of green space that once improved the 
quality of streets in Heliopolis, according to the Heliopolis 
Heritage Foundation.  The result has often been to transform 
the character of places and what they once meant to resi-
dents.19  Cognitive, emotional and evaluative qualities com-
bine to generate urban identity, which social representations 
of the city and socio-demographics also influence.  Thus it 
has been shown that the sense of place among citizens affects 
their support for local initiatives.20

The city of Alexandria provides an excellent example of 
the effects of this new institutional frame, which is based 
on denying citizens the right of access to public space.  In 
Alexandria the governorate has in recent years leased public 
beaches to hotels, cafes and restaurants as a way to generate 
revenue and maintain their quality as urban spaces.  But the 
effect has been to make them accessible only to those who 
can pay to use them.  The city is also not an isolated case of 
such practices; rather, it is representative of a phenomenon 
that has spread to other coastal cities in Egypt.  The devel-
opment of a group of cafes, restaurants, and seaside gated 
resorts may generate a few jobs, but it may also deny people 
the access they need to the sea to sustain other livelihoods or 
simply enjoy local nature.
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Alexandrians have had a mix of responses to these new 
privatization policies.  Some have praised them as a way to 
clean up public areas, improve security, and offer decent facil-
ities, such as WCs.  But many others have been critical of the 
governorate’s actions, and they have shared photos, posts and 
comments on the topic on their Facebook pages.  In general 
two types of Facebook groups have taken up this issue: one 
consists of Alexandrians seeking to defend the public quali-
ties of the city they once knew; the other represents the views 
of design professionals, such as the Diwān āl Miʿ māryn [Ar-
chitects’ Council].  Together, the posts and comments from 
these two groups raise two central questions.  Whose space is 
this?  And what role should citizens have in making decisions 
with regard to it?

In the remainder of this article we will attempt to ad-
dress these questions using the government’s recent transfor-
mation of al Khalideen Garden as a case study.  Specifically, 
we will investigate linkages between this project and the 
institutional framework according to which officials have 
justified alterations to public space that have diminished its 
operation as part of the public sphere.  Our inquiry is thus 
concerned both with actions and meanings.

The section that follows will first outline the history and 
evolution of Alexandria as the context for the investigated 
space, al Khalideen Garden.  The next sections will then pres-
ent our sources of data and research design.  This will be fol-
lowed by results and discussion, and finally our conclusions.

HISTORY AND EVOLUTION

In 1805 CE, in an attempt to modernize Egypt, Muhammad 
ʿAli Pasha started a series of mega-development projects in 
and around Alexandria.  Chief among these was the digging 
of the Mahmoudiyah Canal, which was intended to improve 
irrigation and facilitate navigation between Alexandria and 
Cairo.  But Muhammad ʿAli also refurbished the city’s forts 
and walls, rehabilitated its harbor, and established a telegraph 
line between Cairo and Alexandria.21  Even more importantly, 
in 1821 he introduced the cultivation of cotton, which soon 
became Egypt’s leading export.  As a result of these advance-
ments Minett āl Bassal, at the end of the Mahmoudiyah Ca-
nal near the port in West Alexandria, became the location of a 
stock market.  Along the canal, factories also developed, pro-
ducing various products such as paper, and a freight rail line 
was constructed to deliver imported European machines to 
the factories and carry cotton and other agricultural products 
and manufactured items to the Port of Alexandria for export.

During these years Alexandria prospered as a significant 
outlet for exports, attracting many European traders.  In 1798, 
at the time of Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt, the population of 
Alexandria had stood at around four thousand persons.  Five 
decades later, however, the population had grown to 143,000, 
which included many Europeans, such as Greeks and Ital-

ians, who set up business associations within the city.  And by 
1872 Alexandria’s population had reached 212,000.22  Accord-
ing to one source, “France, Italy, Greece, Switzerland, Austria, 
and others were represented by councils within Alexandria.”23

By the end of the century a new Egyptian aristocracy had 
also ascended to power in the city, reflecting the rise of cot-
ton as a critical source of income.  And in 1890 Alexandria 
became the first city in Egypt to create its own municipal 
council, which collected levies and provided various urban 
services.  Michael J. Reimer, in his account of the origins and 
development of this council, the Conseil de l’Ornato, claimed 
it was the first modern local council in the Middle East.24

After the ouster of King Farouk in 1952, however, Alex-
andria’s institutional framework, local economy, and social 
structure were completely transformed.  Egypt’s new socialist 
government under Gamal Abdel Nasser began by national-
izing the assets of the foreign communities, forcing them 
to leave the country.  Then, in preparation for the launch of 
Egypt’s first five-year plan (1960–65), starting the mid-1950s 
he placed the properties of many wealthy Egyptians under 
state control.  Many wealthy members of Egyptian minority 
groups, notably Jews and Copts, fled to Europe and North 
America at this time.  And these members of the business 
community were replaced as leaders of Alexandrian society 
by bureaucrats in charge of government agencies and army 
and police officers.  With these changes, the Egyptian state 
also gained complete control over the allocation of invest-
ments in and the shape of the city’s built environment.

In 1970, however, the local institutional structure 
changed again when Anwar Sadat replaced Nasser as presi-
dent.  Within the course of his first year in office he replaced 
many former Nasser loyalists and freed the leaders of Muslim 
Brotherhood (which Nasser had suppressed) from prison.  In 
1974, Sadat also moved away from the tenets of a planned so-
cialist economy, declaring a new policy of Openness [Infitah], 
which he hoped would liberate the Egyptian economy and 
raise standards of living nationally.

Under Sadat, businesspeople could once again take part 
in decision-making.  But in Alexandria the Sadat years also 
saw the rise of the fundamentalist Salafist movement, and 
the Muslim Brotherhood increasingly came to control trade, 
manufacturing, construction and politics in the city.  The rise 
of Islamic political factions, coupled with an influx of rural 
migrants, eventually also led to the emergence of a new elite 
in the city.  This group had very different cultural values than 
its predecessors, and its power was increasingly associated 
with the spread of informal settlements on the city’s out-
skirts.  With the decline in cotton exports in the late 1990s, 
the city also lost much of its old image and vitality.  The rise 
of new seaside resorts along Egypt’s north coast, which at-
tracted many Egyptians who had formerly traveled to Alex-
andria to spend their summer vacations, provided a further 
blow to the local economy.
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AL KHALIDEEN GARDEN

Al Khalideen Garden [Ḥadiyqaẗ āl Kẖāldyn] — i.e., “the Gar-
den of Immortals” — is located in the Raml Station area of 
downtown Alexandria ( f i g . 1 ) .  One of the city’s oldest gar-
dens, dating back decades, it is also now the site of a two-story 
underground garage that can accommodate 300 vehicles.  
Situated at a juncture of tram lines and public bus routes, 
the garden is separated from the Mediterranean by a broad 
boulevard, or corniche, officially known as July 26 āl Ǧayšh 
[the Army] Road.  The southern edge of the park is domi-
nated by the Army Officers’ club and hotel.  The headquarters 
building for the National Women’s Council (WNC) occupies 
its eastern boundary ( f i g . 2 ) .  And to the west, the garden 
is bordered by an apartment building whose flats are now 
mostly occupied by businesses such as dentists and trading 
companies ( f i g . 3 ) .

The park was constructed before the ouster of King 
Farouk in 1952, and it was originally named Princess Ferial’s 
Park, probably in honor of Farouk’s grandmother.  In the 
early 1980s, however, the governorate constructed a garage 
under the park to serve downtown Alexandria.  At the time 
the principal above-ground elements of the park were palm 
trees, wooden benches, and walking paths.  But the governor-
ate also decided to rename it al Khalideen to commemorate 
four historic Alexandrian figures: Alexander the Great, Has-
san Pasha āl Askandrani, Muhammad Korayem, and Sayed 

Darwish.25  And it placed prominent stone busts of each of 
these historic figures on dark red granite pedestals in the 
park, complemented by white marble panels describing their 
contributions to the city.

Nearby the park is the āl Qāʾ ed Ābrāẖim [Ibrahim the 
Commander] mosque, one of the most famous mosques in 
Raml Station.26  It was designed by the Italian architect Mario 
Rossi and constructed in 1948 to celebrate the centenary of 
the death of Ibrahim Pasha.27  The mosque is famous for its 
tall minaret, distinctive design, and the Taraweeh prayers 
offered there in the month of Ramadan.

However, the mosque is not only famous for its archi-
tectural style but for its association with Sheikh Ahmad 
āl-Mahallawi, an imam who led prayers there in the 1970s 
and 1980s and whose speeches often criticized government 
policies.  Āl-Mahallawi’s Friday sermons attracted many Al-
exandrians and other Egyptians who traveled to Alexandria to 
listen to him.  And, in 1972, with his support, a group of Is-
lamic fundamentalists established a movement known as the 
Salafist Call in Alexandria [Āldʿwẗ āl Salfyaẗ bi āl Askndryaẗ].  
Its members controlled wholesale and retail, construction, 
and agricultural businesses in the city and were active at the 
campus of Alexandria University near the mosque.  At times, 
Sheikh āl-Mahallawi, the Muslim Brotherhood, and the Salaf-
ists have also used the mosque to attack non-Islamic political 
movements, including liberals and leftists.  This has some-
times resulted in violent clashes between factions in the city.28

f i g u r e  1 .  The location of 

al Khalideen Garden and its 

surroundings in Raml Station.
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With the encouragement of Sheikh āl-Mahallawi, al 
Khalideen Garden and the plaza of the mosque were also 
significant venues of protest in January 2011 (at the time of 
the Tahrir Square demonstrations) and June 2013 (at the time 
of the demonstrations against the government of Mohamed 
Morsi).  But thereafter the garden deteriorated as a result of the 
thousands of people who continued to flock to it.  Although the 
Alexandria governorate had contracted with private companies 
to manage the collection of solid waste in the city, garbage 
could often be found piled high in the garden.  The governor-
ate also had not been able to maintain the garage underneath 
it for decades, so that it required structural repair.  Eventually, 
citing a lack of security, the governorate decided to close the 
garage after drug addicts began to occupy it late at night.

The condition of the complex changed abruptly, however, 
in May 2017 when residents of the city woke up to find the 
Armed Forces Corps of Engineers (AFCE) engaged in a proj-
ect to wipe away the former design of the park and restore the 
garage.  And, after this work was complete, private companies 
appeared on site to set up restaurants and cafes in place of the 
public green area that had once been there.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

Investigating actions and meanings with regard to public 
spaces requires the use of qualitative research tools.  For this 
work, we chose to employ the Institutional Analysis and De-
velopment (IAD) framework developed by the institutional 
economist Elinor Ostrom.  IAD is intended to divide the 
analysis of complex instances of collective action into discrete 
arenas, allowing a better understanding of eventual out-
comes.29  As a methodology it was originally applied in stud-

ies of people’s ability to organize themselves to manage shared 
physical resources without formal government regulation.  
But it has since been applied to the informal development of 
open-source knowledge systems.

Key to the framework is the analysis of action situations 
in which “actors in position” make choices within existing 
rule structures.  These choices then create the basis for new 
action situations, the ongoing resolution of which leads in an 
iterative way to the development of commonly accepted social 
structures.  In making their choices, actors in position are 
thought to respond to three main areas of concern: the physi-
cal environment, socioeconomic conditions, and evolving 
institutional arrangements.  With regard to the use of public 
space, Margaret Polski and Ostrom, for example, examined 
how the IAD framework can help understand the emergence 
of policies of traffic regulation at two urban intersections (in 
Minneapolis and Boston) characterized by very different con-
textual factors and rules-in-use.30

To embark on the analysis, we followed recommended 
steps for extracting and analyzing data from Facebook.31  Our 
data sources were the comments of Facebook users and group 
members regarding al Khalideen Garden, plus newspaper re-
ports and YouTube video clips describing the transformation 
of the garden and Alexandria at large.  We used NCapture, 
a free online browser extension, to collect Web content and 
then import it into NVivo, a qualitative data-analysis software.

As an example of qualitative data analysis (QDA), our re-
search employed the metaphor of a symphony, which includes 
“Noticing, Collecting, and Thinking about Things” (NCT).32  
According to this process, we read and coded posts and com-
ments to develop replicable and accurate judgments using 
NVivo.  In sum, our strategy allowed us to observe informa-
tion trends on Facebook and the interactions between users 

f i g u r e  2 .  Al Khalideen in the 1950s, showing the WNC 

headquarters building.  Source: H.M. Kamel, “Alexandria, 1950s, al 

Khalideen Garden, Raml Station [āl Āskandryaẗ fi Kẖamsiynāt āl Qarn 

ālʿ Šhryn Ḥadiyqaẗ āl Khāldyn bi Maḥaẗ āl Raml],” available at https://

www.pinterest.com/pin/380554237262028856/.

f i g u r e  3 .  A view of the square before its redevelopment.  Source: 

N. Abu Shal, “Alexandria: Commander Ibrahim turned into a Garage 

[āl Āskandryaẗ: āl Qāʾyd Ābrāhiym Taḥawal ila Ǧaraǧ],” āl Masry āl 

Youm, Cairo, January 24, 2016.
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in existing Facebook groups to investigate public attitudes 
and opinions regarding development projects in Alexandria.

The Facebook groups from which we collected data were 
diverse.  Among them was Diwān āl Miʿ māryn, a group 
dedicated to general architectural discussions.  But we also 
analyzed the content of groups dedicated explicitly to Alex-
andria, such as Alexandria 1900, Alex Now, and Alexandria 
Ḥabiybaty [My Love].  And to enrich the analysis we used a 
data set collected through informal interviews and discus-
sions from previous research.  The posts and comments 
about al Khalideen Garden covered a period from 2020–21.

Our first step was to explore the data by applying cluster 
analysis.33  We then searched for the one thousand words 
with significant frequency.  Next, we determined the themes 
and codes under each one.  Our third step was to determine 
relationships and associations between the codes as these ad-
dressed the action arena.  This allowed us to identify the most 
important aspects of the physical world, the rules-in-use, and 
the community — the crux of the IAD framework.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Reports from newspapers.  On February 16, 2018, the Cairo 
newspaper al Youm al Sab’a reported that the governor of 
Alexandria had confirmed that the AFCE had completed the 
repair of the al Khalideen garage.  He told the reporter, J. 
Munir, that the project was aimed at restoring the historical 
identity of al Khalideen Garden.  He then added that the gov-
ernorate and the AFCE were investigating various options to 
use the garden above the garage for cultural activities.34

Two months later, the Masrawy news portal reported 
public displeasure at the rough handling of the busts of the 
four historical figures that occupied the site.  The report, by 
M. Amer, affirmed Facebook posts that the local authorities 
had used a garbage truck, a loader, and a wheelbarrow to 
transport and relocate the statues.  Amer also interviewed 
the chairperson of Alexandria’s Central District, who denied 
these allegations.35  However, in the weekly newspaper āl Dos-
tour, S.ʿ Abd āl Ḥamyid affirmed the allegations and provided 
pictures to prove them ( f i g . 4 ) .36

On December 12, 2020, A. Elmessiri reported in the 
newspaper Masr al Arabia that Alexandrians were expressing 
their resentment toward the redesign of the garden on social 
media.37  According to Mohamed al-Dassouki: “Unfortunate-
ly, the most important thing about the project is the revenue, 
regardless of the aesthetic and historical value of the garden 
to be an eyesore.”  In particular, he added, “I was very sorry 
to see the liver sandwiches and Kushari [Kowšhāry] shops 
beside the traffic congestion.”38  According to Ali Osman, 
“Businesspersons are responsible for commercial activities.  . 
. .  It is unforgivable that the local administration seeks profit 
and distorts the divine beauty replacing the garden with res-
taurants to get an unjustified income.”

In 2021 reporters from the news and media site Veto 
then visited al Khalideen and Sidi Gabr squares in Alexandria 
(which had both been venues for demonstrations in 2011 and 
2013).  In al Khalideen, they reported that the situation had 
changed entirely.  The garden — where many revolutionar-
ies had lived and where the statues of important Alexandrian 
figures had once been prominently displayed — had been 
entirely commercialized and converted for use by private res-
taurants.  Indeed, the authorities had obliterated the former 
design, and the statues had been relocated so that they effec-
tively disappeared ( f i g .5 ) .39

Responses from Facebook users.  Our collection of Face-
book posts revealed many of the same sentiments.  For 
example, on July 2, 2021, the Egyptian poet and columnist 
Farouk Gouida wrote, “Trees are beautiful and fun, and log-
ging has tarnished the streets and deprived our children of 
the pleasures of imagination and beauty.  It is wrong for some 
to think that trees aren’t necessary because they add noth-

f i g u r e  4 .  S. ʿAbd āl Ḥamyid documented how the local authorities 

mishandled the busts of historic figures that had once been prominently 

displayed on the site.  Source: https://www.dostor.org/2134203.
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ing to man, but the truth is they’re part of beauty.  Moreover, 
nothing without beauty is valuable.”40

Most design professionals who belong to specialized 
Facebook groups also sounded bitter notes.  On September 
1, 2021, the administrator of the Facebook group Diwān āl 
Miʿ māryn recounted the phases by which the garden had 
been transformed into a food court.  And the freelance multi-
media journalist Laila Said commented, “In the future, it will 
be a model of how public spaces can be distorted and elimi-
nated.”  Another group member wrote, “The same business-
oriented mind that ruined Heliopolis, Cairo.  An abnormal 
hostility to the greenery.”

According to Mostafa ʿAbdel ʿAal: “When we were 
young, we went with our father or brothers to al Khalideen 
Garden.  We were in the presence of those magnificent 
historical figures and their beautiful statues, and we felt re-
spect and admiration.  Unfortunately, this summer I was on 
vacation and visited the place to be stunned by the hustle of 
crowds and the smells of food and the uncivilized scene.”

The posts of other individual Facebook users were similar.  
According to one: “I was surprised that al Khalideen Garden, 
which was beautiful, turned into a liver and Mumbār shop.41  
I was stunned with a large banner announcing āl Fālāẖ liver 
shops, replacing the statues of Muhammad Korayem and 
Sayed Darwish that were simply thrown into the trash.”42

Ibrahim Rashad commented, “I saw this ugly scene two 
weeks ago, coincidentally, and I was very saddened to see the 
statue of Muhammad Korayem become in the middle as a sad 
tombstone, God damn it.”

According to Ahmed Yousri, “AFCE prepared the upper 
level of al Khalideen Garden with the flags and statutes of the 
heroes of Alexandria around the Egyptian flag.  It was a good 
optimism that the arena was supposed to be for theatrical and 
musical performances.  Before the inauguration, āl Fālāẖ’s 
forces and followers intervened and turned the place into a 
visual blight.  It seems that Alexandria’s rulers don’t care.  
While the President is appealing to the peasants to preserve 
the farmsteads, 182 acres nearby Green Plaza, Alexandria, 

transformed into residential compounds and gated communi-
ties for the elite besides those developed at āl Nouzhaẗ air-
port.  I hope God protects āl Nouzhaẗ and Antoniadis.43  They 
hate Alexandria.”

Outcome of the institutional analysis.  Results of the clus-
ter analysis suggested six themes to which the codes and 
coded quotations belonged ( f i g . 6 ) .  First is context, which 
includes social change, events and politics.  Identity, space 
and transformations constitute the second theme — con-
version.  Actions and meanings are at the crux of the third 
theme, decision-making.  Class struggle is the fourth theme, 

f i g u r e  5 .  Stills from a Veto report on the conditions of al Khalideen before the development (left) and after its transformation into a food court (right).

f i g u r e  6 .  Words clustered by coding similarity.
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which reflects competing interests and affirms the contradic-
tion related to property inherent in the capitalist city.  The last 
two themes — governance, and authority and interests — are 
inseparable and closely associated with the fourth theme.

The first step in conducting the IAD analysis then in-
volved interrogating the decision-making context, which con-
sists of three elements: the physical world, the community, 
and the rules-in-use.  To determine whether a good or service 
is public, it must be low in terms of subtractability (the extent 
to which one person’s use of a resource depletes the pos-
sibility of its being used by others) and excludability, as the 
accompanying figure shows ( f i g .7 ) .  Providing public goods 
and services is one of the reasons for planning.  According to 
these criteria, the garden is a public good.  However, once the 
governorate transformed it into a food court, it lost its identity 
as such.

The physical world.  Developable land is a precious asset 
in Alexandria, as the city is squeezed between the Mediterra-
nean and Lake Maruyt.  For that reason, many informal de-
velopments occupy former agricultural areas to the east and 
desert lands to the west.  Parcels of land near the Mediterra-
nean are the most valuable to acquire, which has the effect of 
pushing areas for the poor to the outskirts of the city.

Community.  Alexandrians are diverse.  Most of them 
are rural migrants or the children of those who migrated to 
the city at an earlier time.  Since the mid-1800s, the city has 
attracted migrants from Egypt and abroad.  Alexandrians are 
also proud of their city.  However, in many instances, pat-
terns of conduct reflect individualistic interests attributed to 
societal transformations and population diversity.

Rules-in-use.  Rules-in-use are numerous, and the gover-
norate does not seem to follow them all.  As mentioned, the 
2014 Egyptian constitution does not recognize the right of 
citizens to public space.  Neither has the Egyptian Parliament 
passed legislation establishing the duties of local administra-
tions.  As a result, local authorities appear to have disregarded 
Law 119/2008.  In particular, the GOPP and the NOUH do 
not seem to have been involved in any of the projects carried 
out in Alexandria in recent years, including the redevelop-
ment of al Khalideen Garden.  Instead, the AFCE has planned 
and developed projects on behalf of local authorities and 
other governmental bodies without involving citizens.  In the 
absence of oversight by elected local authorities the actions of 
the AFCE also appear to be in violation of Law 119/2008.

Action arena.  To examine the action arena, we conduct-
ed a stakeholder analysis ( f i g . 8 ) .  We stratified stakeholders 
according to their power and influence in addition to their 
interests and concerns.

The first group was composed of capitalists, such as 
developers and restaurant owners.  In general they are most 
concerned with the market value of the garden.  Considering 
its location, they believe its redevelopment will boost their 
businesses and raise their profits.  Because they have political 
power, most leaders of the business community associate with 
officials at the upper echelon of governmental institutions.

The second group was composed of local residents.  They 
view the garden primarily for its use value as a needed envi-
ronmental amenity.  They thus prioritize it for the potential 
positive impacts it may provide for their health and well-being.

The third group is composed of local officials including 
the governor.  They are influential, and their concerns pri-
marily relate to the additional revenues the local administra-
tion may reap from the transformation of the garden into a 
food court.  They defend their actions through state media, 
such as the reports in al Youm al Sab’a by Munir.  These, for 
example, mention how the garden was neglected and not 
maintained, but they ignore the fact that one of the principal 
mandates of local authorities is to maintain the city’s social 
and physical infrastructure.

The fourth group was composed of visitors to the city 
and tourists who knew the garden in its former state and who 
hold it in their memories as a significant destination in the 
city.  Generally, this group feels sorry about the situation to-
day.  But both locals and visitors can only express their views 
on social media, because the authorities have denied them 
the ability to participate in decision-making.

Patterns of Interaction.  Structures of political participa-
tion, information flows, and markets have defined patterns of 
interaction related to the redesign of the garden.  Important 
conditions here include the absence of elected local councils 
to discuss and approve projects; the denial of the right of citi-
zens to participate in decision-making; a lack of transparency 
and accountability; and the power currently wielded by a local 
oligopoly composed of a handful of real estate developers and 
restaurant owners.  These conditions explain how previously 
public spaces are now being transformed into privately man-
aged public spaces whose use is restricted to those who can 
afford to pay to enter them.

f i g u r e  8 .  Stakeholder analysis.

f i g u r e  7 .  Determining the nature of a good or service.  Source: M.M. 

Polski and E. Ostrom, “An Institutional Analysis and Policy Design,” in 

D.H. Cole and M.D. McGinnis, eds., A Framework for Policy Analysis 

(London: Lexington Books, 2017).
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Evaluation criteria.  Positive qualities of public spaces 
include accessibility and safety and the ability to encourage 
social interaction, contribute to the local economy, protect the 
environment, and embody respect for cultural values.  Urban 
open spaces that satisfy these criteria contribute to the quality 
of life in a city and the well-being of residents.  On June 18, 
2021, after visiting an open space in Washington, D.C., Ali 
Alraouf wrote on his Facebook page:

The true meaning of quality of life is that this public 
space, with its social, gardening, and recreational di-
mensions, is available to the district’s inhabitants and 
free.  Egyptians do not have the same quality of life 
as our cities lack this type of space.  Never say we care 
about the quality of life after visiting El Gouna or re-
turn from visiting a friend who lives in a gated commu-
nity.44  Urban justice is the solution, and the commu-
nity’s entitlement to public garden spaces is a right.45

Outcome.  As shown in the accompanying figure sum-
marizing the IAD analysis, the outcome in this case was that 
the AFCE repaired the garage at al Khalideen Garden, but it 
also removed the trees, lawns and benches that had made the 
garden an important environmental amenity and a place for 
people to relax and observe each other and the city around 
them ( f i g . 9 ) .  In their place the governorate installed a 
private  food court, amidst which the statues of the immortal 
Alexandrians, for whom the garden was named, have largely 
disappeared, obscured by crowds, noise and smoke.  Many 
Alexandrians, as well as other Egyptians with memories of 
the city, feel dissatisfied and alienated.

The analysis indicates that public spaces are signs of 
the institutional framework, affirming the linkages between 
the public sphere and public space.  It likewise affirms the 
existence of both property and capitalist-democracy contradic-
tions that challenge planners in capitalist societies.46  Plan-
ning in the face of power thus seems impossible when the 
institutional framework does not adopt principles of good 
urban governance and does not seek urban justice.

f i g u r e  9 .  Results of the IAD analysis.  Based on Polski and Ostrom, “An Institutional Analysis and Policy Design.”
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A CHANGED URBAN CONDITION

Public spaces are physical indicators of a vigorous public 
sphere and a robust institutional framework able to control 
urban development.  Seen through the IAD framework, when 
rules-in-use seek to achieve social justice and assure good ur-
ban governance, and when actors in place respect these rules, 
public spaces prosper and are a source of people’s enjoyment.

The tension between market value and use value, how-
ever, is a challenge to planners in capitalist societies.  This 
may be particularly true in societies with weak institutional 
frameworks where laws are not respected, and where local 
people are rendered speechless.  By contrast, citizen partici-
pation supports planners’ quest to create public goods, such 
as gardens, to achieve social justice and mitigate the harmful 
external outcomes of economic activities, such as pollution 
and visual blight.  In sum, public participation safeguards the 
right to the city and its open spaces.

The case of al Khalideen Garden, and Alexandria in gen-
eral, support the above argument.  Muhammad ‘Ali’s plans to 
modernize Egypt transformed the city from a neglected fish-
ermen’s village into a prosperous metropolis on the Mediter-
ranean.  In the 1950s and 1960s, however, the policies and ac-
tions of the Egyptian government under Nasser caused many 
Europeans and Egyptian businesspersons to leave the city.

When new policies were instituted in the Sadat era, the 
loss of Alexandria’s former cosmopolitanism allowed a new 
ruling elite, with a different agenda, culture and values, to 
rise in the city.  This was facilitated by the rise of Islamic po-
litical groups, who gained control of businesses — encourag-
ing a further exodus of minorities from the city.

Today the transformation of the institutional framework 
of the city has led to many urban ills.  Among these are the 
privatization of public spaces, the expansion of informal 
settlements, and the dumping of garbage on vacant lands.
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Withering Public Space in Chandigarh : 
Transforming Retail and Social 
Choreographies in the Neoliberal  
Indian Mall

M A N U  P.  S O B T I

Within Le Corbusier’s vision for the city of Chandigarh in the mid-1960s was his determi-

nation that its Central Market, in Sector 17, would serve as its main public space.  But in 

today’s epoch of Facebook, online shopping, and, most recently, the paralyzing Coronavi-

rus, Sector 17 bespeaks monotony for a substantial percentage of the city’s residents.  Thus, 

while civic pride may allow them to grudgingly accept the modernist regularity of Chandi-

garh’s urban plan, they often remain at odds with the architectural starkness at its heart.  

In examining Chandigarh’s Sector 17 within the framework of transforming Indian ur-

banities, however, this article also seeks to reposition political discourse at the forefront of 

architectural making and unmaking, and interrogate the role of neoliberal policies in the 

subversion of meanings ascribed to space, place and ownership.  Toward this end, it asks 

a number of questions: What spaces are losing out as a result of these processes?  How is 

this happening?  And what new, enticing temples of consumption are emerging, forging 

new elites via their cornucopia of goods?  At the micro level, both within Chandigarh and 

beyond, it appears that the traditional Indian bazaar — serpentine, labyrinthine and lattice-

like — has conspicuously withered and fallen apart.  So have the originally indigenous car-

nival ground and the urban maidan, which served for millennia as a space of social mixing 

through both native and colonial regimes.  In the neoliberal climate of consumptive appro-
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priation that characterizes India today, these spatial typologies 

may still exist, but they appear to no longer sufficiently titillate 

the desires of the newly emerging elite.  Should the new shop-

ping malls proliferating on the edges of Chandigarh then be 

construed as privatized realms masquerading as urban public 

space?  And, if so, can these far-removed consumptive para-

dises not also be considered economic alterities that illustrate 

how the fall of public man is already woefully complete?

In Delhi’s new Master Plan, effectuated in 2007, the 
poor are meant to be cleared away or incorporated into 
the rationalized city.

Ajay Gandhi1

What really makes a city?  Is it instrumentalized through 
paradigms of size, density, and numbers of people commut-
ing along its busy thoroughfares?  Or are the attributes of 
city-ness grounded in more general impressions of a thickly 
built-up landscape?2  Does the visceral sense of the urban 
emerge from insalubrious smells emanating from the excreta 
in city’s underground bowels?  Is it evinced by a gargantuan 
trundling of human traffic?  Or is it bound to the pleasures of 
serendipitous meetings among strangers in urban rooms on 
shared common ground?

Considering the kaleidoscopic array of experiences 
that constitute urban life, many scholars agree that a city’s 
identity involves more than the sum of its spaces and tempo-
ralities.3  A city’s physical attributes must therefore be seen 
as enmeshed with the dynamism and instability of its count-
less inhabitants.  However, for cities that do not play by the 
rules and where legislation operates at best as a superficial 
overlayer, the concept of city-ness remains pointedly opaque.  
On this front, the urban landscapes of the global South, with 
their multitudes of inhabitants, stand as exemplars of “bro-
ken” rules (or no rules at all), where the future is inherently 
unpredictable.  As existing palimpsests are either continually 
erased or where they provide layers of a concomitant past, 
what real and imaginary worlds are these mega-urbanities 
moving toward?  Will these worlds ever stop growing or expe-
rience a self-conscious hiatus?

Given the struggle within urban scholarship to posi-
tion normative (and largely Eurocentric) models of analysis 
alongside indigenous (and local) ones, this article aims to 
avoid value judgements about the multifarious processes that 
comprise city making and unmaking across Asia.4  Instead, 
it seeks to explore the tantalizing vignette of an unfolding 
phenomena that is complex in its causative conditions and 
perplexing in its gamut of repercussions.  This is the process 
of typological change wherein the building blocks of urban 
morphology are being replaced not via considered architec-

tural intervention but through speculative actions largely 
outside the bounds of formal design.

To understand this process, this commentary emphasiz-
es the need to reposition political discourse at the forefront of 
artifactual processes at work in the city — an approach often 
ignored in urban analysis.  Specifically, it seeks to interrogate 
the negative agency of neoliberal policies — including priva-
tization, financialization, and wealth polarization — in the 
subversion of meanings ascribed to space, place and owner-
ship.  And it seeks to uncover which spaces are losing out as a 
result of these complex processes, how this is happening, and 
what new, enticing temples of consumption are emerging, 
forging new urban elites via their cornucopia of goods.

LONG LIVE THE CIT Y!

The formal and spatial changes emerging in cities and settle-
ments across greater Asia are the primary interest of this 
examination.  As a land of burgeoning populations, squan-
dered resources, and contrived experiments with “new cities,” 
India offers many telling cases.5  Since independence in 1947, 
India’s efforts at city-making have, at best, straddled Western-
centered models and self-identified (though often simplistic) 
notions of “smartness.”  At worst, they have been guided by 
lax legislation that has fertilized the growth of cities and set-
tlements in ways that have unashamedly disregarded history, 
memory, and the qualities of human life.6

According to a scenario of cheap production and capital 
flows unfettered by “conservative” nationalistic controls, the 
so-called “decisive” decades in India since the early 1990s 
have been marked by the transformative effect of neoliberal 
ideas of marketization and economic “deregulation.”7  Some 
economists and social thinkers have, however, preferred to 
see this process as a notorious re-regulation in the interest of 
capital.  The original idea was that populations were expected 
to attain unrivalled prosperity and social justice as a result 
of the catalytic impact of ambitious new economic policies.  
Instead, inequality has increased sharply in the last three de-
cades, with far-reaching socioeconomic ramifications.  Such 
a result has also called into question neoliberal promises of 
increased well-being as a result of the transformation of ur-
ban life, especially for the Indian poor.8

Within this cycle of urban change, the traditional Indian 
marketplace (the bazaar) and weekly market (the haat) — 
structurally quasi-informal and organizationally serpentine, 
labyrinthine and lattice-like — have withered and fallen 
apart.  So have indigenous and colonial spaces of “social 
mixing,” extant for millennia within the city and along its 
fringes, such as the carnival ground, the open maidan, and 
the chowk.  Once typical of most cities and settlements, these 
spaces traditionally served as “permanences” within the ur-
ban fabric: where the bazaar and haat were sites of economic, 
commercial and religious exchange, the carnival ground and 
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maidan were containers for public spectacle and social perfor-
mance.9  Interestingly, however, the decline of these spatial 
typologies has not primarily been a question of their contin-
ued relevance.  Rather, in a climate of reckless appropriation 
and voracious consumption, it has had more to do with their 
failure to sufficiently titillate the desires of newly emerging 
elites, endowed with incomes on a par with those of residents 
of the developed world.  As a result, these native urban socio-
commercial spaces — manifestations of cultural mentalités in 
Braudelian terms — have been slowly but systematically re-
placed by the generic shopping mall and its trappings.  At the 
same time, the rich choreographies of social and commercial 
exchange they enabled — demonstrative, argumentative and 
participatory — have given way to a new world of mundane 
and sanitized transactions ( f i g s . 1 – 3 ) .

Beyond replacing the bazaar, haat and maidan, the mall 
and its manifestations have also exacerbated the slow demise 
of exteriorized commercial space.  Located in the liminal 
zone connecting shop frontages to busy sidewalks, these 
spaces traditionally played an important role in the anthro-
pometrics of the Indian street.  Seen in cross section, they 
allowed an overlapping of social domains that separated yet 

f i g u r e  1 .  t o p  ( 1 a ) :  Kinari Bazaar street in Old Delhi/

Shahjahanabad).  b o t t o m  ( 1 b ) :  Manek Chowk Market area of 

Ahmedabad.

f i g u r e  2 .  t o p  l e f t  a n d  r i g h t  ( 2 a  a n d  2 b ) :  Laad 

Bazaar/Choodi Bazaar area around Charminar in Hyderabad.  

b o t t o m  ( 2 c ) :  Sadar Market at Jodhpur.
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connected the public street to private commercial areas and 
thus defined a continuity of urban experience.  This “spill-
over” spatial realm also compensated for otherwise tight shop 
interiors that extended to the property line and in which it 
was difficult to provide interior atriums.  Many of these sliver-
thin exterior commercial spaces also culminated in squares 
or chowks — release points within the dense urban fabric.  

But in Indian cities today, shopping malls have effectively 
inverted this urban condition.  Their “bigness” has thus en-
couraged their perception as objects in the round, while their 
pseudo-modern design has left them semantically discon-
nected from their urban surroundings.

In the global North, malls may be constructed accord-
ing to a variety of typologies, including the single enclosed 
building, the semi-open gallery-street, the theme park, and 
the assembly of interconnected pavilion-kiosks.  Additionally, 
malls may appear either as isolated “island objects” on large 
properties surrounded by parking spaces or as interventions 
within existing city fabric.10  Within the Indian scenario, by 
contrast, malls appear to exhibit a nearly exclusive bias to-
ward the “island object” typology.  Planned and managed as 
a single property (in contrast to the individualized pattern of 
shop ownership characteristic of a bazaar street), these newly 
emergent complexes typically also occupy substantial tracts 
of land obtained either through the demolition of existing 
buildings or through their inclusion within the purview of 
greenfield developments.  In most cases, however, only the 
mall interiors and immediate exteriors attract developer in-
vestment.  The residual land around them is thus relegated to 
disorganized parking, left to serve as a spatial buffer between 
them and the busy streets that provide regional access to 
them.  The mall, therefore, has almost no formal relationship 
to the city around it, a condition that discourages attendant 
incremental growth and that contributes little to the tradi-
tional sense of urban public space defined by building front-
ages.  The spatially malleable yet functionally specific bazaar, 
in contrast, encouraged a melding of individual enterprise 
and collective interest in the structuring of the city.  Silently, 
therefore, the mall, in its various typologies, has inflicted 
irreversible damage on the accretive fabric of many Indian 
cities, first occupying real estate at the urban edge but now 
spreading to the urban core.

Once sporadic but now ubiquitous in the Indian context, 
shopping malls therefore can no longer be regarded merely 
as far-removed consumptive paradises.  Instead, they can be 
seen as economic alterities where the fall of public man is 
woefully complete.  Yet, despite this condition, few attempts 
have been made to critique the rise of the Indian mall for its 
contextual dissonance, or to comprehend it as a socio-spatial 
construct resulting from deeper forces of urban change.  
Neither have scholarly studies received much traction when 
they have sought to document how poorly designed malls are 
willy-nilly changing the urban fabric in the service of a new, 
consumerist Indian middle class.  These are the difficult 
questions to address: on one hand they imply a critique of the 
shopping mall as a social construct; on the other they point 
to the challenges and failures of existing structures of urban 
retail that rely on public space ( f i g s . 4 ,5 ) .

There is no doubt, however, that the demise of urban 
public space within the Indian context remains intertwined 
with the rising popularity of the private shopping mall.  And, 

f i g u r e  3 .  t o p  l e f t  ( 3 a ) :  Bazaar at Bhadra in Ahmedabad.  

t o p  r i g h t  ( 3 b ) :  Nagaur Cattle Mela (fair) at Nagaur (between 

Bikaner and Jodhpur).  b o t t o m  ( 3 c ) :  Pushkar Mela (fair) at 

Pushkar (rural Maharashtra, around 270 km. from Mumbai).
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to its dubious distinction, the mall has even now appeared 
in several of the subcontinent’s “made-from-scratch” and 
“smart” cities, where it masquerades as a catalyst for sustain-
able growth.  To begin to unpack this relationship, this article 
will thus initiate a discussion of how Corbusier’s design for 
Chandigarh established an exemplar for an alternative mod-
ern approach to retail space, well before the arrival of the 
shopping mall typology.  It thus reveals how the architecture 
and spatial character of Sector 17’s Central Market may be 
seen to occupy a place parallel to New Delhi’s Nehru Place — 
one of the Delhi Development Authority’s earliest “designed” 
commercial centers from the 1970s.

Predictably, in the years since their respective construc-
tion, Corbusier’s Sector 17 has, however, been maligned as 
part of the Brutalist monumentality of Chandigarh.  But 
recently, so too have the successful plaza spaces and public 
buildings of Nehru Place been increasingly disparaged.  
Thus, in relation to a discussion of changing cultural at-
titudes, the article will conclude with an aspirational discus-
sion of recent controversy surrounding the much-belabored 
redesign of New Delhi’s Central Vista.  The ongoing (though 
tragically far too late) rethink of the reconstruction of this 
symbolic open area at the heart of the national capital could 
truly provoke a substantive and timely discussion of urban 
public space in India.

THE MALL AS SOCIAL INCUBATOR

To understand the impact of the shopping mall on Indian cit-
ies, I will start by interrogating how neoliberalization is trans-
forming the fabric of Indian urbanity.  The contemporary 
Indian city is a consumerist paradise, a place where global 
brands vie for the attention of substantial chunks of the coun-
try’s 1.4 billion inhabitants — specifically those with incomes 
beyond the minimum expendable GDP of US$2,010.11  Ac-
cordingly, the commercial function of many of India’s fastest-
growing megalopolises — including Delhi, Mumbai, Kolkata, 
Bengaluru and Hyderabad — has come to be dominated by a 
collation of new mall-laden shopping districts.

As a typology, the mall itself is not to blame for the re-
lentless quality of this new landscape.  In their earliest known 
incarnation, during India’s immediate post-independence 
era, modest atrium-malls were considered desirable embel-
lishments to busy shopping streets.  New and unique, their 
architecture broke the monotony of the street facade.  In-
deed, the covered atriums of some and the air-conditioned 
enclosures and “step-down” sections of others made them 
especially memorable within the varied choreographies of 
the city.  However, in recent decades privately owned mini- 
and mega-malls have displaced friendly, specialty-product 
shopping enclaves and gentrified the shopping streets that 
once characterized urban neighborhoods.  One plot at a time, 
large-footprint commercial developments have also exploited 

f i g u r e  4 .  t o p  a n d  b o t t o m  ( 4 a  a n d  4 b ) :  Two among 

New Delhi’s modern shopping malls set on previously agrarian land 

outside the city proper.

f i g u r e  5 .  t o p  a n d  b o t t o m  ( 5 a  a n d  5 b ) :  Among the 

many Delhi malls, perhaps The Grand Venice built in 2017, in Noida, is 

the most bizarre in its emulation of the Grand Canal at Venice.
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loopholes within planning legislation to systematically con-
sume the leafy residential areas that once abounded both 
within and outside city centers.

In real estate terms, dedicated residential districts are 
only sustainable as long as urban land-use guidelines prevent 
their rampant conversion to retail and commercial functions.  
And in many of India’s bustling cities (and even in less-im-
portant mufassil towns), residents of aging housing coopera-
tives and the owners of vanity bungalows have been no match 
for hawkish developers eager to strike a deal.  Older shopping 
streets within busy urban centers have also now been identi-
fied as contested terrain, targets to be refashioned according 
to what is distastefully purported to be the new aesthetic of 
the “world-class” city.12  In this ongoing privatization of cen-
tral-city public space, there is also disturbing evidence of the 
state’s unapologetic ties to a new middle-class constituency, 
leaving the poor and homeless to be forced ever-outward to a 
receding urban fringe.

For its plethora of local and national politicians, India’s 
consumerist “prosperity” nevertheless shines through every-
where — each shop an exclusive domain and each shopping 
mall an exclave of privatized property.  In this new urban 
realm, street or public frontage is perhaps the single most 
critical factor that determines the worth of an establishment.  
Indeed, mall architects may be commissioned (or fired) based 
on the extent of such precious frontage their projects poten-
tially provide.  However, such calculations also glaringly re-
veal a marked absence of concern for urban public space, both 
within and outside the typical development project.  Thus, 
over the last few decades, the Indian brand of neoliberaliza-
tion has discouraged nearly every investment in this direction.

Urban public spaces in their best possible forms are free-
ly accessible, encouraging public assembly and fomenting de-
bate and discussion.  These spaces also instill a sense of com-
mon ownership, creating a broad spectrum of social claims 
while undercutting absolutist (or private) controls.  Such 
spaces have long existed in India, typically intertwined with 
the narratives of festivities, ritual and spectacle.  However, 
modern-day India has become noticeably miserly with regard 
to both the grandeur and inclusivity of its urban public spaces.  
And this is so much the case that many of these spaces (if 
their vestiges exist at all between new developments) are now 
subject to private control by individuals or corporations.  This 
is certainly the case within a majority of India’s larger cities.  
Furthermore, mass public assemblies in these spaces remain 
strongly discouraged, if not entirely forbidden, courtesy of the 
opportunistic resurrection of the very colonial-era civic laws 
that were mandated after the revolt of 1857, which Gandhi 
fought against as part of India’s independence movement.13

So precious is urban space within the transforming In-
dian city that Walter Benjamin’s quintessential flâneur would 
have a hard time finding an audience in the phantasmagoria 
of degraded public environments that characterize contempo-
rary Delhi or Mumbai.  The disemboweled bazaar can like-

wise provide little reprieve.14  Indeed, flânerie — as an activity 
providing a therapeutic pause in the hedonistic rush of city 
life — is now largely impossible along India’s unwalkable 
sidewalks and in its much-encroached-upon squares (also al-
most entirely useless as venues for public debate and demon-
stration).  In India today, Benjamin’s “crowd” (a veil through 
which the familiar city is transformed for the flâneur15) can 
likely only be found in the relative safety of the claustrophobic 
and predictable indoor mall.  Yet, where these formulaic and 
unmemorable spaces may seek to artfully mimic and provide 
a surrogate for the pulsating and unpredictable bazaar, they 
have also denuded the choreographies of real public space, 
replacing it with what might best be described as the modali-
ties of Augéan “non-space.”16

Meanwhile, beyond the visual cosmetics of the shopping 
mall, neoliberal forces also orchestrate how India’s citizens 
behave in these “removed” urban public spaces.  Most vulner-
able in this regard is the Indian middle class — an economic 
and social categorization that emerged in the nineteenth 
century to denote the privileged residents of urban centers 
founded by their colonial masters.17  Following India’s inde-
pendence, and fast-forwarding to the decisive epoch of the 
1990s, this often-maligned class has leveraged a major urban 
shift, riding economic reforms that incentivized private capi-
tal and encouraged foreign investment.  It is this upwardly 
mobile 20 percent of India’s population that today contributes 
as much as 66 percent of all retail revenues in the non-space 
of the mall.

The lowest echelons of this emerging class are composed 
of the hordes of rural migrants who have recently arrived in 
India’s cities and have set out to join urban social and eco-
nomic networks.  For them especially, mall environments are 
constructs of divisive class distinctions writ large in building 
space.  In this sense, Lucie Bernroider has suggested that 
such environments propagate relationships between the iden-
tity constructions of young urbanites, their middle-class prac-
tices and imaginaries, and the socio-spatial changes erupting 
within the city’s multilayered and increasingly gentrifying 
spaces.  In effect, alongside the familiar images of Indian 
middle-class urbanity, cosmopolitan inner-city life highlights 
the hierarchies emerging between the young urban middle 
and upper-middle classes.

Within India’s exploding metropolises, urban migrant 
villages have also emerged as sites of tension, in which the 
drastic changes following economic liberalization are starkly 
visible.18  For the migrant and mobile middle class, symbolic 
claims to urban space are therefore expressed in the cosmo-
politan urbanity of the mall, a claim that has otherwise been 
difficult to make given the development of Indian cities into 
“zones of comparative privilege versus disadvantage.”  Fur-
thermore, now that its shock value as the new obese kid on 
the block has been normalized, the mall has actually taken 
on the guise of a new (and therefore acceptable) mode of 
public life.  Beyond the role of the typical mall complex as a 
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functional and civic necessity (i.e., in the marked absence of 
small-time, street-corner retail stores from India’s contem-
porary urban-scape), the sital constraints, formal limits, and 
extents of these outlandish creations have transformed them 
into undeniably value-driven sites.

This pervasive influence of malls within the space of 
the contemporary city may in fact be compared to Arjun Ap-
padurai’s characterization of the soapy theatrics of Indian 
cinema, and in particular popular Bollywood films.  These 
productions have typically been viewed as a debased imitation 
of Hollywood’s offerings, and perhaps as an apolitical vehicle 
of mass entertainment.  Yet Appadurai has reasoned that, 
via its intended and unintended trappings, this make-believe 
world may also be seen as an emancipatory (and by extension 
a truly Indian) aesthetic form.  Emerging in the post-indepen-
dence era, Bollywood cinema might thus be revaluated as one 
of the main sources of imagery for an independent, modern 
Indian.  According to this view, within the parameters of a 
mercurial nation-state, the propagation of ideas of family, 
city and nation have been far more strongly influenced by the 
idiosyncratic mannerisms of Bollywood than by the futile 
overtures of avant-garde art, literature or politics.19

Similarly, it might be observed that the Indian mall has 
insidiously evolved as a backdrop for a new and disturbing 
social choreography of mass acceptance — even though this 
spatial practice remains inherently artificial and anti-urban.  
It is in precisely this sense that Meredith McGuire, who 
documents the “aspirational” capacities of architecture in 
contemporary Indian urban space, has observed how “new” 
public spaces such as the mall now embody the “acceptable” 
practices of a new middle-classness.20  They thus translate 
into formal design language the aspirations of the throngs 
who visit them, riding on neoliberal economic trends.

Yet, even within the formal diktats of place, the Indian 
mall is not so much a unique place as it is a generic type, 
each bearing substantial resemblance to every other across 
the country.  Nevertheless, for the economically mobile social 
class emerging from smaller towns and villages, the public 
acceptance and self-conscious promenading enabled by the 
mall is a self-claimed rite of passage to the better things in 
life.  And in this sense the mall’s decadent and sterile non-
spaces become more real than the traditional and sweaty 
bazaar street or maidan, where social identities continue to 
be brutally measured by skin color, gender, accent, gait and 
demeanor.  The mall environment, by contrast, superficially 
“masks” who you really are and what you can afford — as 
long as you look and behave your part, and even though this 
contrived “social relief” may last only a few hours.

LE CORBUSIER’S INTENTIONS AND THE THEATRICS 

OF THE MALL

The design for Chandigarh, the new capital of the north Indian 
states of Punjab and Haryana by the Swiss-French architect Le 
Corbusier foreshadowed many of the present trials and tribula-
tions related to the changing place of retail in Indian cities.  
Developed between 1951 and 1966, and responding to the Neh-
ruvian ideals of a “historically unfettered future,” Chandigarh 
has remained one of the most controversial of India’s “new 
cities.”  As a culmination of the ideals of the International Con-
gresses of Modern Architecture (CIAM) and the City Beautiful 
Movement, it likewise allows urban scholars to simultaneously 
look back and think forward.21  Chandigarh’s Brutalist monu-
mentality and its “unresolved” connections to its setting in the 
foothills of the Himalayas remain among its most well-known 
qualities.22  Yet, its self-conscious branding of an “Indic-
modern” urbanity and its rapidly changing cityscape have also 
forced a reconsideration of what cities should (and could) do.

Beyond its monumentality, however, what also made 
Chandigarh a critical exemplar was Le Corbusier’s willful in-
stitutionalization of retail space as a primary element within 
it.  Clearly, his search for the city’s raison d’être was reflected 
in his determination that the Central Market in its sprawling 
Sector 17 would serve as its main urban public space.  De-
voted solely to institutional buildings, which formed its pe-
riphery, and public retail, which comprised its core, Sector 17 
was strategically located with regard both to the city’s grand 
Capitol Complex and its other sectors.  It was also positioned 
close to the Leisure Valley — an interconnected “river” of 
green landscape stretching northeast to southwest through 
the entire urban fabric ( f i g . 6 ) .  Yet, as the city’s cultural 
heart, Sector 17’s Central Market, set within an otherwise 
gridded urban plan, also took the form of a typological hybrid 
that incorporated the spirit and spatialities of both the lattice-
bazaar and the settlement maidan.  In emulation of the accre-
tive grammar of Indian urbanity, it was thus intended to in-
crementally occupy its site just as a dynamic haat might have.

While the built profile of the present-day Central Market 
is relatively horizontal, Le Corbusier also originally intended 
that Sector 17 exhibit a modest level of urban theatrics.  Thus, 
in addition to design controls over building facades and layout 
that established its somewhat stark architectural character, the 
original scheme sought to punctuate the northeastern corner 
(quadrant) of the Central Market chowk [piazza] with an im-
pressive eleven-story commercial tower.23  This pilotis-support-
ed, stand-alone structure, with a “T-shaped” floor plan, would 
have provided a vertical highlight within the sector’s otherwise 
horizontal field of relatively understated slab buildings.  And 
in its attenuated verticality, this “marker tower” (conceived of 
as the PTT or Post and Telegraph Building) would have nostal-
gically communicated with the mountains nearby — and the 
lands beyond them, including Punjab’s “lost” cultural capital 
of Lahore, just across the India-Pakistan border.
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If completed, the PTT’s directional axis would also have 
been modulated by the “compass-needle” of the Secretariat 
Building, set at the western edge of the Capitol Complex.  The 
PTT Tower would also have conversed with proposed designs 
for a geometrically precise “Tower of Shadows” and a “Gover-
nor’s Palace” (both yet unrealized but part of Le Corbusier’s 
grand vision for the Capitol Complex).  In combination, there-
fore, if all their elements had been built, the Capitol Complex 
and Sector 17 would have leveraged a more complete un-
derstanding of site and location — the former orienting the 
urban plan to establish hierarchy like a gnomon would, the 
latter driving an “archaeological stake” to fathom the remains 
of the Indus valley civilization that still lie concealed below 
the city substrate.24

The PTT Tower, while substantially documented in Cor-
busier’s sketchbooks, remains unbuilt today as a consequence 
of political indecision, idiosyncratic choices, and budgetary 
constraints.  Yet, even in its incompletion, it offers some 
sense of Le Corbusier’s intent for the functioning of Sector 
17.  Besides sharing the semantics and scale of surrounding 
works by Le Corbusier, Drew, Fry and Jeanneret, it would 
have strengthened the notions of urban public space — both 
emerging and contested within the new plan of Chandigarh.  
In conceptualizing Sector 17, it is possible to imagine how 
Le Corbusier’s intent was to assemble a culturally connected 

f i g u r e  6 .  c o u n t e r - c l o c k w i s e  t o p - l e f t  t o  t o p -

r i g h t  ( 6 a  t o  6 e ) :  Chandigarh’s Sector 17 City Center showing 

its plan, drawings of Corbusier’s unbuilt PTT Building, and fountains.  

Photos by author; drawings courtesy of the Department of Urban 

Planning-Chandigarh Administration.
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retail space like no other.  It was to be a space defined by the 
subtly shifting facades of multiple retail buildings, inter-
spersed with the variable spaces “discovered” through the 
overlapping of pedestrian movements.  As an urban space, its 
edges were thus deliberately kept fuzzy, much as in the tradi-
tional bazaar and maidan.  And, unlike the formal European-
inspired piazza, its order (and chaos) would have been defined 
by a micro-organization too complex to quantify, as in a haat.

Most importantly, given his penchant for brutal monu-
mentality, so evident in the design of other parts of Chandi-
garh, Sector 17 offered Le Corbusier the opportunity to create 
thin slivers of built mass that would minimally define “retail 
insides” to create an “urban outside.”  In its architecture, for-
mal qualities, and “exteriority,” Sector 17 thus today remains 
functionally different in every way from the spatial experi-
ence of the new malls proliferating at the edges and cores of 
Indian cities, including Chandigarh.  While Le Corbusier’s 
Sector 17 sought to stabilize the navel of Chandigarh, these 
new malls and retail interventions undeniably destabilize the 
urban quality of their respective cities.  And they do this not 
merely by serving as magnets insidiously pulling the public 
away from the streets where they belong, but also by substan-
tially weakening the attributes of public space itself.

Positioned along four pedestrian promenades intersect-
ing at a nodal point, the main chowk of the Sector 17 Market, 
however, today remains empty and unembellished.  As clus-
ters of pedestrians move with the shifting shadows cast by pe-
ripheral buildings, it thus appears to fatefully await the arrival 
of the PTT Tower at some distant, imagined time.  Around 
the chowk are positioned the city’s most important civic and 
commercial institutions, including its Town Hall, Central 
Library, cinemas, banks, and shopping stores.  And three 
elaborately designed water fountains offer dramatic respite in 
this present untidy landscape of broken paving, construction 
waste, and a few sporadic trees set on circular plinths.

Of course, the Sector 17 Market’s role as the City Cen-
ter also remains problematic because Chandigarh itself has 
grown substantially since it was built, with additional sectors 
emerging to its south and southeast and satellite cities being 
established beyond them.  More importantly, a number of 
no-longer-outlying malls have aggressively challenged the 
importance of Sector 17, threatening to sound its imminent 
death knell.  Thus, while crowds still occasionally throng 
along the chowk edges and around its fountains, a new gen-
trified clientele resists removal from the luxuries of nearby 
malls.  One might even wonder if Corbusier’s intent in creat-
ing Sector 17 was not to preempt this imminent demise of the 
city and its public spaces.  Were his “figurative” bazaar spac-
es, set between carefully articulated retail buildings, delib-
erately meant to make permanent certain modes of the civic 
that he saw as being imperiled in the India of the future?  
Along these lines, as Corbusier’s visions have been progres-
sively undermined, is it not appropriate to ask how “public” 
the informal containment of urban public space in Sector 17 

will remain?  There is doubt that the informal containment of 
urban public space it represents stands in clear opposition to 
the privatization of public space, and the erosion of the public 
sphere, brought to Indian life by the shopping mall.

Despite its formal contradictions, Chandigarh’s Sector 
17 Central Market has so far proven surprisingly resilient.  
Indeed, it has lived on to become part of the lore of Chandi-
garh.  Even in the era of Facebook and online shopping, while 
the surrounding buildings now largely bespeak monotony for 
city residents, the City Center’s vibrancy remains infectious, 
perhaps unlike anything attempted elsewhere in modern 
India.  Nevertheless, in the decades since Chandigarh’s incep-
tion, India itself has moved on, as if the lessons of Chandi-
garh barely matter.  Today Corbusier’s city serves neither as 
exemplar nor provocation; instead, the country’s callous in-
dulgence in neoliberal economics has radically redefined the 
very meaning of the urban from a pattern of public to private 
ownership.  It has likewise subverted the social choreogra-
phies that once genuinely constituted the public (or what was 
construed as such in the Indian context).

Chandigarh’s Sector 17 has seldom been included within 
studies of the public realm, but it appears to have been im-
portant to Corbusier’s understated views on the subject.  It 
thus stands as a rejoinder to the so-called “monumental” 
vision ensconced in the sculptural artifacts of the nearby 
Capitol Complex.  In this regard, the City Center’s otherwise 
ordinary and repetitive buildings were arranged to define 
something extraordinary — a space of social choreogra-
phy that public participation might create and invigorate 
as India transformed within and alongside the genesis of 
Chandigarh.  This same approach to figurative informality 
also may have factored into the exuberant layout of Sukhna 
Lake — another successful “social space” positioned within 
the fabric of Chandigarh.  Indeed, the similarity makes one 
wonder if these two spaces — the former commercial and 
nested via its architecture, the latter cultural and defined by 
its quasi-natural setting — were intended by Le Corbusier as 
countermeasures to what he already perceived to be the slow 
erosion of urban public space in India.  This degradation had 
begun following the Indian Revolt of 1857 with the crafting of 
colonial bylaws preventing public assembly, and it had contin-
ued in the plan for New Delhi, which created an enclave for 
the few socially distanced from the perceived miasma of the 
traditional city.

With his penchant for being seen flatteringly in the 
public eye as a master architect, even Le Corbusier would also 
have appreciated the willful agency of Nehru’s choice to em-
ploy him in the project to irreversibly change the primordial 
landscape of Chandigarh.  In effect, while Chandigarh was 
meant to serve as a well-organized administrative machine, 
it may also be seen as Le Corbusier’s valiant attempt to rees-
tablish the ownership and sociological practice of the street, 
alongside the cultural vestige of the maidan and square and 
other trappings of a forgotten primordial landscape.



5 6  T D S R  3 3 . 2

THE UTOPIA OF DISCIPLINED URBAN SPACE

Beginning in the 1990s, across Asia, the valorization of the 
Anglo-American development experience resulted in a belief 
in neoliberalism as the remedy for all national ills.  And as 
picture-perfect images of developed world cities were con-
sumed uncritically by local and national governments, these 
ideals were imported under the guise of economic develop-
ment as replacements for local urban practices.  A similar 
dynamic has now even come to pervade the relatively recent 
(and equally contentious) smart-city movement.

Within this project, as streets and sidewalks have 
morphed into privatized domains, the shopping mall has 
perhaps become neoliberalism’s most easily identified urban 
artifact.  Yet it is certainly not the only one.  In fact, as long as 
neoliberal urbanism is measured only by means of its most 
visible effect as a mode of consumption and accumulation, 
it is hardly possible to comprehend its full impact on cities 
and urban life.  It is within this framework that the choreog-
raphies of the increasingly empty bazaar and the explosively 
popular mall must be seen as merely one phase of an ongo-
ing, deeply disruptive process of change.  The declining for-
tunes of the redundant bazaar have, for example, driven other 
alternative patterns of investment in finance and real estate.  
Thus, besides the proliferation of malls, India’s cities have 
gained a host of residential suburban districts which now 
serve as sites of residence for the voracious consumers who 
patronize these commercial extravaganzas.25

As projects of substantial magnitude, malls have lever-
aged change to urban public space in two significant yet little 
comprehended ways.  Through its visible omission from the 
syntax of the city, the first involves the devaluation of public 
space as a fecund container for urban experience.  In the 
decades since India’s independence, save for Chandigarh’s 
Sector 17, the popular Sukhna Lake promenade adjoining its 
Capitol, and a handful of “designed” spaces within other ex-
emplary developments, the inclusion of public space has been 
glaringly missing in the design of new building complexes.  
Instead, the nation’s efforts to create new urban public spaces 
have been limited to the introduction of contrived “green 
landscapes” — often oversized, ill-maintained, and difficult 
to access.  Even the popular Delhi haat — a shopper’s para-
dise for Indian handicrafts and souvenirs, inaugurated in 
1994 — is essentially a gated complex with ticketed entry, a 
charade of what a genuine public space would be.26

The second way shopping malls have changed the stand-
ing of public space in Indian cities involves the inherent limi-
tations on access and activity that come with the insidious 
reversal of urban ownership patterns from public to private.  
Where the bazaar street and the maidan were once accessible 
to a full cross-section of the population, equivalent urban 
spaces in private malls today may deny access to those their 
owners deem unsuitable.  Likewise, malls typically prohibit 
the full range of activities once welcomed in older public set-

tings, contributing to an erosion of the public sphere as the 
setting for a full range of public activities.

In his aspirations for Chandigarh’s Sector 17 it may be 
noted that Le Corbusier was perhaps not alone in recognizing 
the danger of this condition.  Lesser, now somewhat forgot-
ten Indian architects also appear to have attempted similar 
experiments.  Notable among these was New Delhi’s Nehru 
Place Market — one of the city’s earliest post-independence 
“designed” urban space.  Located on 96 acres of prime real 
estate per the 1961 Delhi Master Plan, it was to be the first 
of the capital city’s many proposed new district centers.  
Designed in a utilitarian modern style by the Delhi Develop-
ment Authority (DDA), it consisted of an ensemble of 1970s-
era commercial buildings and urban spaces; yet even so, the 
DDA architects visualized it as an extension of Delhi’s vibrant 
streets, which buzzed with activity close by.

In hindsight, Nehru Place may today be seen to have 
aspired to a condition of altered-reality akin to Richard Sen-
nett’s “porous city.”  Its intent was thus to negate the socio-
cultural alienation of the large metropolis by mixing people 
together in their everyday activities through the filter of build-
ings.27  In Sennett’s words “. . . a ‘porous’ urban spot [is] acces-
sible to people of all castes, classes, races and religions, while 
combining office, entertainment and institutional spaces. . . .  
[It is] every urbanist’s dream: intense, mixed, complex . . . the 
sort of place we want to make, it’s not the sort of space most 
cities are building.”  Today, although predictably degraded 
and much belabored, Nehru Place remains a social mixer of 
sorts.  However, in the public (and administrative) eye, it can 
hardly provide a match to the luxury and variety of Delhi’s 42-
odd malls, whatever its collateral social benefits may be.

What has undeniably been lost within the fabric of In-
dian cities — and what Corbusier, the bureaucratic DDA, and 
a few others bravely attempted to re-create — may still be 
resurrected, however, if a vigorous new debate is encouraged 
on the generative qualities of urban public space.  In this 
regard, the ongoing and necessarily controversial redesign of 
the Central Vista in New Delhi could provide an exemplary 
starting point.  Positioned amidst the Lutyens and Baker plan 
from the 1920s, this Neo-Baroque public open space was the 
armature of the Foucauldian “grand perspective” of colonial 
control.28  Originally, the Central Vista was envisaged as an 
exclusionary space, exuding the powerful aura of state control 
over the unruly Indian landscape and its deviant citizenry.  
However, the decades following independence witnessed its 
somewhat ironic transformation into a people’s mall — a col-
orful public space associated with celebratory displays of self-
identity, statehood, and nationalistic narratives.  Its proposed 
redesign in association with the positioning of a new Parlia-
ment building and government offices, however, now seeks 
to largely eliminate such spontaneous popular uses within a 
“heritage-protected” zone.

Urban advocates have castigated these proposed changes 
as a form of “government sprawl” — one that would un-
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ashamedly disregard the socio-cultural and ecological conse-
quences of such a change.29  The gargantuan project would 
thus appropriate urban space used by the public for recre-
ational purposes to promote its exclusive use by the national 
government.  And, of course, the pastiche of its architecture 
would remain even more contentious.  Such a wanton manip-
ulation of the city’s palimpsest, or “urbicide,” seems uncan-
nily similar to British actions following the siege of Delhi and 
the popular Indian uprisings of 1857.30  At that time British 
forces brazenly cleared large swathes of old Shahjahanabad 
closest to the citadel, effectively seeking to emasculate and 
future civic uprising.  In a similar way, the project to redesign 
the Central Vista arrogates another important public space in 
a legally untenable manner, reaffirming the extreme vulner-
ability of these spaces within the contemporary Indian city.

Beyond the malevolent transformation of public space, it 
should also be noted how these vulnerabilities instrumental-
ize the caste-class disparities and social mentalités of Indian 
society.  India has historically fostered an elite class: first the 
grand kings of antiquity, thereafter the colonial-era clerical 
indigenous elites, and most recently the rising middle and 
not-so-middle classes.  Prior to the arrival of neoliberalism, 
however, fracturing along class-caste affiliations — and the 
absence of a “shared social imaginary” with its spaces of 
interaction — inhibited the holistic articulation of a coher-
ent form of elite power.  But over the last few transformative 
decades the middle-upward Indian elite have started to share 
a common media space, forging a sense of class cohesion con-
nected to a neoliberal utopia.  This imagined “unity” is also 
being reflected in the city’s making and unmaking, leading 
to the creative destruction of the cityscape and former social 
relations of production.

The use of the term “utopia” here is deliberately sarcas-
tic, a directed critique of Thomas Moore’s seminal notion.  In-
deed, the new Indian utopia is seen today as an exclusionary 
space befitting the elite (or those who seek to pass themselves 
off as such) and other privileged social actors.  In this scenar-
io, only those considered to be ideal residents or citizens who 
behave appropriately may make a legitimate claim to the ben-
efits of this space.  And, by default, nonconformists are sum-
marily excluded.  This is the new pattern being materialized 
in the neoliberal planning of India’s urban centers – wherein 
the mall is the utopia, and the old-fashioned bazaar street is a 
heterotopia left over from some distant time ( f i g .7 ) .

In summary, the shopping mall represents a violent 
instrument of neoliberal change within the contemporary 
Indian city.  In David Harvey’s words, it signifies “a tidal wave 
of institutional reform and discursive transformation, entail-
ing destruction of past institutional frameworks and powers, 
divisions of labor, social relations, welfare provisions, tech-
nological mixes, ways of life, attachment to land, and ways of 
thought.”31  Among the manifestations of this transformation 
has been new divisions and demarcations space, including 
the creation of slums and shanty townships.  And it has exac-

erbated the “othering” of populations who are unable to ap-
pear or dress acceptably to enter the environments of the mul-
tiple, high-profile mall environments that surround them.

This militarization of urban space is further manifest in 
the overtly hostile reaction to how the poor use public space 
in contrast to the rich, almost as if an “appropriate” choreog-
raphy mattered.32  Within the activity of governance, however, 
city planners continue to position slums more as a manage-
ment problem than as the product of unequal development 
accentuated by neoliberal policies that are fundamentally 
antithetical to a unified city fabric.  Thus via the mechanism 
of New Delhi’s current master plan, urban authorities have 
sought to prohibit the intrusion of rural migrants at the city’s 
exploding perimeter, even when this perimeter is categorical-
ly porous.  And as justification for this position, it offers the 
simplistic rationale that unruly swarms of migrants will ruin 
the quality of urban life because of the problems it will create 
in terms of the need to provide new housing and services.

Within such a scenario lies a particular vision of the 
mall — an unreal space of make-believe choreography much 
like Bollywood — a social kindergarten for the multitudes 
born on the street, a place where they will learn proper behav-
ior by being punished when they cross the lines.

f i g u r e  7 .  t o p  ( 7 a ) :  A migrant family, distinguished by their 

dress code, enjoying ice cream at the mall.  b o t t o m  ( 7 b ) :  Online 

Advertising for contractual Mall Security Services.  “We will stop you at 

the entrance to the mall!”
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Field Report

Continuity, Change and Adaptation : 
Understanding the Transformations of 
Ahmedabad Fort Wall, India

S W E T A  K A N D A R I

By narrating the negotiations surrounding the transformation of the Ahmedabad fort wall, 

this article investigates the contest between top-down and bottom-up approaches towards 

heritage.  Through a study of archival data and a survey of existing conditions, it describes 

the changing values and functions of the wall, its gates and bastions, and their surround-

ings.  It then discusses Patrick Geddes’s “Notes on Ahmedabad,” a report submitted in 

1915 to the British colonial Bombay Presidency advocating against removal of the wall.  

Unheeded and ignored at the time, Geddes’s suggestions and methods for understanding 

the evolution of the city and for involving local communities in tackling issues related to 

the wall remain significant today.  As demonstrated by ongoing adaptations of elements of 

the wall, the article ends with a discussion of how the status of heritage elements in cities 

may be driven by actions of their residents.  These actions involve self-organizing, flexible 

systems that constantly evolve and embody a negotiation between the past and the present.

“Heritage” is traditionally defined as encompassing objects, places and practices that must 
be preserved and passed on to the next generation.  Usually, the passed-on heritage is in 
the form of aesthetically pleasing buildings, towns, objects or landscapes that are formally 
protected by charters and laws.  Most of this heritage is identified and promoted by select 
individuals or a group who are deemed  to be experts.  Such authorities interpret and gen-
erate the meaning of the past, which usually excludes contemporary cultural-social narra-
tives and their role in the process of value creation.1

Laurajane Smith has described three problematic issues with this approach toward 
heritage, which stresses the “top-down” generation of official “material” heritage frozen in 
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time, with a fixed value — and which she termed Authorized 
Heritage Discourse (AHD).2  First, this approach excludes, ig-
nores and dismisses narratives that do not fit within approved 
discourses of national identity.  Second, it obscures the pro-
cess of cultural production used to generate the values, mem-
ories and meanings of particular places.  Last, this method of 
recognizing heritage privileges vested political and economic 
interests over those of local communities and their negotia-
tions between history and culture.  Criticizing the European-
Western approach towards heritage, Smith has emphasized 
that “all heritage is intangible.”  Accordingly, “there is always 
a ‘bottom-up’ approach between people, objects, places and 
memories which are unofficial forms of heritage.”3

The historian and geographer David Lowenthal has 
further argued that even when places are not recognized as 
official heritage, the way they are interpreted and physically 
integrated into their surroundings reflects the presence of in-
dividual and collective memory.4  Heritage thus encompasses 
a broad range of social-cultural activities based on action or ex-
perience, in which people actively, self-consciously and critical-
ly generate experiences, memories and identities.  Such a pro-
cess involves more than just categorization of structures based 
on procedures and legalities.5  David Harvey has reiterated 
this sentiment, and encouraged the consideration of heritage 
as a verb rather than a noun.6  And, in 2005, UNESCO’s con-
vention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage 
(ICH) acknowledged the broader approach towards heritage 
and community, emphasizing that “community is integral to 
the entire process of heritage identification and nomination.”  
Yet, despite various attempts to make heritage inclusive, across 
the globe the approach to heritage is mostly driven by AHD in 
the service of established economic and political interests.

In an attempt to illustrate these discourses, this article 
narrates the historical and contemporary transformation of 
the fort wall that once encapsulating the city of Ahmedabad 
in Gujarat, India.  In 2017 UNESCO declared the area within 
Ahmedabad’s 600-year-old walls, including the former 
Bhadra citadel in its west, to be India’s first Heritage City.  An 
integral part of this heritage area, the walls co-evolved with it, 
and this article examines its transformation through the con-
trasting lenses of “top-down” and “bottom-up” approaches.  
In the case of Ahmedabad, this involves understanding how 
its present status reflects the outcome of a decades-long con-
test between the British colonial government and local elite 
leaders in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

I will begin by providing a brief history of the fort wall 
through periods of Sultanate, Mughal, Maratha and British 
rule.  Through a primary survey and analysis of relevant his-
toric accounts, the article will show how socioeconomic and 
political shifts influenced and reshaped the physical condition 
of the fort wall and its surroundings.  In particular, it will 
stress how this reflected changing attitudes toward the com-
plex of elements that constituted the wall and negotiations 
between city residents and local governing bodies over the ad-

aptation of various elements of it.  The article will then turn 
to an analysis of Patrick Geddes’s “Notes on Ahmedabad,” a 
detailed report about the condition of the fort wall written in 
1915.  In it, Geddes described how people were actively using 
features of the wall in their daily lives, and he rejected sug-
gestions that the British colonial government demolish it.

Turning to current proposals to demolish remaining 
sections of the fort wall and structures related to it, the article 
concludes by arguing that the “diagnostic” approach and 
“conservative surgery” proposed by Geddes continues to be 
relevant today.  Echoing Smith’s criticism of AHD, the article 
asserts that Geddes’s philosophy of involving local people in 
change still offers a valuable approach to the changing val-
ues and functions of Ahmedabad’s historic city wall.  I thus 
hope to demonstrate how everyday experience and engage-
ment by citizens allows them to transform heritage spaces in 
ways that are useful to them and that allow them to reinvent 
themselves.  And I hope to show how a bottom-up approach 
to heritage has many advantages over a culturally isolated, 
linear, top-down approach.

THE FORT WALL OF AHMEDABAD: BEFORE THE 

COLONIAL RULE

The evolution of the city of Ahmedabad can be briefly divided 
into the periods of Sultanate rule (1411–1572), Mughal rule 
(1572–1753), Maratha rule (1753–1817), and British rule (until 
1947).  Until the early twentieth century, the fortification of 
Ahmedabad included ten kilometers of walls that incorpo-
rated twelve gates and 189 bastions ( f i g s . 1 , 2 ) .7

Sultanate rule (1411–1572).  In 1411, some six hundred 
years ago, Sultan Ahmed Shah established the city of Ahmed-
abad (named after him) to the east of the Sabarmati River.  
The city limits were subsequently defined during his rule and 
that of his grandson, Mahmud Shah I (or Mahmud Begada).8

The exact year in which the city’s wall was completed 
remains a mystery.  The works of Persian historians contain 
different theories about the period of its construction.  The 
Mirat-I-Ahmadi describes the fortifications as being com-
pleted in 1413, whereas the Mirat-I-Sikandari mentions that 
this did not occur until 1417.9  Both, however, suggest that 
the walls were built by the first ruler of the city, Ahmed Shah.  
By contrast, Mahomed Kasim Ferishta’s History of the Rise 
of the Mahomedan Power in India — which focuses more on 
the actions of Sultan Mahmud Begada — credits him with 
completion of the city’s fortifications in 1487.10  This account 
further describes how this event was commemorated by the 
inscription of the sentence “Whosoever is within is safe” on 
the face of the fortification.11  Additional accounts of the fort 
wall may be found in the travel writings of the Portuguese 
military officer Duarte Barbosa (1514) and the Arabian histo-
rian Udadbir (1555), both of whom visited the city during the 
period of Sultanate rule.12
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Mughal rule (1572–1737).  During the subsequent period 
of Mughal rule the territory of Gujarat was administered by 
governors and viceroys from the court of Delhi.  This period 
can be divided in two parts.  The first, from 1573 to 1700, is 
recorded as a time of good governance, when the city flour-
ished and hosted a number of important visitors.  The second 
phase, post-1700, however, is seen as a time of disorder char-
acterized by a rapid turnover of rulers.

During this time descriptions of Ahmedabad’s fortifica-
tions may be found in the reports of international diplomats, 
travelers and merchants.  These include accounts by the 
English merchants Ralph Fitch (1611) and Nicholas Whit-
tington (1614), the English traveler and ambassador Edward 
Terry (1617), the German traveler Johan Albrecht de Man-

delslo (1638), the French merchant Jean-Baptiste Tavernier 
(1664), and the French naturalist Jean de Thévenot (1666).13  
All briefly mention the fort wall and its vastness.  However, 
Mendelslo’s writings also provide a first description of the 
moat around it.  After describing the wall in much detail, 
he thus mentions how, “After inspection of the castle, they 
proceeded outside the city walls which had twelve gates and 
were surrounded by a ditch sixteen fathoms broad.  This was, 
however, in ruins in many places and without water.”14

Mughal-Maratha rule (1737–1755).  In the first half of the 
eighteenth century the Maratha Peshwas established them-
selves in the city, entering from the south through Astodia 
Darwaza and Mahuda Darwaza.  And in 1720 Momin Khan 
and the Marathas declared war against Anoop Singh Bhan-

f i g u r e  1 .  The fort wall of Ahmedabad and 
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f i g u r e  2 .  Timeline of important historic events and descriptions of changes related to the fort wall of Ahmedabad.
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dari, the Rajput administrator of Ahmedabad, and occupied 
the city by force.  Between 1737 and 1753 Ahmedabad re-
mained under joint Mughal-Maratha rule, with the six gates 
in the south, from Raikhad to Raipur Darwaza, under the 
control of the Marathas.15

The construction of temples inside and outside the fort 
wall in this part of the city probably began at this time.  Some 
of these have been maintained, while others are in a ruined 
state.  For example, a cluster of temples dedicated to Lord 
Shiva exists today in dilapidated condition just outside Khan 
Jahan Darwaza, the part of the city that was once located clos-
est to the Sabarmati River ( f i g s . 3 , 4 ) .16

In February 1753 Jawan Mard Khan arrived near Jamal-
pur Darwaza and attacked the wall with cannons.  Mines 
caused further damage to the walls and bastions at this time.

Maratha rule (1755–1817).  In 1755 the combined Maratha 
armies of Raghunath Rao and Damoji Gaekwad captured 
Bhadra citadel, thus ending Mughal rule in Ahmedabad.17  
Thereafter, the Marathas ruled the city for about sixty years, 
during which time its condition went from bad to worse.  Its 
ongoing degradation derived mainly from constant power 
struggles between the Peshwas and Gaekwads but also from 
their retrograde and oppressive policies.18  Several archival 
texts mention that during this time houses outside the Jamal-

f i g u r e  3 .  Seventeenth-

century Pichwai painting 

pf Ahmedabad showing the 

Sabarmati River running 

along the west side of the fort 

wall immediately adjacent to 

Parkot Darwaza (encircled). 

Source: India Office Library, 

London.
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f i g u r e  4 .  Area near the 

cluster of temples at Somnath 

Buddha ka Aara, near Parkot 

Darwaza.

pur Darwaza were destroyed and the moat was filled in.  Fine 
houses, mosques and rauzas were plundered, destroyed, and 
left in ruins.  To stop robberies inside the city walls, watch-
men were also appointed to ring bells as a warning sign.19  
And by 1758 the city’s once populous suburbs had been large-
ly depopulated and deserted.20

Several texts have described the change in the city at 
this time from “one of the finest cities in the world” to one 
“divested of its riches and splendour” due to the “raids of the 
Marathas, the vandalism which accompanied those excur-
sions, and their greed when they came to the possession of 
the district.”21  On several occasions the people of Ahmedabad 
asked the Maratha rulers to repair the wall, but their entreat-
ies were in vain.22  Local Gujarati texts such as the Gujarat 
Deshno Itihas and the Amdavaddno Itihas have also described 
the tyranny, injustice and exploitation during Maratha rule 
and their lack of interest in reforming the city.23

On February 10, 1780, the British general Thomas Wyn-
dham Godard forcefully breached the wall and took the city 
by an assault through the Khan Jahan Darwaza.  The mark of 
a cannonball fired during the attack can still be seen on the 
back wall of the Khan Jahan mosque ( f i g .5 ) .24  In his book 
Oriental Memoirs, James Forbes described the ruined state of 
the city at this time in extreme detail.  Ahmedabad, in 1781, 
he wrote, was in a state of “solitude, poverty and desolation” 
that demonstrated “Mogul splendour and Maratha barba-
rism.”  As he further observed,

. . . the most splendid palaces at Ahmedabad were too 
ruinous a state during my visit to furnish a sufficient 
description. . . .  Long wars, unstable and oppressive 
governments and the fluctuation of human establish-
ments have brought it to a state of decay from which it 
seems doomed never to recover. . . .  I shall not attempt 
in detail of the cruel oppressions and mean advantages 
of the Maratha Pundits and governors, now dispersed 
throughout Gujarat, and occupying these magnificent 
remains of Mogul splendour.25

Following several changes of administration between 
the Peshwas and the Gaekwads over the next few years, 
Maratha rule ended in 1817.  This was followed by 130 years 
of colonial rule until the establishment of the modern nation 
of India in 1947.

f i g u r e  5 .  Cannonball mark on the Khan Jahan mosque made 

during the British invasion by General Godard in 1780.
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TRANSFORMATIONS AND NEGOTIATIONS: THE 

COLONIAL AND NATIONALIST POLITICS

Unlike many other cities where foreign agents played the domi-
nant role, the transformation of Ahmedabad during the colonial 
era was characterized by an ongoing contest for hegemony be-
tween local leaders and the colonial authorities.  By the first half 
of the twentieth century, under the Bombay Presidency, Ahmed-
abad had become one of the largest industrial cities in India, 
known as the “Manchester of the East.”  Yet the indigenous fi-
nancial and mercantile elites, who continued to provide local 
political leadership, also played a major role in its spatial restruc-
turing.26  Indeed, Kenneth L. Gillion, in Ahmedabad: A Study in 
Indian Urban History, emphasized how “modern Ahmedabad 
was the creation of Ahmedabadis, not of outsiders.”27

By 1817, according to a report of the city’s first collector, 
John Andrew Dunlop, Ahmedabad’s walls were in ruins, 
and within their enclosure several areas were covered with 
fallen houses, mosques and tombs, which acted as a resort of 
thieves and highwaymen.28  At the time, the British colonial 
administration generated revenues through taxes imposed on 
land, salt, and the import and export of goods, among other 
sources.29  And Dunlop suggested utilizing additional city 
revenues to repair and restore the wall.

In 1830 a new city collector, A. Crawford (along with 
Dunlop who was then serving as revenue commissioner), for-
mally proposed imposing a new house tax to cover the cost of 
repairing the damaged walls.  The intent was to collect these 
new funds from different caste groups in the city.30  However, 
Ahmedabad’s leading citizens (merchants, financers and 
traders) opposed the idea, and instead agreed to voluntarily 
commit to paying for and organizing the needed work.  Since 
they felt the British government engineers were too expen-
sive, they also suggested that contracts for the work be given 
to local people through a local committee that would include 
the city collector and a judge.

In 1831 the British government in Bombay accepted this 
proposal and constituted a Town Wall Committee (the pre-
decessor to the Ahmedabad Municipal Commission), whose 
purpose was to administer repairs to the fort wall.  The com-
mittee included the acting collectors of Gujarat, a judge, the 
nagarseth, the kazi, and selected other Native members.31  
Following its establishment, merchants and traders in the 
city voluntarily raised funds for the repairs.32  With the com-
mittee in charge of an account known as the City Wall Resto-
ration Fund, the work was carried on for twelve years, until 
its completion in 1842.33  The total cost of the restoration was 
said to have been £25,000, or two-and-a-half lacs of rupees.34  
According to a report by H.G. Briggs in 1848, the result was 
that the “fort wall was in excellent condition,” having been 
consistently repaired, maintained and preserved.

The work of the Town Wall Committee, comprised of 
local citizens, then continued after the repair of the fort wall.  
Between 1842 and 1857, before it was finally dissolved, its du-

ties were enhanced to include responsibility for improving 
conditions in the city more broadly.  This involved managing 
public works such as the city’s water supply, ensuring that 
garbage was collected and deposited outside the gates, water-
ing the roads, lighting the streets, filling potholes, etc.  How-
ever, over time the British colonial government began to feel 
threatened by such a self-financing local agency, and insisted 
on implementing a formal system of taxes to pay for improve-
ments to the town.  In addition, it decreed that an official 
committee, legally accountable for all money spent, was need-
ed to ensure the further improvement of the city.35  Based on 
these views, by official act in 1857, it formed a commission 
comprising fourteen colonial officials and sixteen nonofficial 
members that included leading Hindu, Jain, Muslim and 
Parsi citizens.  The commission would meet quarterly, and all 
decisions related to changes in the city would require approv-
al from both its official and nonofficial members.  In return, 
the colonial government would not interfere in the details of 
local municipal administration, and would depend entirely 
on the city collector to monitor municipal matters.

During the second half of the nineteenth century great 
changes came to the city.  In particular, it experienced a tre-
mendous surge in the number of textile mills in and around 
it, which soon gave rise to a new elite class.  Comprised of 
modern, Western-educated Ahmedabadis, this class was 
more politically conscious than the old elite.36  And after the 
dissolution of the Town Wall Committee, in 1872, these local 
leaders formed another committee called the Ahmedabad 
Association, to put forth “the wants of the people.”  The print-
ing press played an essential role in bringing these issues 
forward.  The new association drafted petitions of complaint 
against the city commission, criticizing it for overtaxation 
and the imposition of unnecessarily hefty fines.  And with the 
support of local citizens who professed they had been happier 
under the administration of the earlier Town Wall Commit-
tee, it also began asking for a share in the government.

Thus began a contest for hegemony over municipal af-
fairs in Ahmedabad between the British government and 
the old and new classes of local elites.  In particular, the new 
middle-class elite, under the leadership of Vallabhbhai Patel, 
represented public opposition to the colonial government.  
This group would eventually play a dominant role in the re-
structuring of the city and the fort wall.

The first textile mill had begun operation within the city 
walls in 1858.  But others soon began to operate just outside 
the gates or further to the east, and between 1891 and 1920 
the number of mills increased drastically, from nine to 51 
( f i g . 6 ) .  Already by 1872, Gillion wrote, “the number of 
persons per square mile within the Ahmedabad city wall was 
53,435, greater than in Bombay and double that in London.”37  
But migration related to the rapid development of the textile 
industry brought a further huge increase in the city’s popula-
tion.  Industrialization also led to increased air, soil and water 
pollution as a consequence of dyeing, tanning, pottery and 
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tile-making.  And eventually, congested and unhygienic living 
conditions gave rise to diseases like fever, plague, respiratory 
ailments, dysentery and diarrhea, leading to an alarming num-
ber of deaths.38  Relieving congestion and improving sanitary 
conditions became the primary concern of the government.

To relieve congestion and facilitate movement, the Brit-
ish government added two new gates in the eastern section of 
the city wall.  Called Prem Darwaza and the Pachkuwa Dar-
waza, these were constructed in 1864 and 1871, respectively, 
and were also used to access a new railway station ( r e f e r 

t o  f i g . 1 ) .  In response to pressing issues of sanitation and 
hygiene, various suggestions to pull down the fort wall also 
began to surface.  And, in 1875, T.G. Hewlett, the sanitary 
commissioner and health officer of the Bombay Presidency, 
formally recommended the demolition of the wall as a mea-
sure to improve air flow in the city.  However, H. Borradaile, 
the city collector at the time, objected to this suggestion, as-
serting that the wall provided a useful barrier and safeguard 
against floods.  He further emphasized that local people 
would oppose the demolition of the wall because of local prac-
tices and associations with it.

In 1888 and 1894 the collector and sanitary officer again 
urged that the colonial government proceed with a demolition 

proposal.  But these appeals, too, were rejected — as was the 
idea to convert the fort wall into a police line to improve secu-
rity.  Nevertheless, colonial officials continued to emphasize 
that removing the walls would improve light and ventilation in 
the city.  And another suggestion surfaced to create a “Ring-
strasse” around the city to improve accessibility to its suburbs.

Proposals to demolish Ahmedabad’s wall took a further 
turn at the beginning of the twentieth century.  Inspired by 
the British Housing and Town Planning Act of 1909, the new 
effort was initiated by the Bombay government’s implementa-
tion of the Town Planning Act in 1915.  Their objective was 
to prepare comprehensive schemes for the betterment and 
development of all cities and towns then facing issues of con-
gestion and sanitation.  A.E. Mirams, the consulting surveyor 
to the government of Bombay, was put in charge of preparing 
a scheme for the city of Ahmedabad, and his plan proposed 
the demolition of the historic fort wall and the construction 
of ring road in its place.  To achieve this, he also proposed 
displacing a substantial number of people from the area.  
Ahmedabad’s residents and elite leaders initially rejected 
this “City Wall Scheme” in 1920, objecting to it on economic 
grounds and because it was incompatible with social realities 
in the city.39  The proposal also led to vigorous public protests 
and political unrest.40

The opinions of local political leaders changed after 
1924, however, when they gained control of the municipal-
ity, and Vallabhbhai Patel became its first president.  Like the 
colonial government, one of the major challenges that con-
fronted the new municipality was how to relieve congestion 
in the urban core.  And one of its first initiatives was to begin 
reorganizing areas outside the fort wall, bringing the “open” 
agricultural lands near Astodia and Jamalpur Gates within 
the municipal limits.41  Unlike the British government, which 
had taxed the city’s residents to create a fund for improve-
ments, the new elite managed to acquire grants for this pur-
pose, meaning that no new taxes were needed to pay for it.42  
But the new municipal leaders also realized they could not 
relieve congestion in the city without demolishing the walls.  
They thus turned to the implementation of a new city wall 
scheme, which they deemed vital to other planning measures 
they were trying to implement.  Aware that this had been op-
posed by the public, however, they strategically “modified” 
the earlier City Wall Scheme, “so that it could blend in well 
with the social and economic realities.”43

Mirams, the colonial consulting engineer, was subse-
quently employed to draft a second scheme, similar to the 
earlier one, for the construction of a ring road around the city.  
This time, however, a careful attempt was made to avoid the 
earlier plan’s most controversial aspects.  For example, the 
revised plan proposed fewer acquisitions of private proper-
ties.  The new plan also did not require that most citizens in 
affected areas be forced to relocate themselves.  In addition, 
a proposed betterment tax was kept lower than in the earlier 
scheme.  With these modifications, the proposal of the Town 

f i g u r e  6 .  The location of mills inside the city and to the east of 

the wall.  Source: City map of Ahmedabad, 1917, as reproduced in K.L. 

Gillion, Ahmedabad: A Study in Indian Urban History (Canberra: 

Australian National University Press, 1969).
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Planning Committee received the approval of people and the 
General Board of Municipality in December 1924.44

Following the “modified” City Wall Scheme, most of 
the northern and eastern sections of the historic wall were 
demolished to allow expansion of the city, the construction of 
the ring road, and the “improving” of other urban conditions.  
The result is that all that remains of the wall in these areas 
today are its former gates, which are currently managed by 
the Archaeological Survey of India (ASI).  The western side 
of the wall and its bastions (mostly intact and unbroken) has 
since been restored by the Ahmedabad Municipal Corpora-
tion (AMC).  Meanwhile, to the south and southeast, some 
remaining dilapidated fragments of the wall and its bastions 
have been appropriated by residents of the area and adapted 
as a part of their daily lives ( f i g .7 ) .

PATRICK GEDDES: “NOTES ON AHMEDABAD”

It was Lord Pentland, the governor of Madras, who invited the 
noted town planner Patrick Geddes to India to teach, deliver 
lectures, and impart his knowledge about town planning.  
Pentland believed that Geddes could educate locals and guide 
the British government in its implementation of the Town 
Planning Act in India.  Geddes, with his diverse disciplinary 
knowledge of biology, sociology and planning, arrived in 1915, 
and during his stay in India he not only taught sociology and 
civics at Bombay University but was appointed by the Brit-
ish government and several princely states to make detailed 
reports on about fifty cities and towns across the country.  

Among these commissions was his appointment by the Bom-
bay Presidency to present his views on the demolition of the 
fort wall of Ahmedabad.  In his report, made after a three-day 
visit to the city from April 4 to 6, Geddes described the fort 
wall extensively and dismissed the concerns of government 
officials related to ventilation and light.  Taking into consider-
ation tradition, history and local customs, he then suggested 
only minor improvements and the opening of the wall in 
a few areas, resulting in a minimum of demolition.  In his 
report Geddes also expressed his firm opposition to the re-
moval of the fort wall.  Instead, he suggested that his philoso-
phy and approach of “diagnosis” and “conservative surgery” 
would be adequate to improve the condition of the city.

Geddes’s philosophy promoted multidisciplinary integra-
tion of environmental, economic and cultural-social contexts, 
which he saw as essential to understanding the relationship of 
systems in a city.  As he wrote, it was important to understand 
the “environment, function, and organism . . . as the elements 
of a single (evolutionary) process.”   In general, Geddes also 
believed that citizen-led evolutionary processes needed to be 
continuous and open-ended, allowing each city to choose a 
different path and destination.  He thus advocated engaging 
citizens in an inclusive and interactive process to tackle local 
issues.  However, in Ahmedabad, he noted that the citizens 
were “half-blind” to the city and its history.  He thus suggested 
two strategies for engaging locals and enhancing their knowl-
edge: the establishment of a civic museum and the conduct of 
a civic survey.  He argued these strategies would prompt an 
“arousal of civic feeling, and the corresponding awakening of 
more enlightened and more generous citizenship.”46

f i g u r e  7 .  Present-day remains of the fort wall, its gates, and bastions along its southern and southeastern extents.
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Such a civic consciousness had clearly existed in Ahmed-
abad in the past.  In the nineteenth century local merchants 
and traders had volunteered their services to raise funds for 
the maintenance of the fort wall.  And when the original City 
Wall Scheme had proposed demolishing the walls, it had 
been met by massive opposition from residents.

However, people’s association with the wall had become 
less intense as the local political scenario changed and living 
conditions in the city deteriorated.  As the historian Nandini 
Gooptu has observed, this change of view also had much to 
do with the political ambitions of the newly elected middle-
class leaders.  They had been placed under great pressure to 
demonstrate their ability to deal with issues of congestion and 
sanitation.  Thus, she wrote:

The Indian middle classes, with their nationalist and 
reformist orientation, would in theory go along with 
Geddes’ ideas, but in practice they were more keen to 
see the towns modernized and expanded into clean new 
zones for their own use, the squalor-ridden slums eradi-
cated, and the poor kept at bay and under control.  . . .  
Ultimately, the grand conception of urban transforma-
tion was whittled down and domesticated to meet the 
immediate interests of the propertied classes.47

To avoid further dissociation of the people with their cul-
tural heritage, Geddes had placed great emphasis on observa-
tion and documentation.  Thus, in the first half of his report 
he emphasized the importance of graphical representation of 
the city, in which “heritage of the past may be respected, the 
best activities of the present be maintained and increased, yet 
the expansion and activity of enlarging future found fuller.”48

Furthermore, he had insisted on converting the city sur-
vey into an exhibition called “Ahmedabad Past, Present and 
Possible,” which could be used to educate both visitors and 

citizens.  Out of the three panels he proposed for the exhibi-
tion, he had dedicated one entire panel to the city walls.  As a 
mark of their significance, he reiterated how essential it was 
to document them if they were to be removed.  In some areas, 
as near Astodia Darwaza, he also observed that demolition 
would be an act of vandalism.

Yet, despite these efforts, his proposals were ignored, 
and most of the wall was demolished in 1924.

EXISTING CONDITION OF THE FORT WALL

Today the condition of Ahmedabad’s walls varies consider-
ably.  Throughout history, the west section has never been 
threatened with demolition because it provided a defense 
against the river and acted as an urban retaining wall.  This 
section thus remains mostly intact, and its ongoing restora-
tion is being supervised by the Ahmedabad Municipal Cor-
poration (AMC).  In his report, Geddes described how small 
openings connected the people within the city walls here to 
the temples and river on its other side.  He described this as 
a “direct common-sense way to adapt the wall to the purpose 
of life and use which enhances the variety and beauty.”  The 
river, whose course once adjoined the western section of the 
fort wall, is now located about 150–200 meters distant from 
it, and the newly constructed Sabarmati riverfront develop-
ment occupies the land in between, running parallel to the 
wall and acting as a buffer between it and the river ( f i g . 8 ) .

Moving to the south and southeast, the remains of the 
wall reveal acts of continuity, change and adaption, as resi-
dents have adapted pieces of it to their needs and available 
resources.  Geddes described the area near Khan Jahan Dar-
waza, in particular, as having “great beauty and interest . . . a 
range of informal and varied landscape, of ghats, tombs and 
temples — natural riverfront . . . the most striking excursion 

f i g u r e  8 .  The Sabarmati 

riverfront promenade between the 

fort wall and the river.



7 0  T D S R  3 3 . 2

from the city.”49  These qualities remain today even though 
the river no longer runs adjacent to it.

The walled area that extended beyond the Khan Jahan 
Darwaza was called Khan Jahan ki Chali [the settlement 
of Khan Jahan].  Today the historic fort wall here has been 
adapted as a structural element of many houses, with people 
cutting openings into it for doors and windows according 
to their needs.  A few tombs also exist randomly among the 
houses and are worshipped by the people as part of their daily 
activities ( f i g . 9 ) .

The gate that once connected this area to the river imme-
diately adjacent to it was called the Parkot Darwaza (meaning 
“Across the Fort Wall”).  Today the numerous architectural 
additions to this structure provide a sense of historic layer-
ing ( f i g . 1 0 ) .50  Immediately inside this gate lies the historic 
Khan Jahan mosque.  The Archaeological Survey of India 
once managed the old mosque, but it is currently managed 
by the Muslim organizations of the city.  Recently, a new 
structure housing a madrassa (school) and a hostel for under-
privileged boys was built less than a meter away from it.  The 

mosque, the Peer Naseerullah Dargah [Muslim shrine], and 
the unnamed tombs in the area are all maintained by the lo-
cal community.

Just outside the Parkot Darwaza and the city wall bound-
ary lies a cluster of temples in ruins, an unused well, and a 
settlement dominated by Hindus.  A temple here called Som-
nath Buddha ka Aara (with a well in its precinct) was recog-
nized as a Grade IIA building by the 2016 Gujarat Gazetteer, 
but it is currently in a largely ruined condition ( f i g . 1 1 ) .  The 
longest stretch of the remaining south wall may also be found 
in this area, encompassing the “varied landscape” described 
in Geddes’s notes.  However, it remains broken, disjointed 
and unattended, and it is abruptly discontinuous in places.  In 
some stretches this urban edge also acts as a place to dump 
garbage or defecate.

Extending east from here to Jamalpur Darwaza, the wall 
itself does not exist, but people have adapted its former bas-
tions for a variety of purposes.  A primary survey recorded 
six bastions that have been adapted and modified in this area.  
One of these has been transformed to serve as a residence for 
two families.  Its occupants have made a variety of necessary 
changes like plastering, painting, and adding a window for 
ventilation, a door for privacy, and a parapet wall to create a 
semi-private roof terrace.  They also added a toilet and bath-
ing space ( f i g . 1 2 ) .

Farther along, an addition has been made atop another 
bastion to a height of about four meters above the street to 
create the Hazrat Shahid Siddhi Baba ki Dargah ( f i g . 1 3 ) .  
Overlapping and comparing this location with an 1881 city 
map leads to the conclusion that this was once a bastion flank-
ing the Mahuda Darwaza.  This gateway, probably built during 
the Mughal period, was declared ill-omened after its construc-
tion, however, and was closed and never used.  It was subse-
quently spoken of as the bandh [shut] gate, and is also probably 
the Dhedriah Gate mentioned in the Mirat-i-Ahmadi.51

f i g u r e  9 .  Tombs between the houses of Khan Jahan ki Chali have 

become a part of daily lives of the people.

f i g u r e  1 0 .  Parkot Darwaza 

and the rear of the Khan Jahan 

mosque (to its right).  The 

Britishers entered the city through 

this gate.  Different layers of 

history can be seen in the form 

of repairs and architectural 

additions including a dome.
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The other bastion flanking this gate has been modified 
into a residence.  When questioned, its occupants seemed 
unaware of the existence of the former Mahuda Gate.  But the 
key point to take away from the situation is that both of its 
former flanking bastions have been adapted to new uses — 
one as a public and the other as a private space.

In another case of conversion nearby, the interior of an-
other bastion has been converted for storage, while a portion 
of its exterior has been converted for totally unrelated use as 
a site of religious worship called the Siddhi Sayed Chilla.  In 
this case, the dilapidated structure of the former bastion lies 
completely hidden, while its facade facing the road has been 
well maintained ( f i g . 1 4 ) .

Moving towards Astodia Darwaza, small stretches of the 
fort wall can be found inside areas of settlement.  A ruined 
cluster of temples here is used for storage, with the open area 
around it used for parking and social gathering ( f i g . 1 5 ) .  
After the height of the wall was reduced by demolition squat-
ters, who were once forbidden from sheltering within the 
city, have now built semi-pukka houses on either side of it.  
Remains of the fort wall can still be found inside some of 
these semi-pukka houses.  And, according to requirements, 
feasibility and convenience, residents have created openings 
for doors in it inside their houses.

f i g u r e  1 1 a , b .  These two images show the present dilapidated condition of the Somnath Buddha ka Aara, a Grade IIA building.

f i g u r e  1 2 a , b , c , d .  The bastion modified into a residence.
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Issues of sanitation and congestion still exist in this area.  
The demolition of the wall did not resolve them.  However, in 
his notes, Geddes emphasized how

. . . the south of the city is discredited and depreciated; 
in fact, unduly exaggerating the traditional inaus-
piciousness of his quarter it has undergone sanitary 
havoc.  But with better planning, all due needs of sani-

tation can be met, and more economically.  The interest 
and beauty of this in suburban region may be more 
than renewed, towards the river . . . all to the advantage 
of the city.

Written more than a century ago, these observations remain 
germane, and his suggestions still need to be revisited.

f i g u r e  1 3 a , b , c , d .  The Hazrat Shahid Siddhi Baba ki Dargah is today located about four meters above street level on top of a bastion that once 

flanked the Mahuda Darwaza.

f i g u r e  1 4 a , b .  A dilapidated and largely abandoned bastion is hidden behind the facade of Hazrat Shahid Siddhi Baba.
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DEMOLITION NEAR ASTODIA DARWAZA

Within 100 meters of the Astodia Darwaza, there is a dilapi-
dated enclosure whose walls have been vandalized by human 
and animal defecation.  This enclosure, with its low walls 
(compared to the principal fort wall), was used as a leper asy-
lum during colonial rule, although its origins are much older.  
Today the wall adjoining the Astodia Darwaza and this enclo-
sure stand as islands.

In 1915 Geddes wrote that this area has “the finest of 
all the entrances and exits of the city.”  And he noted that it 
provided 

. . . [the] finest opportunities of city improvement along 
the whole-wall circle.  The effect of the gate and wall is 
here enhanced by the wall of the spacious old Guard-
House or Barrack, which is now used as a Leper Asy-
lum.  This military wall with its battlement like that 
of the city wall harmonizes with it and gives it an its 
bastions a fuller dignity and scale.

Geddes went on to comment that “demolition in this 
area would be vandalism and a waste of beauty brought about 
by extravagant labour and expense, and practically to no pur-
pose within the wall any more than without.”52

Despite this condition, in 2019, two years after Ahmed-
abad received its status as India’s first World Heritage City, a 
part of this enclosure was demolished by the state transport 
authority to allow construction of an extension to the Geeta 
Mandir bus station ( f i g . 1 6 ) .  Final permission to complete 
the work, however, was revoked after a knowledgeable citizen 
brought the demolition to the attention of the cultural minister.53

Despite the fact that the historic enclosure clearly lies 
within the buffer zone of the UNESCO Heritage City, argu-

f i g u r e  1 5 a , b .  The open space near a cluster of temples is used for parking and social gathering.

f i g u r e  1 6 a , b .  The enclosure near Astodia Darwaza built during 

Mughal rule that was used as a leper asylum during colonial rule.  Part 

of the enclosure was demolished recently in preparation for the expansion 

of the Geeta Mandir bus depot.
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ments related to the completion of the bus station project (and 
justifying the partial demolition of the walls) today revolve 
around the enclosure’s “official” status.  Though literature 
studies have clearly established that it was built during the 
Mughal period, these have focused on its ambiguous status 
as either on the “graded heritage list,” the “tentative heritage 
list,” or no list at all.  Such a top-down approach to identifi-
cation and listing (the AHD approach) raises questions of 
ownership, decision-making capacity, and responsibility for 
shared heritage.  How can the old and new coexist and con-
tribute additional value to historicity?  Yet again, Geddesian 
philosophy about the importance of citizens who are aware 
and take pride in their heritage stands true ( f i g . 1 7 ) .

This area of the city near the southern stretches of its 
former wall embodies many evolving narratives and mean-
ings for citizens of Ahmedabad.  And a walk through it re-
veals various religious and social-cultural influences related 
to the city’s timeline under different rulers.  In comparison 
to other areas of the city where practices of “museumifica-
tion and mummification” have been overseen by the ASI and 
AMC, it also offers the sense of raw, unfiltered, diverse layers 
of history.  The reason is that the built environment here has 
been modified by people themselves without external direc-
tion.  As a result, fragments of the wall here continue to have 
local value because they have been appropriated by residents 
and associated with activities of daily life.

Conditions in this area also highlight a correlated condi-
tion.  This is that when historic elements are disconnected 
from daily life and left unattended, they may become places 
for defecation, dumping, and illegal activities.  This in turn 
creates a pretext for them to be razed by the authorities for 
“development.”

THE POWER OF SELF-ORGANIZING SYSTEMS

This study has sought to provide an example of how the 
philosophy and theories of Patrick Geddes may be related to 
Laurajane Smith’s criticism of the concept of Authorized Her-
itage Discourse.  In their respective eras, both these figures 
emphasized a people-centric approach based on the view, de-
scribed by Smith, that “there is always a ‘bottom-up’ approach 
between people, objects, places and memories which are un-
official forms of heritage.”

The recent partial demolition of the enclosure adjacent 
to Astodia Darwaza may thus be seen to beg several ques-
tions: Who decides what is important to preserve?  And who 
is responsible — the people, the experts, the governing body?  
In this case the impending demolition of a historic structure 
was only brought to the attention of heritage authorities by a 
concerned citizen.  This condition would seem to reiterate the 
importance of Geddes’s suggestion from the early twentieth 
century that the establishment of a “civic museum” and the 
conduct of a “city survey” would be the best way to protect the 

f i g u r e  1 7 .  Interior view of the gate of the former leper asylum 

proposed as the site of an expanded present-day Geeta Mandir bus depot.
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city’s historic resources, because these initiatives would make 
the residents of the city more aware of them.

Citizens play a vital role in the continuity of heritage and 
its changing meanings.  Once heritage sites become disassoci-
ated from the lives of people, they may be abandoned, leaving 
them to serve as locations in which to dump garbage or defe-
cate.  Though there are limitations to a bottom-up approach in 
terms of the time and resources needed to organize a commu-
nity, it may ensure the maintenance and meaning of a place, 
as demonstrated by the integration of heritage resources into 
the lives of residents in the Khan Jahan ki Chali area.

Examples such as that of a family converting a bastion 
on Ahmedabad’s historic fort wall into a house or a group of 
citizens constructing a dargah on top of another demonstrate 
how traditional practices can accommodate heritage into daily 
life.  The reuse of remaining features of the southern stretch 
of the fort wall and the areas around it thus demonstrate the 
capacity of citizens to identify opportunities and organize 
their own responses to heritage value.  Their actions in this 
instance also reiterate how it is people themselves who consti-
tute a city — and how the physical quality of the urban future 
is always uncertain, constantly merging and evolving with 
people’s needs.  However, a lack of awareness of history and 

historic structures may bring up other questions.  Who is re-
sponsible for its maintenance?  And to whom does it belong ?

A core element of Geddesian philosophy is that cities are 
a discourse of self-organizing systems.  As he observed, this 
makes it essential to observe and understand the processes 
and cycles involved in their systemic evolution.  Such a view 
continues to offer a way forward when it comes to tackling 
contemporary issues in the World Heritage City of Ahmed-
abad.  More than one hundred years ago Geddes highlighted 
how community participation and social equity were essential 
to this project.  And today it remains crucial to recognize 
people and acknowledge their attachments within a place in 
order to best connect the past to the present.

In another work, Geddes highlighted the essential need 
to transform the prevailing definition of progress “from an 
individual Race for Wealth into a Social Crusade of Culture.”54  
The case of Ahmedabad demonstrates how citizens are able 
to maintain self-organizing flexible systems that are capable 
of evolving and continually negotiating between the heritage 
of the past and the needs of the present.  To enable sustain-
able and inclusive change, new interventions and current 
practices should be undertaken in harmony with the present, 
rather than in contradiction to it.
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Book Reviews

Modern Architecture and Climate: Design before Air Conditioning.  By Daniel A. Barber.  
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2020.  336 pp., 76 color + 196 b/w illus.  ISBN 
9780691170039.

Until recently few architectural histories of modernism had much to say about climate.  
Even as the architectural profession grappled with sustainability in the early 2000s it 
was left to technologists such as Colin Porteous and Dean Hawkes to argue for modern 
architecture’s environmental tradition.  And while both sought to show some level of en-
vironmental intelligence (and some folly) in many of the key buildings, it was done with 
a view to developing models for future practice.  The effort was never intended to unpack 
the history of architecture in terms of the changing way people have shaped, interacted 
with, and given meaning to the world through buildings.  It is welcome, therefore, that in 
the past decade architectural history has taken an environmental turn, giving new empha-
sis to the changing meanings of climate and the role that architects and their buildings 
have played in conditioning it.  This trend has largely been explored through tropical ar-
chitecture and told through the lens of empire, decolonization, race, and Cold War politics.  
Notable works so far have included Jiat-Hwee Chang’s 2016 book A Genealogy of Tropical 
Architecture, Iain Jackson’s 2017 article for The Journal of Architecture “Tropical Architec-
ture and the West Indies: From Military Advances and Tropical Medicine, to Robert Gard-
ner-Medwin and the Networks of Tropical Modernism,” and Ayala Levin’s 2015 Columbia 
dissertation “Exporting Zionism: Architectural Modernism in Israeli-African Technical 
Cooperation, 1958–73.”

Daniel Barber’s Modern Architecture and Climate: Design before Air Conditioning builds 
on this engagement with the way climate became an architectural concern, and in turn 
changed and challenged the meaning of climate beyond the profession.  The book does 
so by engaging specifically with the variety of innovative ways media were used within 
modern architecture to express environmental concerns.  Rather than seeing climatic ar-
chitecture as largely a question of technique, Barber shows how the cultural production of 
a whole range of diagrams and the translation of numerical data into graphic form enabled 
architects to perceive climate’s relevance to their practice.  In particular, he looks at the 
facade as a medium that allowed for the study of cultural norms and social practices about 
climate (p.13).  Barber thus explains how architects gained an understanding of climate 
not through experiencing their buildings, but through drawing them and being able to tell 
stories about climate through their facades.  By looking at a thirty-year moment in archi-
tecture from the late 1920s to the late 1950s, when modernism was ascendant but air-con-
ditioning was not, Barber also hopes to open up a range of future possibilities for practice.

The book is structured in two parts.  The first retells the story of how the protago-
nists of the International Style extended the reach of their models by thinking through 
climate, in the process bringing the environmental concerns of the periphery to the center.  
Chapter 1 reviews the interwar work of Le Corbusier and the role of the Mediterranean as 
a climatic testing ground for the adaptability of spatial and cultural models to the rest of 
the world.  While models such as the Domino house are frequently considered in terms 
of spatial liberation, in Barber’s hands, they are presented alongside the brise soleil as 
evidence of an attempt to universalize a particular kind of thermal space — one that was 
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Solar Energy in the Cold War), the section is a tour-de-force 
in unpacking the way that environmental design was as 
much a project about communication as technique.  Often 
overlooked today in discussions about environmental design, 
Barber shows how women’s magazines and professional 
journals popularized the consumption of climatically attuned 
lifestyles.  He suggests that this project was about educating 
both clients and architects to adopt climatic design methods 
and features, making climatic design accessible and desirable 
for a conservative clientele, even when it revealed some of the 
tensions at the heart of American modernism (p.183).

The later chapters of the book on “Calculation” and 
“Conditioning” point to how, before the advent of computers, 
architects and building scientists translated climatic data into 
increasingly codified methods to regulate internal thermal 
conditions.  Barber argues that it is vital for today’s architects 
to understand how “they offered a counterproposal to how 
these conditions could be achieved through architecture, 
rather than air-conditioning” (p.201).  Barber still sees poten-
tial in the methods, but he notes that, like the climate-control 
project before it, in the hands of the Olgyays, the object was 
to maintain social stability rather than change.

Here the book folds back on its earlier studies of Brazil-
ian modernism, noting how the Olgyays developed new ana-
lytical techniques both to understand climate in their own 
projects and to communicate the validity of their approach 
to the architectural profession more broadly (p.205).  In 
many ways the Olgyays were the translators par excellence of 
technical images and diagrams from physical geography and 
mechanical engineering into architecture.  Taking the ex-
ample of Victor Olgyay’s bioclimatic chart, Barber shows how 
it sought to resist the move to air-conditioned, sealed build-
ings by making the technique relevant to the design of more 
climatically attuned facades.  It was not a complete success, 
as Barber notes in the penultimate chapter.  Thus shading 
design came to be increasingly used simply to reduce air-con-
ditioning loads, as expectations about the thermal interiors of 
buildings became unified as the 1950s drew to a close (p.251).

Overall, Modern Architecture and Climate is theoretically 
and visually rich, with many wonderful full-page illustrations 
that allow the reader to pick apart the layouts and diagrams 
of many mid-century publications and buildings.  It is also 
an optimistic book, one that shows that the homogenous air-
conditioned interior wasn’t an inevitability, and still need not 
be.  If anything, given the emphasis on communication today, 
the book shows how modern architecture, particularly in the 
United States, placed great emphasis on making environmen-
tal ideas seem accessible, adaptable, and easy to enact in form.

Daniel J. Ryan
University of Sydney, Australia

amenable to European and North American norms, which 
Barber terms the “thermal interior” (p.37).  Barber argues 
that Le Corbusier’s models sought to proliferate new lifestyles 
attuned to some industrial near future, and that this was only 
made possible through experiments with regional adapta-
tions to climate such as the brise soleil.  And yet, he notes, this 
was not always a smooth process, as initial attempts at spatial 
liberation, through all-glass facades, required extensive retro-
fits.  Modernism’s adaptability was hard-won.

Moving from the Mediterranean to Brazil, Chapter 2 
looks at how modern architecture facilitated industrialization 
by examining the institutional buildings that made rapid 
economic development possible.  Placing insurance build-
ings, airports, and government offices for child welfare in 
the same frame, Barber argues that it was in Brazil that gov-
ernmental and environmental strategies found a new conver-
gence.  Specifically, the adoption and refinement of particular 
shading strategies was an attempt by Brazilian architects and 
institutions to both partake in global modernity and reject 
some of the racialized assumptions about nontemperate con-
ditions being inimical to economic development (p.77).

The third chapter looks at the geopolitics of American 
postwar reconstruction overseas and the role it played in 
acclimatizing and selling American ideals of democracy 
abroad — a battle for hearts and minds during the Cold War.  
The chapter thus positions public-works projects by Richard 
Neutra in Puerto Rico and U.S. embassies by everyone from 
Louis Kahn to Skidmore Owings and Merrill as an interme-
diate stage between the early internationalism of modern 
architecture, as in Brazil, and the full globalization of form 
that followed the widespread adoption of air conditioning.  
Barber terms this intermediate stage “the planetary” — a 
term he uses to account for the dynamics of both world capi-
tal and geophysical systems alongside its enactment at the 
local level (p.127).  It’s a somewhat nebulous term, one that 
implies a certain environmental benevolence and opportunity 
for our own contemporary condition.  And while Barber sug-
gests that it accounts for local interpretations and influence 
playing a much greater role, the examples given, seem more 
concerned with projecting American power than encourag-
ing local agency.  Better buildings were thus seen as a way to 
mollify local populations rather than liberate them.

The second part of the book concentrates on the role 
that American research institutions and media played in in-
strumentalizing climatic architecture after World War II.  If 
the first part of Modern Architecture and Climate is about the 
travels and trials of the brise soleil, the second part is about 
how technical images came into being and enabled architects 
to integrate climate into the design process (p.162).  Building 
on Barber’s earlier research on solar housing and the 1950s 
diagrams of the Olgyay brothers (for example, his 2017 ar-
ticle for Public Culture “The Nature of the Image: Olgyay and 
Olgyay’s Architectural-Climatic Diagrams in the 1950s” and 
his 2016 book A House in the Sun: Modern Architecture and 
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Time for Architecture.  By Robert Adam.  Newcastle upon Tyne: 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2020.  365 pp., 109 b&w 
illus.  ISBN 9781527545977.

In a recent architecture jury 
the comments of one juror 
stood out.  He sat rather 
pompously back in his chair 
and told the student that his 
project was not “timeless” 
enough.  Moments later he 
told the same student that 
his project needed to be “of 
its time.”  These two con-
tradictory comments were 
puzzling.

Had that particular 
critic read Robert Adam’s 
remarkable book Time for 

Architecture, he would have been able to make much more 
intelligent and intelligible comments regarding the student’s 
work and its relation to time.  “Timeless” and “of its time” 
have been critical tropes in many juries, usually referred to 
with a wave of the hand as if the landscape of ideas so repre-
sented were understood by all.  Yet most of us, when pressed, 
would find these ideas difficult to explain with any real clarity.

Robert Adam is the perfect guide to this treacherous 
intellectual territory.  He has apparently read everything: he 
quotes anthropologists, archeologists, architectural critics, 
economics experts, historians, paleontologists, philosophers, 
politicians, social scientists and physical scientists.  His read-
ing is vast and encyclopedic, as is his ability to locate just the 
right quote from just the right expert.  And in this book he 
pursues the issues in terms of written arguments rather than 
the analysis of designed buildings.  Buildings are, of course, 
referenced, and a number of black-and-white photographs 
punctuate the arguments, but this is primarily a rigorously 
textual undertaking.

The book is divided into five large essays, and the brief 
summaries to follow absurdly simplify their complexity.  
Chapter I, “Timeless,” discusses the claims of Classical ar-
chitecture, geometry, and science.  Chapter II, “Recognizing 
Time,” explores scientific and perceptual means of under-
standing time.  Chapter III, “How Things Change,” takes up 
the topics of variable rates of change, innovation, and stylistic 
progression curves, as well as the notion of sustainability and 
considerations of building lifespan.  Chapter IV, “Modernity,” 
moves on to the various ideas of the modern, modernism, 
modernist and modernity.  Chapter V, “Memory,” examines 
forgetting and remembering, heritage and memory, and 
memory and history, before ending with a discussion custom 
and tradition.  The essays are intended be read in sequence, 
but they can equally be read as stand-alone investigations.  

Each is also followed by its own notes, allowing the reader to 
identify sources quite easily.

Given the vast range of territory covered and the 
even-handed way in which this highly charged material is 
approached, this book could be useful to nearly everybody.  
Adam has written a remarkable book aimed at a wide audi-
ence — and yet one that can also be successfully used by the 
specialist.

One of the pleasures of reading it is also the clarity and 
directness of its language.  Even difficult ideas are explained 
in a simple, readable way, rather than by means of the turgid 
incomprehensibilities of most academic writing about archi-
tecture.  The consistent approach to complex subjects and 
controversial issues leans toward a certain passionless objec-
tivity.  Yet this objectivity gradually lends the book the charac-
ter of a dictionary — laying out with great clarity the various 
positions and ideas, but taking no eager position.

The final essay, “Memory,” generates a little heat, becom-
ing a subtle apology for the use of “tradition” as an idea and a 
strategy in life and in architecture.  Yet I suspect this condi-
tion may derive from the fact the word “tradition” is generally 
charged with negative connotations for the modern architect.  
The distinctions between custom and tradition likewise 
provide for an elaborate and complex argument.  But much 
of the complexity here could perhaps be simplified by see-
ing tradition as a kind of “conversation” carried out among 
architects through their built work.  As in any conversation, 
the “discussion” does not necessarily go in a straight line, but 
veers and shifts with changing conditions and requirements 
over time.  Had Adam written a history of built projects this 
would have been an entirely different book.  Indeed, a focus 
on built compositions and their changes over time might 
provide a useful companion volume to this one.

After perusing this book, the reader will leave with an 
introduction to the topic of time not only in architecture 
and urban planning, but how time applies to our very way of 
life, and fundamentally to the way we think about, well . . . 
everything.

Laurence Keith Loftin
University of Colorado Denver
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The Architecture of Ramses Wissa Wassef.  By Ehsan Abushadi 
and Conchita Añorve-Tschirgi.  Cairo: AUC Press, 2021.  Vii 
+ 259 pp., 350+ color and b&w photographs, plans and sketch-
es.  ISBN 9789774169243.

The Architecture of 
Ramses Wissa Wassef 
presents the first com-
prehensive survey of 
the work of the Egyp-
tian architect and pro-
fessor of art and archi-
tecture Ramses Wissa 
Wassef (1911–1974).  
Covering Wissa Was-
sef’s four-decade-long 

career, the book presents both built and unbuilt works, show-
casing the breadth of his practice, which included churches, 
schools, museums, private villas and rural houses, and public 
buildings.  Categorized by type, descriptions of some seventy 
projects are supported by hundreds of archival drawings, 
sketches and photographs — the majority of which have nev-
er been published previously — and by recent photographs by 
architectural photographer Nour el Refai.

The book begins with an introduction detailing the 
architect’s personal life.  From a young age, Wissa Wassef’s 
family cultivated in him both an interest in the arts — par-
ticularly sculpture — and a deep sense of pride in his country 
and culture.  In his later work that respect translated into a 
lifelong search for an “authentic Egyptian architecture” that 
might respond directly to local, social and economic needs, 
and it also led to his experimentation with local materials 
and craft techniques (p.3).  Wissa Wassef’s love for sculpture 
equally informed his design process.  Thus, an ability to hone 
innate forms of knowledge and creativity came to inflect his 
architectural work as well as his artistic collaborations and 
pedagogical methodologies.  While teaching at the Coptic 
Studies Institute in 1945, Wissa Wassef met the artist and 
pedagogue Habib Georgi, who would become a close collabo-
rator and later his father-in-law.  The pair shared the same 
principles surrounding what they saw as children’s innate 
creative abilities, and they worked to nurture that capacity 
through sculpture and weaving.

Wissa Wassef’s personal relationships and experiments 
with weaving and sculpture serve as a point of departure for 
the rest of the book which presents a survey of his profes-
sional work.  The first section here  begins with his most 
notable project, the Ramses Wissa Wassef Art Center (RW-
WAC), created in conjunction with his wife, Sophie Habib 
Georgi.  Starting in 1952, this project grew incrementally over 
the next two decades, providing the genesis for a number of 
Wissa Wassef’s ideas surrounding locally responsive architec-
ture and demonstrating his experiments with traditional con-
struction methods, particularly mud brick.  The RWWAC’s 

program also provided a venue for Wissa Wassef’s pedagogi-
cal models — implemented through the weaving of tapestries 
(which the center is most recognized for) — and identified 
him as a protector of the arts in Egypt (p.102).  This role was 
manifest in myriad ways throughout his projects, particularly 
his designs for some of the country’s most formidable artists.  
These included the Mahmoud Mokhtar Museum (1960) dedi-
cated to the renowned sculptor and pioneer of modern Egyp-
tian art, a residence commissioned by the sculptor Adam He-
nein in 1968, and the residence and studio of ceramics artist 
Mohie al-Din Hussein in Harraniya that same year.

Wissa Wassef’s contributions were likewise palpable 
in the design and preservation of contemporary churches 
in Egypt.  For example, he was responsible for the design 
of the St. George and St. Abram Church in Heliopolis and 
the Church of the Virgin Mary in Zamalek (1957), an icon of 
contemporary sacred space in Egypt.  He also authored a pro-
posal to the General Congregation Council to establish guide-
lines for contemporary Coptic church design.  Yet despite his 
desire to establish a committee to promote general design 
principles, he also valued the ability of design to respond di-
rectly to context.  This was most evident in his use of recycled 
material for the stained-glass windows of the Church in Za-
malek at a time, under President Gamal Abd el Nasser, when 
imports were limited.

Although the authors are clear that they are not provid-
ing an in-depth description of the broader socio-cultural and 
historical context which informed these projects, the informa-
tion they do provide offers the critical depth needed to under-
stand Wissa Wassef’s work in relation to rapid developments 
in Egypt’s architecture and policies.  The book thus discusses 
an important commission he received for the interior design 
and design of colored glass panels of the Grand Reception 
Hall at the Cairo Governorate Headquarters (1961) in col-
laboration with Shafiq Ahmed Hosni, Kamal al-Kafrawi, and 
Ahmed Bishindi, members of the Faculty of Fine Arts in Cai-
ro.  The building itself, a landmark in Cairo’s historical and 
physical landscape, was designed by the Egyptian modernist 
architect Mahmoud Riad and built between 1958 and 1959.  
Other projects described include his design for the pierced 
stucco-and-glass shallow-domed lounge ceiling at the Pales-
tine Hotel (1964) in Alexandria, built to host the attendees 
of the Arab Summit that year.  Such commissions dismantle 
the notion that Wissa Wassef’s work stood in contrast to the 
modern architecture of his contemporaries and highlight his 
contributions within a broader socio-political context.

This comprehensive survey of Ramses Wissa Wassef’s 
projects also showcases his extensive contributions not only 
to architecture but also to art and pedagogy — disciplines 
whose boundaries were diluted and interchanged through 
his personal and professional collaborations.  And it serves 
as a broader call to document and preserve the work of ar-
chitects, artists and scholars from Egypt who have long been 
excluded from contemporary discourse.  Such exclusions 
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have certainly played a role when it comes to the preservation 
of architectural work — perhaps the clearest indicator being 
that more than half of Wissa Wassef’s projects no longer exist.  
Over the past few years, however, formidable initiatives have 
emerged to document and preserve the work of important 
Egyptian architects.  This may be seen most recently with 
publications like James Steele’s Abdelhalim Ibrahim Abdel-
halim: An Architecture of Collective Memory (AUC Press, 2019), 
the first comprehensive study of the work and career of the 
late architect; and Mohamed Elshahed’s Cairo since 1900: An 
Architectural Guide (AUC Press, 2020), a survey of modern 
architecture in Cairo over the past century.  The Architecture 
of Ramses Wissa Wassef will follow within this body of work 
and provide a foundational text both for general readers and 
students, architects and scholars within the extended and 
intersecting fields of art and architecture.

Dina Taha
Al Mawrid Arab Center for the Study of Art, New York Univer-
sity Abu Dhabi

Working Cities: Architecture, Place and Production.  By Howard 
Davis.  London and New York: Routledge, 2020.  280 pp., 139 
color and 44 b&w illus.  ISBN 9781138328662.

The nineteenth-century 
industrial revolution 
brought radical changes 
to both space and produc-
tion.  Cities were made and 
remade in sweeping ways, 
as mechanized industries, 
their associated activities, 
and the new mass of em-
ployees conglomerated in 
urban space.  Former vil-
lages and cities were wholly 
transformed through the 
new scales, configurations, 

and architectural typologies of factories, workshops, and 
worker housing.

However, since the middle of the twentieth century, cities 
have been increasingly hollowed out as sites of industrial pro-
duction.  Factory production has shifted geographically to be-
come increasingly consolidated in Mexican maquiladoras, Chi-
nese factory towns, and massive garment production networks 
in Bangladesh.  Meanwhile, the financial sector has come 
to dominate economic activity in cities, particularly across 
the United States, Western Europe, and East Asia.  Richard 
Florida succeeded (perhaps more than he expected or desired) 
in convincing U.S. cities to embrace this loss of industry and 
turn to the “creative class,” whose presence has now gentrified 
former industrial sites and worker neighborhoods.  All this 
has led to cities in the twenty-first century that are diminished 
spaces of production.  As the union boss Frank Sobotka la-
ments in season two of the acclaimed HBO drama The Wire, 

“We used to make shit in this country, build shit.”
Howard Davis takes on exactly this loss of production — 

the “making of things” as a primary activity that spatially and 
socially structures cities — in his latest book Working Cities: 
Architecture, Place and Production.  Working Cities is a spatial, 
historical analysis of urban industrial production and a ral-
lying cry for the return of production to cities.  And while 
the loss of industrial production in cities is not a new topic 
for scholars in the social sciences, Davis’s book offers a novel 
perspective by examining the topic through the analytical 
lens of the built environment.

Working Cities focuses on three topics: the historic built 
form that industries took in cities; the spatial needs of con-
temporary iterations of industrial production; and the impor-
tance of centralizing production in cities and in relation to 
domestic life.  The book’s structure shifts between historical 
analysis and proposing how urban policies and design can 
encourage the return of production to cities.  Davis examines 
historic production spaces such as workshops and industrial 
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zones in cities such as London and New York.  He interviews 
contemporary makers and entrepreneurs, to better under-
stand their spatial needs.  And he conducts spatial analysis 
that ranges in scale from buildings to neighborhoods to 
understand the built forms that enable and encourage pro-
duction, as well as the urban features that inhibit efficient 
production.  By means of these investigations the book devel-
ops an unashamed call for production to return to cities, cul-
minating in guidelines for city governments to facilitate the 
transformation.  Davis’s method is to illustrate what produc-
tion in cities “looks like,” and to speculate about how space 
at the scale of the building, the block and the neighborhood 
could be reshaped so production could once again thrive.

Working Cities is grounded in evidence from a small 
collection of cities, predominantly in the United States and 
England, though it aspires to speak to a wider array of cit-
ies.  Some readers might find Davis’s generalist approach to 
the political economy of production frustrating, particularly 
when he fails to critically identify how many contemporary 

“makers” are producing luxury commodity goods that are 
marketed to the very urban elite who often participate in the 
knowledge economy that is replacing production.  However, 
that potential shortcoming is balanced by his careful — and 
novel — attention to the spatial and architectural aspects of 
production.  Working Cities successfully straddles the spatial 
and social, illustrating the role that the design of the built en-
vironment plays in the viability of production in cities.  And 
the book is generously illustrated, with a large body of pho-
tographs, analytical drawings, and design propositions.  The 
latter, in particular, reflect Davis’s experience as a professor 
of architecture who predominantly teaches design courses, 
and does so from the perspective of architecture’s connec-
tions to social processes.

Working Cities, moreover, sits alongside contemporary 
scholarship on the urban housing crisis.  Davis calls for ur-
ban designs that locate work and housing within walking or 
bicycling proximity, or that is distributed across the city in 
patterns that can be connected via efficient public transport.  
And the book draws attention to the need to include work by 
people with a broad set of skills and income levels in cities.  
Doing so for Davis, however, does not simply imply a nostal-
gic return to cities of earlier centuries and finer-grain scales.  
Centering work in urban design and policy is rather a ques-
tion of equity, and of the spatial and social quality of cities.

Reading Working Cities a year and a half into the CO-
VID pandemic feels prescient.  Since early 2020 society has 
become focused on how to balance work and personal life, 
organize the space of each, and value the work each member 
of society performs.  Working Cities points out that these 
questions are not merely personal; they are at the heart of the 
making of cities.

Sharóne L. Tomer
Virginia Tech

Lahore: A Framework for Urban Conservation.  Edited by 
Philip Jodidio.  Munich: Prestel and the Aga Khan His-
toric Cities Program, 2019.  400 pp., 614 color illus.  ISBN 
9783791358567.

When I started my Ph.D. 
research on historic Cairo 
in the late 1980s, European 
cities were being show-
cased, studied and analyzed 
by urban conservation 
professionals as textbook 
examples of different 
philosophies and as case 
studies for best interna-
tional practices.  Postwar 
reconstructions in Europe 
had produced various ex-
emplary approaches, which 

were manifest in different attitudes in such cities as Leuven, 
Bruges, Rotterdam and Warsaw.  As I began my work, I was 
aware of, and frustrated by, the many essential and obvious 
big issues in Cairo and other Muslim-majority historic cities, 
such as underdevelopment, uncontrolled population growth, 
mass poverty, the colonial legacy, and the Islamic worldview 
and value system.  But these — as well as technical problems 
caused by aridity, heat, and other Southern Hemisphere phe-
nomena — were hardly relevant in Europe.  How could con-
servation strategies in Cairo or Lahore relate to those being 
developed in Paris, Vienna or other European cities?  It was 
like comparing apples to oranges.

At the time no good examples for urban conservation 
in historic cities of the global South were known.  Since 
then, however, the World Bank has acknowledged cultural 
heritage and included its conservation and revitalization in 
development projects it has financed in cities like Fez and 
Lahore.  But it was the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) 
that changed the international landscape by pioneering 
projects in Zanzibar, Cairo, Aleppo, Lahore, Delhi and other 
historic cities in the global South.  These projects paid atten-
tion to the diverse development needs and cultural specifici-
ties of non-Western cities while addressing international best 
practices in matters of technical conservation and philosophy.  
Lahore: A Framework for Urban Conservation is the fifth vol-
ume published since 2011 in an ongoing series that seeks to 
disseminate the achievements by projects of AKTC and its 
Historic Cities Program.

Lahore is an elegant hardback volume, generously illus-
trated with stunning colored photos, maps and architectural 
drawings.  The built heritage of Lahore is contextualized 
both geographically and historically, and the reader will enjoy 
the wealth of information about Lahore’s historic walled city, 
mausolea, fort, Badshahi mosque, and gardens (including the 
famous Shalamar Bagh).  A feast for the eyes, it also provides 
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a great narrative of Lahore, “the City of Gardens,” and its 
Mughal urban, architectural and artistic heritage.  But make 
no mistake, this is not a coffee-table book.  It records and cel-
ebrates the urban conservation work that AKTC has planned, 
implemented, and is implementing in partnership with the 
World Bank, the government of Punjab, the Walled City of La-
hore Authority, and other partners, including public-private 
partnership agreements over many years.

Edited by Philip Jodidio, the book includes contributions 
from nineteen authorities on art history, architecture, heri-
tage, conservation, planning and development.  Besides its 
introduction and a conclusion titled “The Way Forward,” it is 
divided into four parts: “Greater Lahore and the Walled City,” 

“The AKTC Initiative in Lahore (2007–12),” “Integrated Plan-
ning and Monument Conservation (2013–17),” and “The 
Master Plan for Lahore Fort (2017–Present).”  According to 
this structure, the book paints a big picture of the rich ur-
ban landscape of the historic walled city as it sits amidst the 
greater contemporary city.  It gets into the technicalities of 
the urban conservation of the walled city.  And it addresses 
the complexity of a thriving city — including urban planning, 
infrastructure development, socioeconomic initiatives, con-
servation initiatives, economic regeneration, tourism devel-
opment, municipal services capacity-building, conservation 
services capacity-building, and environmental improvement.  
The book also explains the philosophy behind conservation 
and development decisions and the approaches to techniques 
of conservation implemented at the Shahi Hammam, the 
Wazir Khan Mosque and Chowk, and other buildings.  Fur-
thermore, the text, drawings and photos describe and illus-
trate many fine restoration, consolidation and reconstruction 
efforts targeting delicate historic elements, such as the pic-
ture wall of the western facade of Lahore Fort, the kashikari 
(glazed-tile work) on the north facade of Wazir Khan Mosque, 
and the naqqashi (wall painting on lime plaster) in the Shahi 
Hammam.

As described, the master plan prepared for Lahore Fort 
and its buffer zone

. . . presents a new vision for the conservation and reha-
bilitation of the Lahore Fort World Heritage Site in the 
context of the significant financial investments to be 
made over the next several years.  It anticipates a new 
institutional setting for Lahore Fort World Heritage 
Site.  This is in view of the proposed expansion of the 
World Heritage Site to include Badshahi Masjid, the 
Hazuri Bagh and the Sikh funerary complex north of 
Roshnai Gate, and of the addition of a “buffer zone” 
around the site — as per the current requirements of 
the UNESCO World Heritage Committee (p.235).

Lahore documents and discusses AKTC’s endeavors to 
address the huge challenges of both conservation and devel-
opment in the city from 2007 to the present, with sustainabil-
ity as the main preoccupation.  This is a pioneering work and 
a best-practice example of conservation and development in a 
non-Western context.  The book is an important reference for 
both conservation architects and urban planners who work in 
historic cities.

Hossam Mahdy
Independent Researcher, Oxford, U.K.
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Heritage Conservation in Postcolonial India: Approaches and 
Challenges.  Edited by Manish Chalana and Ashima Krishna.  
London and New York: Routledge, 2021.  328 pp., 71 b&w Illus.  
ISBN 9780367619947.

A collection of essays, this 
book, intends to bring to the 
fore a nuanced understand-
ing of the complexities faced 
while approaching conser-
vation of cultural heritage 
in postcolonial India.  The 
editors have created four “the-
matic sections” to highlight 
the challenges associated with 
the field of heritage conserva-
tion at various scales of inter-
vention, through a continuous 
process of evolution and 
located in highly diverse cul-
tural milieus.  The essays in 

each section focus on different aspects of a theme and are writ-
ten based either on specific field studies by research scholars or 
on experiences gained by conservation professionals during the 
course of one or more of their significant projects.

The first section — “Developments in Heritage Conserva-
tion: Institutions and Programs” — begins with insights by 
Saptarshi Sanyal regarding the evolution of the Archaeological 
Survey of India (the central government agency responsible for 
the protection and maintenance of more than 3,500 sites across 
the country).  While acknowledging this agency’s shortfalls, 
Sanyal focuses on case examples that reveal the potential for 
the organization to evolve, and she highlights the importance 
of having such a government body as the principal custodian 
of the nation’s cultural heritage.  The second chapter, by Divay 
Gupta, then provides a much needed account of the establish-
ment, role and activities since 1984 of India’s most important 
nongovernmental agency, the Indian National Trust for Art and 
Cultural Heritage (INTACH) and its Architectural Heritage 
Division.  In the third chapter, Shikha Jain draws on her experi-
ence creating development and heritage-management plans 
with various competent authorities for the cities of Jaipur and 
Ajmer in the state of Rajasthan.  As she contemplates the role 
of various legislative measures, she emphasizes the importance 
of anchoring conservation projects to a city’s vision plan while 
keeping an “inclusive participatory approach.”  Despite the 
importance of legislation, the next chapter, by Ashima Krishna, 
examines instances from Lucknow that illustrate the role of 
advocacy as an important tool in case there is a lapse in gover-
nance.  The last chapter of the section, by Michael A. Tomlan, 
then breaks slightly away from these large-scale institutional 
concerns to call for the inclusion of cultural heritage and con-
servation in elementary-school education as a way to sensitize 
communities in India to its importance.

The second section turns to the topic of “Critical Challenges 
in Heritage Conservation.”  The chapter by Gurmeet S. Rai and 
Churnjeet Mahn first offers insight into their collaborative effort 
in Amritsar to develop an inclusive heritage practice by observing 
the present-day aspirations of resident communities along with 
contested historic narratives.  Next, Swapna Kothari focuses on 
the loss of cultural artifacts by elaborating on the issue of traf-
ficking in antiquities from India.  Priya Jain then contributes a 
chapter on the necessity to recognize modern heritage as an im-
portant resource to “enable a deeper understanding of our place in 
the present and future.”  An essay by Manish Chalana and Sakriti 
Vishwakarma concludes this section by elaborating on the impor-
tance of understanding vernacular building traditions as tools for 
disaster mitigation, using Chamba town as a case study.

The third section, “Emerging Trends in Heritage Conserva-
tion,” begins with an experience-based discussion by Aishwarya 
Tipnis on the use of digital platforms to encourage participatory 
strategies of heritage conservation.  Kamalika Bose then shares 
her experience of working in Kolkata’s Chinatown as a way to 
stress the importance of conserving minority neighborhoods.  
Continuing in the same spirit, Patricia Tusa Fels uses the example 
of Malabar mosques to emphasize the need for conservation pro-
grams that “honor the ingenuity of vernacular buildings and land-
scape.”  And the section concludes with a discussion of intangible 
heritage, as Yaaminey Mubayi investigates the impact of inscrib-
ing the manufacture of brass and copper utensils by the Thatheras 
of Jandiala Guru Punjab on the UNESCO list.

The final section, on “Sustainable Approaches to Heritage 
Conservation,” is composed of essays that consider cultural heri-
tage sites as complex ecosystems.  A chapter by Amita Sinha first 
proposes design strategies to conserve the cultural heritage of the 
ghats on the river Ganga in Varanasi.  Focusing on water-conserv-
ing design, James L. Wescoat, Jr., then takes the fort of Nagaur as 
the main case study in an analysis of the Indo-Islamicate water 
experience in India.  The last two chapters focus on the human 
dimension: Priyaleen Singh first discusses the necessity of ac-
knowledging the innate “bond” of humans with nature through 
conservation of historic gardens; and Ananya Bhattacharya then 
writes on enabling tourism industry to become a sustainable so-
cial resource through community led initiatives.

The book, quite clearly, touches upon an appreciable range 
of concerns and complexities and no doubt is an important addi-
tion to the currently negligible amount of research available in the 
public domain on conservation practices in India.  Nevertheless, 
considering India’s cultural diversity, it is important to note that 
because all the essays are very site or case specific, there is scope 
to include many more deliberations to this format.  One may hope, 
therefore, that this book will be the first of, or the precursor to, a 
series dedicated to documenting all the many other varied aspects 
of “Heritage Conservation in Postcolonial India.”

Saumya Sharma
Chandigarh College of Architecture, India
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Resistant City: Histories, Maps and the Architecture of Develop-
ment.  By Eunice Seng.  Singapore: World Scientific Publish-
ing Co., 2020.  364 pp, b&w illus.  ISBN 9789811204616.

Resistant City was my favor-
ite read of 2021.  Based on 
historical and field research 
it provides a well-studied, 
grounded and diachronic 
view of the intense (re)
making of Hong Kong.  
Employing the work of well-
acclaimed European critical 
theorists such as Michel de 
Certeau, Michel Foucault, 
and David Harvey, and pay-
ing special attention to lead-
ing scholars of Hong Kong 
such as Ackbar Abbas and 
Alan Smart and filmmakers 

like Wong Kar Wai, Eunice Seng thus  adds the case of Hong 
Kong to the growing number of studies of postcolonial urban-
ism.  In this way, Resistant City not only acknowledges local 
perceptions and highlights the contestation of space provided 
for and/or imposed on them, but it also validates the produc-
tion of knowledge of Asian cities from Asian cities, employing 
(hybrid) Asian perspectives.

In a way, the book is a modernist monograph, question-
ing Western (architectural) modernism while it traverses 
the path mapped by it.  Seng simultaneously escapes the 
paradigm to critically look back at and question modernism, 
both focusing on and locating herself within its margins.  By 
margins I refer here to the cracks, enclaves and fissures of 
mainstream Hong Kong, especially the “islands of resistance” 
through which Seng views it.  In addition to mainstream 
actors, she brings out the agency, energy and tenacity of or-
dinary people who transform the city through their daily life, 
and through special activities such as “occupying.”

Seng’s Hong Kong is (re)produced by powerful property 
developers, supported by a system of financial incentives, in a 
society increasingly controlled by strong disciplinary mecha-
nisms.  But it is also negotiated by resistances, counter-spaces, 
and the everyday life of ordinary people-groups.

Sandwiched between a prologue and an epilogue (with a 
short addendum cataloging 85 public toilets in the Fragrant 
Harbor), the book’s six main chapters examine the resulting 
architectural typologies, such as tall towers and composite, 
hybrid structures.  Resistant City thus highlights the univer-
sal optimism generated by tall buildings and the “moderniza-
tion” of the city.  But it also looks carefully at ways to create 
and transform spaces and places.

Seng not only maps out spaces usually addressed by so-
cial scientists, but she builds out a sense of their physicality 
using a trained architectural eye.  She critically employs this 
capability to dig deep, taking the reader into unseen areas of 
small spaces created by “less-powerful” actors, and making 
visible the culture of resistance involved in the production of 
these spaces and structures.  Going beyond resistance, she 
also makes visible a whole range of spaces and approaches 
that fall outside mainstream studies.  Delving into the com-
plex experience of Chungking and Kiu Kwan Mansions, she 
highlights their hybrid role as embodying both the cornuco-
pia of Rem Koolhaas’s “Downtown Athletic Club” and a cen-
ter for ordinary insurgents.

Although the work is academic, the eclectic framework, 
approach, and writing style (especially moving between 
academic and narrative registers) provide greater room for 
the (re)reading of local (marginal) spaces.  The chapters are 
represented through a rich set of texts, photos, drawings, dia-
grams, and manga-style pen-and-ink drawings.  They thus 
combine various techniques of representation used by geog-
raphers and architects to shed light on activities and spaces 
viewed as marginal to the mainstream.  In so doing, the 
author invokes the spaces of everyday survival and resistance, 
(re)discovering “other” spaces and stories.  The book employs 
these descriptions, representations and techniques to make a 
thorough analysis.

Drawing on de Certeau’s The Practice of the Everyday, 
Seng maps what occurs on the ground (or in the practice of 
space) and takes the reader on a “walk” through the build-
ings, towers, public spaces, alleys, and tent cities of Hong 
Kong, questioning the dichotomy between maps and itinerar-
ies.  In so doing, she transforms documentation into analysis.  
As she guides the reader through maps representing sixteen 
episodes of history, Seng highlights various perceptions and 
negotiations of space that have caused the continual remak-
ing of heterotopia.

Despite its many positive qualities I would be remiss if I 
did not mention several of this book’s shortcomings.  Among 
these is a missing link to postcolonial urbanism.  Some of 
the notes also appear misnumbered.  And although this is a 
well-written book in which the language produces depth and 
critical insight, it could have been better if it had been more 
carefully copy-edited.  However, none of these minor short-
comings come anywhere close to diminishing the great value 
of the book.

Nihal Perera
Ball State University, Indiana
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The Porch: Meditations on the Edge of Nature.  By Charlie Hai-
ley.  Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2021.  224 pp., 12 
b&w illus.  ISBN 9780226769950.

Charlie Hailey has generat-
ed a book in which he does 
what his subject matter 
calls for.  He holds that the 
porch is not merely a room 
outside an entrance, but 
one that “also opens deeper 
meanings and paradoxes, 
just as porch’s common 
definition raises as many 
questions as it answers.”  
Hence the meditative, rath-
er than propositional style 
of the work.  What does this 
amount to?  In a nutshell, 
our author tells us that

Porches offer lessons in paradox and contradictions.  
They celebrate the in between, as they teach us the val-
ue of thresholds.  In and out, private and public, arrival 
and departure, social and natural, here and there, near 
and far, sight and sound, introversion and extroversion, 
stable and precarious.  On a porch, we live paradox, 
working between opposite, thinking about what we see, 
trying to measure what we sense, and as Dewey says, 

“penetrating the true nature of experience.”  Tuning in.  
Acclimating.

Here we are on notice that we have to assume an ap-
propriate mood when reading.  An openness to the logic of 
serious reflection, as of poetry, is required lest the reader be 
disappointed in the expectation of a discursive presentation 
of linear relationships.  The Porch is not that kind of book.

This review does not intend to provide a “chapter by 
chapter” description of the book’s contents; in any case, that 
would be impossible given the reflective flow across hetero-
geneous subject matter.  Rather, my goal is to convey the 
character of the work, that readers may approach it with the 
appropriate attitude.

Many readers who know Hailey’s smooth and inviting 
writing from earlier works such as Spoil Island: Reading the 
Makeshift Archipelago will expect, besides his sensitive re-
sponse to both the natural and built environments, a strong 
evocation of a specific sense of place.  In this regard, the 
reader can see what is in store early on.  However, to say that 
the book is meditative in mode does not mean that it is cen-
tripetal, closed in on the author’s musings.  To the contrary, 
the reflection is engagingly connected to the features of the 
place, to the body of thought in our heritage that he joins in 
conversation.  The thinking and writing emanate from his 

very particular porch on Florida’s Homosassa River (which 
empties into the Gulf of Mexico), where both the porch and 
the lagoon by which it stands are recognized as carefully 
planned, thoughtfully placed.

Hailey is not bashful about acknowledging a mythic di-
mension, especially that of the ancient Greeks (p.11).  He con-
siders details of construction, as befits an architect, describing 
the framing, with its motley assortment of lumber, and lime-
stone foundation, with its varying degrees of solidity.  This 
seamlessly leads him to consider the echo of Theseus’s ship, 
then onward to Claude Monet’s pool of lilies and its bridge.  
The work is populated not only by cedars, oaks, marsh grass, 
osprey and mangrove snappers.  A surprising number of per-
sons pass through, all in some way familiar with the place and 
with the phenomena of porches: Winslow Homer vacationing 
in Homosassa in the early years of the twentieth century, then 
the especially fruitful work of John Dewey on his porch in 
Miami Beach.  All this in Chapter One!

To say that Hailey is a keen observer doesn’t apply only 
to what his sees (though he self-reflectively discusses the way 
he sketches).  He is a fine listener to a wide range of “what it 
is that is said” — in Heidegger’s terms, what is laid out for us 
to take to heart.

As I hope to have made clear, the book is a site of emer-
gence and flow, enriched by proceeding with concrete par-
ticularities as well as more general observations.  Eschewing 
a strict logical, categorical matrix as the book’s principle of 
organization, the structure unfolds from the author’s conten-
tion that there are four core elements to thinking about a 
porch, each carrying the porch’s essence and paradox: tilt, air, 
screen and blue.  Striking qualitative features, all.  Plus ac-
climation, which “is how porches delicately tune person and 
place.”  In the course of laying thought-worthy material be-
fore us, the mediations range across the nonlevel floorboards, 
driftwood, the story of robin’s-egg blue, a variety of seashells, 
geckos, pelicans, crabbers, shrimp boats, and the insect wire 
screening bureau.  We find conversations taking up James 
Agee and Walker Evans, multiple U.S. presidents, numerous 
ancient Greeks and their architecture, Flannery O’Connor, 
Louis Kahn, Sinclair Lewis, more Greeks, Sigurd Lewerentz, 
John Ruskin, photographers Paul Strand and Al Clayton, the 
Gerber baby, Harper Lee, and St. Gregory.

Lest I leave the wrong impression, those wanting the 
“scholarship behind the thinking,” as provided by support-
ing footnotes, will not be disappointed.  It is provided, but it 
recedes to a lower register.  It can be found by moving to the 
239 endnotes, though flipping back and forth disrupts the 
flow in which the reader can participate.

Bob Mugerauer
University of Washington, Seattle



CONFERENCE THEME 

Tradition has multiple forms, manifestations, and influences that shape the processes used to produce, transform, preserve, 
and consume built environments in synch with socio-cultural and economic change.  Over the past thirty years, IASTE has 
helped shape the discourse around the political, cultural, economic, and legal frameworks of tradition.  The notion of rupture 
will be used to frame this ongoing discussion at the IASTE 2022 conference, to be hosted by the National University of Singapore.  
To describe a rupture is to describe an event that makes the difference between a before and an after.  A rupture is a crack, a 
fissure, an impassable chasm, or a wrinkle in time.  Whether understood in a temporal, physical, or topographic sense, ruptures 
have played an important part in the making of buildings and cultural landscapes.  The pandemic year 2020 certainly provided 
such a moment, which may be used to reflect on the ways that “rupture,” in its multifarious forms, has shaped traditional 
environments.  But its examination also offers an opportunity to rethink the very notion of what tradition is — as something 
passed on, a linear narrative, one that incorporates change rather than stagnation.

The way the “rupture” of the ongoing pandemic is restructuring how traditions are understood will certainly be at the core of 
IASTE 2022.  Yet, instead of simply considering direct responses to this global moment, Rupture and Tradition is also interested 
in the slower, more long-term processes by which traditions consolidate history-altering events.  Indeed, it is often through 
repercussions felt elsewhere, rather than the event itself, that rupture produces change, altering traditions and their forms of 
continuation.  For example, the eruption of Tambora in the Dutch East Indies in 1815 was a cataclysmic local event, but it also 
had repercussions felt around the world, lowering global temperatures in subsequent years and triggering crop failures.  In a 
similar sense, transformational events may be incorporated into traditional environments through the stories they instigate, 
conditions of political and economic status quo they disrupt, and popular understandings of shelter, safety, and supportive 
habitat they suddenly call into question.

The organizers of IASTE 2022 invite participants to submit papers that consider the numerous ways in which rupture and 
tradition are intertwined.  Papers are not restricted to temporal or geographic frames.  Papers that exhibit or explore new 
methodologies in the humanities are most welcome.  The temporal and spatial anomalies that ruptures prompt may even 
prompt researchers to experiment with alternative narrative modes to present ongoing research, or they may motivate scholars 
to revisit existing material in a new light in terms of rupture.

We look forward to receiving papers from scholars, professionals, and practitioners in architecture, architectural history, urban 
design, art history, anthropology, archaeology, folklore, geography, history, planning, sociology, political science, urban studies, 
conservation, design, digital technologies, and related disciplines.  Papers may address one of the following tracks.

continued

RUPTURE AND 
TRADITIONDISRUPTION, CONTINUITY, 

REPERCUSSIONS

IASTE 2022 SINGAPORE

DECEMBER 14–17, 2022  |  NATIONAL UNIVERSITY OF SINGAPORE 
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TRACK I: DISRUPTION 

How does disruption reconfigure how traditions migrate, reshape, or 
translate under duress?  Papers in this track may ask how disruption 
has played an integral role in shaping traditional environments 
and their contemporary interpretations.  Similarly, disruptions of 
the contemporary moment may create challenging circumstances 
for the traditional in myriad ways.  Thus, economic migration, 
pilgrimage, and family separation may all disrupt the continuation 
of traditions, yet eventually be integrated into them, shifting them in 
new directions.  Disruptions in the historical sense can extend from 
the micro to the macro, both in terms of the repercussions of an 
event and the temporal frameworks of an event itself.

Papers in this track might address questions about architecture’s 
capacity to incorporate disruption as part of its decorative or 
structural properties.  For example, South American earthquakes 
revealed the poor artisanship of ecclesial architecture built 
for settler-colonial societies under the encomienda system of 
indentured servitude, whereas the Incan ashlar structures that 
predated them survived.  Disruption, in this sense, revealed 
differences in workmanship related to the wider socio-political 
conditions of that historical moment.  Two approaches to disruption 
— retrospective and contemporary — might thus inform how 
papers ask questions about disruption, ruptures, and tradition.

TRACK II: CONTINUITY

What forms of continuity allow tradition to persist despite rupture?  
In contrast to disruption, asking questions around continuity allows 
for a different framework of tradition to emerge.  In what ways 
have ruptures and disruptions been incorporated into traditional 
environments, their narratives, architectures, and positionalities?  
The idea of continuity might introduce ways of retelling through 
story, memory, and narrative that allow the emergence of different 
meanings of the built environment.  How do dwellings, buildings, 
structures, and sites tell stories about continuity or its lack?  This 
track is interested in exploring how the built environment and 

the variety of ways of interpreting it can provide a measure for 
continuity.

Additionally, new methods in environmental humanities, 
architectural history, and urban studies may illustrate alternative 
ways to interpret continuity.  For example, as a tool for considering 
historical maps and contemporary data as a cohesive composition, 
thick mapping might provide a methodology for evaluating 
the continuity of tradition.  Questions of resistance, resilience, 
ingenuity, and existence are thus of interest to this track.

TRACK III: REPERCUSSIONS

In what ways are societal changes incorporated into tradition 
and its narratives?  How have modern conditions, concerns for 
environmental sustainability, and calls for adaptive reuse posed 
new challenges and opportunities for tradition?  Moreover, 
how do these contemporary concerns reframe the study of 
tradition?  In what ways does the traditional reemerge under new 
circumstances?  These questions of consequence and reverberation 
frame the third track, which is interested in methodological 
reflections on the study of tradition.

One important concern here is how tradition may become 
contemporary under new societal frameworks.  For example, 
Indigenous building traditions may find new meaning through 
contemporary reinterpretation and reuse.  Recently, with the rise of 

ethno-nationalism in many societies globally, Indigeneity itself has 
taken on new meaning since it brings forth notions of rootedness, 
diversity, and historical migrations that structure worldviews 
outside of the purview of the nation-state.  Architects have thus 
recently turned to the study of Indigenous building methods both in 
search of respite from techno-scientific and unsustainable modes 
of construction and in order to exploit the conceptual implications 
that Indigenous uses of materiality bring forth.  Papers in this track 
might consider these as repercussions of tradition — traditional 
forms in new frameworks under new interpretations — that call 
into question the static attributes of tradition and provide a means 
for understanding what James Clifford has called “becoming 
Indigenous in the twenty-first century.”

SPECIAL SESSIONS/PANELS

Over the past few years, IASTE conferences have included special 
sessions and panels related to conference themes, collectively 
organized or sponsored by specific groups or institutions.  Such 
proposals are welcome again in 2022 as a way to facilitate outreach 
to researchers from disciplines not normally engaged with IASTE or 
to introduce new topics or debates.  We include here a call for such 
special sessions/panels.

CONFERENCE SCHEDULE

March 21, 2022 ...............................Deadline for abstract submission

May 15, 2022  .......Acceptance letter for abstracts/conference poster
September 1, 2022....................................... Deadline for registration

November 1, 2022  ............................. Deadline for paper submission 
 to the IASTE Working Paper Series
December 14–17, 2022 ......................................................Conference
December 18, 2022 .............................................Postconference Tour 

SUBMISSION REQUIREMENTS

Please refer to our website (iaste.org) for detailed instructions on 
abstract submissions.  A one-page abstract of 500 words and a one-
page CV are required.  For further inquiries, please email IASTE at 
coordinator@iaste.org.  Proposals for complete panels of four to five 
papers are also welcome.  Please indicate the track in which the 
panel fits.  Panel submissions must include an overall abstract in 
addition to abstracts and CVs from all proposed speakers.  IASTE 
may accept the panel as a whole or only accept individual abstracts 
and place them in appropriate tracks.  All papers must be written 
and presented in English.  Following a blind peer-review process, 
papers may be accepted for presentation at the conference and/or 
publication in the IASTE Working Paper Series.

Contributors whose abstracts are accepted must preregister for the 
conference, pay the registration fee of $450 (which includes IASTE 
membership for 2022–2023), and prepare a full-length paper of 
20–25 double-spaced pages.  Registered students and spouses may 
qualify for a reduced registration fee of $250 (which also includes 
IASTE membership for 2022–2023).  All participants must be 
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IASTE members.  Please note that expenses associated with hotel 
accommodations, travel, and additional excursions are not covered 
by the registration fee and must be paid directly to the hotel or 
designated travel agent.  The registration fee covers the conference 
program, conference abstracts, and access to all conference 
activities, theme sessions, keynote plenary talks, receptions, 
conference receptions, and a walking/bus tour of the city.

CONFERENCE SPONSORS

National Heritage Board, Singapore
Department of Architecture, College of Design and Engineering, 
National University of Singapore

CONFERENCE ORGANIZING COMMITTEE

Ho Puay Peng, National University of Singapore, Local Conference 
Director

Mark Gillem, University of Oregon, IASTE President and Conference 
Co-Director

Hesham Issa, Cairo University, IASTE Secretary-General and 
Conference General Coordinator

Adnya Sarasmita, IASTE Conference Coordinator

Lee Kah Wee, National University of Singapore, Local Conference 
Coordinator

Montira Horayangura, UNESCO, IASTE Vice President

Nezar AlSayyad, U.C. Berkeley, IASTE Emeritus President and 
Sessions Committee Chair 

NUS Local Conference Team — Department of Architecture, 
College of Design and Engineering

Ho Puay Peng, Professor and Head, Department of Architecture

Heng Chye Kiang, Professor and Deputy Dean for Research, College 
of Design & Engineering

Johannes Widodo, Associate Professor

Lee Kah Wee, Associate Professor

Nikhil Joshi, Senior Lecturer

Will Davis, Lecturer, Conference Communication

Cecelia Chan, Conference Administration

SESSIONS COMMITTEE

M. Gamal Abdelmonem, Heba Ahmed, Howayda al-Harithy, 
Mohamad al-Jassar, Nezar AlSayyad, Yael Allweil, Anne-Marie 
Broudehoux, Flavia Brito do Nascimento, Tiago Castela, Cecilia 
Chu, Lyndsey Deaton, Natalia Echeverri, Joseph Godlewski, Puay 
Peng Ho, Mui Ho, Montira Horayangura, Hesham Issa, Chee-
Kien Lai, Kah Wee Lee, Gehan Selim, Manu Sobti, Ipek Tureli, 
Shundana Yusaf

IASTE BEST PAPER AWARDS

Three awards will be given for papers presented to the conference: 
the Jeffrey Cook Award for the best paper by a scholar dealing with 
traditional dwellings; the Eleni Bastea Award for the best paper 
on an urban Issue; and the Ray Lifchez Berkeley Prize for the best 
paper by a student or junior scholar.  The winners will receive a 
monetary award, and after appropriate review and revision their 
papers will be published in the IASTE journal Traditional Dwellings 
and Settlements Review.  Eligible papers should be concerned with 
the subject of traditional dwellings and settlements in a manner 
that challenges traditional scholarship on the subject and that 
engages spatial analysis from an interdisciplinary perspective.

POSTCONFERENCE TOURS

Tour 1: Diversity-Sustainability in Singapore
This tour will provide a brief experiential introduction to Singapore 
for symposium participants by means of specially planned routes, 
sites, and projects.  The tour will showcase the development of 
Singapore from a cosmopolitan colonial town to a global city, 
including various typologies of public housing forms, conservation 
areas, rapidly developed business districts, and iconic new buildings.  
The trip combines a coach ride across urban areas and a walk 
through nature, culminating at the Marina Barrage to showcase 
Singapore’s journey and struggle toward becoming a sustainable city 
while maintaining its cultural and morphological diversity.

Tour 2: Singapore Cosmopolitan Modernity
This time-travel tour will start from the old harbor and fish market 
at the Boat Quay and end at one of the masterpieces of modern 
architecture of Singapore in the 1970s, the People’s Park Complex.  
The first part involves a walk along the former coastline of the 
water-bay (Telok Ayer), where early immigrants (especially the 
Teochew, Hakka, Hokkien, and Tamil) and international traders 
landed in Singapore.  The second part involves a walk through Niu 
Che Shui’s pleasure district, a watering hole for Chinese high-
society during the colonial era and a prostitution district from 
the 1930s until the 1960s.  The tour will end at the People’s Park 
Complex.  The tour allows observation of a mix of hybrid Modernist, 
Brutalist, and Metabolist architectural concepts.  The area to be 
visited is one of the most important sites of Asian modern heritage, 
and one which is under tremendous pressure of redevelopment.

MAILING ADDRESS AND INQUIRIES:

IASTE 2022 
International Association for the Study of Traditional Environments 
207 East 5th Avenue 
Eugene, OR 97401 

Tel: 541.712.7832  |  E-mail: coordinator@iaste.org 
Web: https://www.iaste.org
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1. GENERAL
 The editors invite readers to submit manuscripts on a rolling basis.  Please send all initial submissions through the Oxford Abstracts system  

(https://app.oxfordabstracts.com/stages/157/submission).  Please follow the instructions there carefully and remove the author(s)’s name from 
the manuscript.  Submissions are circulated for review without identifying the author.  Manuscripts are evaluated by a double-blind peer-
review process. 

2. LENGTH AND FORMAT
 Manuscripts should not exceed 7,500 words and 20 images.

3. APPROACH TO READER
 Because of the interdisciplinary nature of the journal, papers should be written for an academic audience 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, located at the end of sentences, 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 indicative 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, 
Vol.11 No.2  (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 articles accepted for publication in the journal, however, each article can only be accompanied by a 

maximum of 20 illustrations.

 Since TDSR is printed in black and white, grayscale images are preferred but color is acceptable.  Digitized artwork should be in one of the 
following file formats.  

 Rasterized artwork (photos): TIFF or JPEG files, 300 dpi, source file size should be between 4 and 6 inches wide (let the length fall), or 
1200 x 1800 pixels.  Source size is the file size when the image was taken.  Images that are enlarged to a specific size will lose resolution in 
the enlargement process and may reproduce poorly

 Line art, including charts and graphs: 1) TIFF or JPEG files, 1200 dpi; or 2) vector EPS or AI (Adobe Illustrator) AI file with fonts outlined.  
If submitting EPS or AI files, please remember to convert any fonts to outlines.
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8. ELECTRONIC IMAGE RESOLUTION AND FILE TYPE
 All images accepted for publication should be submitted as separate grayscale TIFF or JPEG files of at least 300 dpi at the actual size they 

will appear on the printed page.  Images taken directly from the Web are unacceptable unless they have been sourced at 300 dpi.

9. CAPTIONS AND FIGURE CALLOUTS
 Please include all graphic material on separate pages at the end of the text.  Caption text and credits should not exceed 50 words per 

image.  Use identical numbering for images and captions.  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 callout in the form of “( f i g . 1 ) .”  Use 
the designation “( f i g . ) ” and a single numeric progression for all graphic material.  Clearly indicate the appropriate f i g  number on each 
illustration page.

10. 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 similar to: “Source: E. Hassan, 
Islamic Architecture (London: Penguin, 1982). Reprinted by permission.”  Or if you have altered the original version, add: “Based on: E. 
Hassan, Islamic Architecture (London: Penguin, 1982).”

11. OTHER ISSUES OF STYLE
 In special circumstances, or in circumstances not described above, follow conventions outlined in A Manual for Writers by Kate Turabian.  

In particular, note conventions for complex or unusual reference notes. For spelling, refer to Webster’s Dictionary.

12. WORKS FOR HIRE
 If you have done your work as the result of direct employment or as the result of a grant, it is essential that you acknowledge this support at 

the end of your paper.

 Sample acknowledgement: The initial research for this paper was made possible by a grant from the National Endowment for the Arts [NEA]. 
The author acknowledges NEA support and the support of the sabbatical research program of the University of Waterloo.

13. SIMULTANEOUS SUBMISSION AND PREVIOUS PUBLICATION
 Submission of a manuscript implies a commitment to publish in this journal.  Simultaneous submission to other journals is unacceptable. 

Previously published work, or work which is substantially similar to previously published work, is ordinarily not acceptable.  If in doubt 
about these requirements, contact the editors.

14. ELECTRONIC SUBMISSION
 PDF files are acceptable for initial submission and peer review.  All accepted article texts must be submitted as MS Word files.  Submission 

of final artwork for accepted articles may be by CD, e-mail attachment, or electronic file transfer service.  Accepted artwork must comply 
with the file-size requirements in items 7 and 8 above.

15. NOTIFICATION
 Contributors are usually notified within 15 weeks whether their manuscripts have been accepted.  If changes are required, authors are 

furnished with comments from the editors and the peer-review board.  The editors are responsible for all final decisions on editorial 
changes.  The publisher reserves the right to copyedit and proof all articles accepted for publication without prior consultation with 
contributing authors.
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International Association for the Study of Traditional Environments (iaste) 
2512 Ninth St., #8 
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E-mail: ddmoffat@aol.com; david@iaste.org

 Nezar AlSayyad, Editor-in-Chief 
E-mail: nezar@berkeley.edu

 Oxford Abstracts paper submissions 
https://app.oxfordabstracts.com/stages/157/submission

 Web: http://iaste.org 
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