
CHAPTER 4

Reclaiming Heritage Through the Image
of Traditional Habitat

Ali Mozaffari and Nigel Westbrook

Abstract From the 1960s, Iran, like many other similar countries experi-
enced a radical urban expansion and industrialization, chiefly as a result of
the expanding oil industry. Internal migration fueled by industrialization
created both a crisis of habitation and a cultural dissonance, in response to
which various schemes were developed for model communities, intended
to bridge the gap between Iranian culture, its heritage, and modern
urbanism. We will examine one such “model community,” New
Shushtar, a housing complex adjacent to the ancient heritage town of
Shushtar, in which architectural motifs and images were used to evoke
and perhaps invoke authentic traditional life. We will place this complex
within the broader context in the Muslim world of attempts to defend
regional culture from the effects of globalization.
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INTRODUCTION: THE MIRAGE OF “ISLAMIC HOUSING”

In April 1978, the Aga Khan Foundation held its first symposium addressing
the question of Islamic architecture and heritage, entitled “Towards an
Architecture in the Spirit of Islam.” In retrospect, the symposium’s theme,
which posited the belief in an essential Islamic identity pertaining to the
material culture of Muslim societies, could be seen as a significant moment
in the construction of an Islamist ideology with reference to architectural
heritage. In his opening remarks, the Aga Khan, Prince Shah Karim
Hussayni, noted the lack of a common position on what an appropriate
architectural idiom for Islamic societies might look like, but also the dynamic
social situation that these societies faced in the context of new oil wealth,
decolonization, and uneven development. Nonetheless, he argued, there
was a necessity for a common Islamic identity and culture (Holod 1980, viii):

Many of these countries have emerged from a colonial era and are searching
for an identity of their own. This identity is at the same time specific and
regional, yet it must continue to share a common civilization and history
with other Islamic countries.

Thus was succinctly stated an inherent contradiction, between a (theologi-
cally based) conception of the umma (the unity of world Muslims) and an
acknowledgment of cultural differentiation in Islamic societies. In his pre-
sentation following these opening remarks—and echoing what would
become one of the major idioms of political Islam—Seyyed Hossein Nasr,
the influential traditionalist Islamic philosopher, attributed the corruption of
Islamic societies to their exposure toWestern secular culture and intellectual
traditions; this recalled the accusation of Gharbzadegi (Westoxification) of
earlier Iranian critical writers toward the cultural change their country was
undergoing under the twentieth-century Pahlavi dynasty (Hanson 1983,
2–4). Addressing the theme of the symposium, Nasr’s presentation con-
trasted the ugliness derived from slavish imitation of foreignmodels with the
“serenity and beauty of the traditional Islamic city” (Holod 1980, 1). There
should be a return to Islamic traditions in both cultural practices and
heritage, an “emergence from darkness into the light” (Holod 1980, 5).

A common theme at this symposium was that architecture constituted a
major element of the cultural heritage of Islamic cities. The challenge
posed here was to develop principles that might enable new buildings to
belong to and constitute that cultural heritage. Janet Abu-Lughod (Holod
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1980, 61–75), for example, argued that the traditional buildings and
spaces that constitute the heritage of an Islamic city should serve as
models, or an underlying structure, for new developments that respond
to the modern culture and economy. Thus, these new habitats might
become compatible with traditional heritage, while themselves becoming
constitutive of it. Abu-Lughod asserted that preserving Islamic heritage
necessitated not only the preservation of significant and typical structures
but also the conservation of spatial typologies (e.g., streets, small squares,
courtyard housing). Architectural, and thus cultural, identity should be
safeguarded by conserving past heritage while adapting habitat for present
and future needs; another delegate noted that construction techniques
and typologies should be appropriately adapted rather than slavishly follow
past models (Holod 1980, 41). In a later article, Abu-Lughod (1987,
172–173) traced the roots of essentialist notions of the Islamic city to
French orientalist sources and restricted the intrinsically Islamic character-
istics of traditional Muslim cities to three factors: 1. distinction between
members of the umma and outsiders; 2. a spatially expressed gender
segregation, and 3. a devolved legal system with respect to land claims
between residents (Abu Lughod 1987, 162–163). These factors, she
argued, did not necessarily have a tangible, material aspect.

In the Third Aga Khan Symposium held in Jakarta in 1979, which was
dedicated to the question of housing, Prince Hussayni reiterated his call to
remedy a situation in which then-contemporary buildings in Islamic cities
failed to “reflect or respond to Islamic tradition, thought or ways of life”
(Safran 1980, xi). This type of architecture was to his mind worse than
destruction of the past—the two conditions of physical and memorial
obliteration resulted in a precarity that had brought the “Islamic World”
toward the “brink” of identity loss (Safran 1980, xi) or a loss of cultural
memory (Assmann 2011a, 2011b). On the other hand, in the face of rapid
change and population growth brought about by processes of modernity,
the Prince thought that Islamic forms of housing that accorded with Islamic
tradition and custom were, at the time, “unattainable” (Safran 1980, x).

The discontent expressed through such statements reflects both nos-
talgia for a lost sense of community and concern about a destabilized sense
of Muslim cultural identity. This quest for an authentic Islamic habitat,
one that reflects and incorporates Islamic heritage, can be detected in both
globalizing projects such as the World Heritage Organization (WHO),
and in materially embedded processes, such as the local naturalization
of syncretically assembled, exotic sources; it involves competing and
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confusing interpretations of tradition (Harrison 2015, 297–312). Thus,
does an “Islamic habitat” refer to the embodiment of a continuous tradi-
tion? Is it a fictitious fabrication, an act of remembering, or a site of
cultural heritage? Certainly, one of the speakers at the Aga Khan Jakarta
Symposium, the Iranian architect, Kamran Diba, implied that such a
habitat required a continuity with a revered past. Describing his design
for housing at Shushtar Noʾw (Shushtar New Town) in Iran, he asserted
its maintenance of a “traditional continuity,” and a “tightly knit fabric
reminiscent of Islamic vernacular architecture” (Safran 1980, 41–45).

Such an essentialist statement fabricates a unitary and immutable cul-
tural identity in which present-day cultural productions derive their value
through continuity with the surviving heritage of the past. In the follow-
ing discussion, we will interrogate and historicize such attempts to
“reclaim heritage,” by building on recent concepts of remembering, tradi-
tion, heritage, and their instabilities, to then trace the genealogy of the
idea of Muslim habitat. We will argue that this concept is a product of a
global tendency that developed out of Western colonial and postcolonial
policies and critiques, through which European modernist, technologi-
cally advanced theories of urban and regional planning were adapted and
broadened to accommodate the new perspectives of sociology and anthro-
pology in response to what was perceived to be a gradient of cultural
evolution. We will further problematize the very notion of Islamic heritage
in architecture, arguing that such works as Shushtar Noʾw may be con-
sidered as heritage, not because of some essentially Islamic character, but
rather for their capacity to engender the construction of belonging—a
sense of place—through evocation of traditions, images, and familiar
spatial experiences, where “the past is used to legitimate a new practice,
not an existing one” (Otto and Pedersen 2005, 29).

PROBING AN ISLAMIC TRADITION IN ARCHITECTURE AND HABITAT

The discourse of a purported Islamic heritage, as expressed through archi-
tecture and, more specifically, the idea of Islamic housing and habitat, may
be explained in part through a process of memory restitution. Here, the
medium of design plays an important role in coalescing, routinizing, socia-
lizing, and potentially globalizing practices, symbols, and beliefs incorpo-
rated in the “myth” of Muslim housing. Therefore, an examination of the
establishment and transmission of an Islamic tradition in architecture is a
process that must pay attention to both content, that which is handed
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down (Otto and Pedersen 2005, 22), and form, the manner of handing
down. It is argued here that transmission of an Islamic heritage lies in
transactions between two categories—Muslim memories and Muslim her-
itages—which help to frame how an Islamic habitat discourse and its
heritage might be formed in dialogue with cultural memory.

The dramatic shifts and disruptions of social structures in most Muslim
societies since the late nineteenth century, and most critically in the 1960s
and 1970s, following successive Arab-Israeli wars, problematize this pro-
cess. The undermining of political secularism and a rise of Islamic nation-
alism formed the context for the idea of the need for an authentic Islamic
tradition and heritage in architecture and urbanism (Dorraj 1999, 237;
Juergensmeyer 1993, 12). The attempt to revive and institutionalize such
traditions by powerful individuals like the Aga Khan, and groups or even
states, such as Iran after 1979, was based on their assumption or hope that
their Muslim audiences would be willing to subscribe to the new mem-
ories and customs, or could be coerced into the routines, in part secured
through the global rise of political Islam.

At the heart of this turn to tradition is the desire to construct a modern
Muslim identity.1 Once taken up by Islamist discourses in a Muslim
society, a habitat ascribed as Muslim can in itself become a “site of
memory” (Nora 1989, 7–24). That is to say, it can be an indication of
an ethnoreligious, nationalist tendency as well as operating on a more
functional—meaning lived and experienced—level of memory. In the
traditional village, a semblance of timelessness was maintained by a slowly
evolving symbiosis between place, economy, and culture; however, as it
was drawn into a globalized economy and new sources of work were
created in urban centers, this rhythm was disrupted by the internal migra-
tion of rural populations to the city fringes. It is in response to this
historical and economic context that governmental policies were devel-
oped in both European colonies and emergent Middle Eastern nations, for
the creation of a new habitat appropriate for these populations, one that
could bridge the traditional and modern worlds.

HOUSING THE “INDIGENOUS” IN FRENCH NORTH AFRICA

Arguably, the discourse of “Islamic housing” may be traced back to the
ameliorative colonial policy concerning so-called indigenous housing and
settlements developed in the French protectorate of Morocco from 1912
to 1925 under Resident-General Marshal Lyautey. Lyautey sought to
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protect the fabric and spatial structure of traditional settlements such as
the casbah of Casablanca, which were beginning to be perceived to possess
heritage value given their embodiment of cultural traditions (Rabinow
1989, 277–319). These settlements were seen to have developed out of
such traditional social practices as the clan structure, seclusion of women,
the waqf (religious endowment) system, and adaptation to local climatic
conditions. On the other hand, the similarity of building forms and spaces
in the Jewish and Muslim quarters did, however, call into question an
intrinsically Islamic habitat. Lyautey’s preservationist policies did little to
solve the problems of internal migration, and the formerly organic and
cohesive urban structure of the old urban cores became subject to massive
overcrowding, often by new residents with few cultural links to the tradi-
tional inhabitants, the merchant elite, and poorer artisans. The formerly
unitary spatial and social structure was thus disrupted (Cohen and Eleb
1998, 214–226).

In subsequent years prior to the SecondWorld War, public and company
housing estates for Muslims, such as the Habous quarter, were laid out in
Casablanca to the design of French architects. Their external appearance
was of traditional, walled towns, while the domestic layouts drew on the
typology of courtyard gardens, fountains, and flexible living rooms (Cohen
and Eleb 2002, 214–226; Cohen 2006; Eleb 2000; Falehat 2014). The
intention was to provide habitat, including both housing and neighborhood
structure, which was appropriate for the residents’ social norms and reli-
gious practices, while the picturesque urban décor also served to support a
growing touristic market for local color, supplementing the old casbah.

Scholars have also noted an imperialist and self-reflective agenda in this
citation of traditional forms and spaces (Fuller 2008; Yacobi and Shadar
2014, 975–997). With the influence of modernist architectural ideas
emphasizing simple stereometric forms, settlements like the casbah were
revalued for their simple, cohesive cubic form, which were appropriated
by French architects, both to house the colons (the European colonists,
both French and other nationalities), and eventually for housing the
“indigenous peoples”—Arabs, Berbers, and Jews. The architect of the
Habous quarter, Albert Laprade, described the new style of Lyautey’s
projects as a “synthesis of our Latin spirit and love for autochthonous
art” (Cohen and Eleb 2002, 150, cited in Fuller 2008, 978–979). This
statement reflects a prevalent discourse of what has been described as
“Mediterraneanism,” in which a linkage was made to the ancient culture
of Greece and Rome; the Arab village was regarded as a (primitive)
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descendent of this culture, of which the French were regarded as the
inheritors. Through this mythologization of the Mediterranean, the recent
history of the Ottoman Empire was elided (Fuller 2008, 984). Thus,
cultural memory was fabricated on several levels, that of the Islamic, but
also that of Jewish colonized subjects and of the colonizers.

In the post–Second World War period of economic expansion in
French North Africa, and in response to the internal migration of “indi-
genous peoples,”multidisciplinary teams of French architects and planners
proposed that the discussion of mass dwelling should be undertaken under
the rubric of “habitat,” an organic and interconnected relationship
between diverse urban activities and functions, rather than under that of
“mass-housing” (Cohen and Eleb 2002, 325). This notion of “habitat,”
was probably first promulgated by the leading French architect, Le
Corbusier, in relation to his Marseilles Unité d’habitation (1947–1952—
Unity of Habitat); it was distinguished from the earlier modernist category
of housing (Mumford 2000) and built on both geographers’ studies of
space and land-zoning and anthropologists’ studies of the way in which
certain social practices, both everyday and exceptional, evolved in relation
to particular climatic and geographical contexts to produce cultural spe-
cificity. And yet the new term, “habitat,” with its reference to a grounded
culture, contained an inherent contradiction, given that the “progressive”
architects of the Congrès international d’architecture moderne (CIAM—

International Congress of Modern Architecture) were committed to uni-
versal standards of enlightened civilization. The design of culturally spe-
cific habitats was rather conceived of as a necessary bridging infrastructure
for populations whose cultural development was deemed to be insufficient
to successfully embrace the more advanced Western secular culture (Eleb
2000, 55ff).

The director of planning in French Morocco, Michel Écochard, pro-
posed the provision of housing settlements for “indigenous peoples”
based on the concept of what he termed “secular customs”; these were
seen to consist of the secluded space of the family and clan, the gendered
space of male–female interactions, and the pronounced cultural division
between interiority and exteriority, together with the social spaces of the
bazaar and mosque (Cohen and Eleb 1998, 332–335; Eleb 2000, 56–61).
Écochard’s policy of housing based on secular customs reflected the real
cultural differences not just between Europeans and “indigenous peoples”
but also between the largely Berber rural populations and the urbanized
Arabs of the coastal cities. However, some of the behavioral and cultural
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norms constituting Écochard’s secular customs, such as patterns of spatial
use, ideas of privacy, and spatial hierarchies, crossed ethnic and religious
boundaries, as Abu-Lughod has noted (1987, 161).

Under Écochard’s guidelines, a predominantly horizontal housing
layout—closer to a traditional village structure and scale—was felt appro-
priate for the most “socially backward” populations. The ATBAT-Afrique
settlements, notably the Carrières Centrales designed by a team led by
Candilis, under Écochard’s direction (Avermaete 2005), featured shaded
pedestrian streets and private courtyards onto which opened one to three
optimally south-facing rooms, a typology that was thought to respond to the
gendered space of traditional Arab and Berber Muslims, but also followed
the French colonial model of a Mediterranean habitat (Écochard 1955 cited
in Eleb 2000, 56). However, as stated above, this spatial structure was
conceived of as a bridge between the “static” culture of traditional Islamic
societies and the enlightened one of modern rational society (Eleb 2000,
59).2 In 1953, this project was presented by Écochard and the co-designer,
Candilis, to the Ninth Congress of CIAM at Aix-en-Provence, as an example
of the new paradigm of “habitat,” for which it formed a strong stimulus
(Mumford 2000, 234). The paradigm fully emerged at the 1970–1976
Architectural Congresses in Iran, where leading international figures, includ-
ing Écochard and Candilis, met to debate an appropriate habitat for that
Islamic nation (Bakhtiar and Farhad 1970, 249–250).

DESIGNING FOR CULTURAL CONTINUITY: SHUSHTAR NOʾW, IRAN
Underpinning the new concept of “habitat” was both a dismissal of
abstract planning structures, in which housing was seen to have been
secondary to zoning diagrams, and a belief in the ability of the architec-
tural form and space of social housing to provide the scaffolding for
authentic forms of social life and community to develop. In the same
period, authorities in developing countries, such as Iran, similarly grappled
with the problem of how to create culturally authentic habitat in the face
of similar problems of population displacement and housing shortages in
the cities—the byproducts of processes of modernization.

The 1970s oil economy of Iran, and its associated rapid modernization,
had the negative consequence of a population displacement from rural
villages to larger industrial cities and towns (Mahdavy 1965). This, as Diba
observed, fueled the growth of squatter housing and escalated socioeco-
nomic problems (Safran 1980, 38). Faced with this crisis, the government
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initiated a centrally planned housing program that considered a range of
potential solutions, including the importation of factory-made, prefabri-
cated housing—a key topic of the 1970 First International Congress of
Architects in Iran, held in Isfahan (Westbrook and Mozaffari 2015). In the
following 1974 Congress in Persepolis, a motion was carried that the
Iranian government should commission the design of model housing
projects, embodying the new concept of “habitat.” Of the subsequent
government-funded model housing communities, the most paradigmatic
project was the company housing complex Shushtar Noʾw (New
Shushtar), near the historic city of Shushtar in Khuzestan. The commis-
sion was awarded in 1975, a year after the Persepolis Congress, to Kamran
Diba’s firm DAZ Architects, Planners, and Engineers (Shirazi 2013).3 The
outcome was one of the most celebrated and publicized examples of new
town design in the developing world, as reflected in numerous journal
publications, and its appearance on the cover of the 1990 volume of the
Aga Khan Awards Foundation (Powell 1990). In 1986, it received an Aga
Khan Commendation, the first-stage design having been approved by
1977, and completed in 1980, after Diba’s departure from Iran.

The design for Shushtar Noʾw was based on an attempt to reinterpret
the appearance and structure of traditional towns in the region, and
specifically the ancient towns of Shushtar, and using narrow alleyways
that would provide shade and habitable roofs to permit sleeping on the
roofs during hot summer nights (Fig. 4.1).4 The project was praised by the
1986 Aga Khan Award panel for its having remained “faithful to the
tradition, customs, ambitions and needs of the people of a region through
an architecture expressing these aspirations and engendering balance and
harmony,” for creating and facilitating a sense of community through its
spatial network and for establishing a meaningful formal and spatial dia-
logue with the old city of Shushtar (Serageldin 1989, 165).

For the Aga Khan Awards panel, Shushtar Noʾw appeared as an inten-
tionally unified cultural project that effected a continuity with traditional
local vernacular architecture through its materiality and spatial network.
The jury chairman noted the need to deal, in such projects, with “the
special values of traditional societies” (Serageldin 1989, 69). This is similar
to the call in the 1974 Persepolis Architects Conference—at which
Écochard and Candilis were both invited delegates—for the creation of
housing that responds to the desirable diversity of perceptions and means
inherent in “the shaping of the human habitat in time and place” (Bakhtiar
1974, 360). Indeed, in many respects the design is responsive to its local
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context. Thus, rather than following the modern functional program of a
house, the layout of apartments is derived from spatial units of rooms
which are all of a larger-than-typical size; this permits functional flexibility,
akin to the traditional diurnal and seasonal variations in spatial use within
the house, as well as consisting of two zones separating private family area
from external and socializing areas. Second, like the ATBAT-Afrique
housing, there is a hierarchy of courtyards from individual, to community
and urban scale. The brick walls and vaulted roofs and internally oriented
openings shield against the harsh sunlight and privilege the courtyard
garden, while providing a culturally appropriate social seclusion. Finally,
the design was consciously based on a sociological study of the way in
which people in nearby towns interacted in public and private space
(Shirazi 2013, 36).

But the most noticeable aspect of the project is its citation of a lexicon
of selected images of traditional architecture. The urban configuration is

Fig. 4.1 A pedestrian walkway in Shushtar Noʾw, development stage 1
(Photograph by Ali Mozaffari, 1993)
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based, in Diba’s words (1980, 4), on the concept of a fire temple court-
yard occupying the highest part of the hill, and forming an axial center for
two broad spines of open space at right angles to each other, thus forming
a configuration similar to that of a traditional Persian garden, or Chahar-
Bagh (fourfold garden). This indeed invokes aspects of cultural memory
from various historical periods, asserting a common pattern of spatial
culture for a considerable duration of time, presumably with the objective
of preserving them as functional memory. In this regard, it can be argued
that Diba’s action is one of heritage preservation. In the original design,
the axial spines were extensively landscaped as a series of shady garden
rooms, while in each of the four resultant quadrants, narrow, shaded
pedestrian streets connect to local neighborhood courtyards, or maidan-
che, and are abutted by blocks of courtyard houses separated by lanes
stepping down the hill, recalling the traditional residential quarters, or
mahalleh. While the design is undoubtedly influenced by the projects
presented at the Iran Congresses, notably the North African housing,
the built project conveys an image that resonates with its traditional
context: Lattice-brickwork bridges frame the residential streets at points
adjacent to neighborhood courtyards (Fig. 4.2), recalling similar details in
the nearby town of Dezful where Diba had undertaken a master plan,5

while the central pedestrian spine of the master plan is reminiscent of the
Isfahan bazaar plan. The overall layout is a constructed image of unity.

The desired unity at New Shushtar was effected, we would argue,
through the montaging of reassuring images, in support of a desired
connection to traditional habitat. In this respect, it is proposed that, rather
than constituting a continuity with tradition, the project is a product of
modern techniques, in which aspects of traditional buildings and towns
have been cited, while figures and images have been appropriated from
Western sources, most evidently the subcontinental work of the widely
influential American architect, Louis Kahn, who was a key figure at the
1970 Congress in Isfahan.6 In an interview we conducted, Diba’s former
associate, Kashanijoo, noted that the intention was to design a “total
environment,” a notable theme of the Iran Congresses,7 where in 1970,
the Iranian-American architect, Nader Ardalan, supported by Kahn, had
called for the conscious embrace of a unitary concept of culture in which
material and spiritual worlds were in harmony (Bakhtiar and Farhad 1970,
31–44). This idea of an authentic culture found its image in the form of
the traditional village or town, for which Isfahan served as a spectacular
model. Indeed Diba, at the Third Aga Khan Congress in Jakarta,
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characterized his own design for Shushtar Noʾw as maintaining a conti-
nuity with Iranian traditions in its construction and spatial structure
(Safran 1980, 41–44). The model for such desired continuity was the
traditional house, village, and city (Bakhtiar 1974, xvii).

CONCLUSION

The dynamic relationship between habitat and social space raises a
significant question for discussions of a putative Islamic heritage. Might
intentionally designed projects of local and “Islamic” architecture,
through the habitualizing of particular spatial performances—or through
repetition—constitute in time, both an “invented tradition” (Hobsbawm
1983) and, consequently, heritage? But perhaps the more pertinent
question here is to ask, following Thomas (1992, 216), “against what
are traditions invented?” In the context of this chapter, this Other—that
which is not heritage—is the process of globalization and economic
and demographic transformation allegorized as “Western culture,” the
symptoms of which are uneven development, displacement, and

Fig. 4.2 General view of Shushtar Noʾw rooftops, development stage 1
(Photograph by Ali Mozaffari, 1993)
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industrialization. In the discourse of the Aga Khan Awards symposia, the
Other was seen to endanger a precious heritage, and in reaction to which
the traditional city was incapable of adapting. Processes of globalization
are therefore deeply implicated in both creating and questioning the
notion of “Islamic Heritage.”

As we have argued in this chapter, putative Islamic authenticity in
architecture travels from housing projects for the “indigenous” in
French colonial North Africa to the town of Shushtar Noʾw in Iran
through a process whereby well-placed local actors—in our case, the
Empress Farah Diba and the organizers of the Iranian Congresses of
Architects, notably her cousin Kamran Diba—invited the participation of
leading architects and planners to present their perspectives, which could
lead to collaborations on model projects. As outlined earlier, one such
example of a model project was Shushtar Noʾw. In turn, this project,
which owed much to its colonial models, was embraced by the Aga
Khan Foundation as a paradigmatic example of Islamic housing. This
project drew on the heritage of existing towns, creating familiar memories
through the assemblage of the “thick images” of decorative motifs, screen-
ing and shading structures, courtyard buildings, narrow pedestrian streets,
and a simulated bazaar structure, through which a “continuity” with the
Islamic heritage of Iran was attempted. This process worked on the
ground since it remained unquestioned, and from the outside it was
confirmed by the reception it received from proponents of Islamic identity
and heritage.

Through its play of images and motifs, Shushtar Noʾw also served a
didactic role; a substantial proportion of the intended residents were of
nomadic origins who were being encouraged to settle and had little or no
experience of urban or perhaps even village life. While they shared reli-
gious and social values with the local population, their encounter with the
habitat of Shushtar Noʾw was one—as in North Africa—of acculturation
where, we would argue, the construction of social memory was effectively
attempted. For the new residents, perhaps, a form of communicative
memory (the unofficial and quotidian) could be engendered through the
repetitive activities and rituals of everyday (Erll 2011, 28). But can this
processual memory be stated as evidence of an essential Islamic heritage
and identity? We would argue that such identity has been ascribed to
objects and spaces that have a syncretic formation. The discourse of
“Islamic habitat” as exemplified by the Aga Khan Awards and Shushtar
Noʾw in particular is connected to and paralleled by that of the Islamic city.
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Both are linked to the same narratives of political Islam that would
become dominant from the early 1980s. It may be true that the universa-
lized idea of the Islamic city as such is a French (or in another narrative,
American) Orientalist invention (Aldous 2013). But there is, so far, little
that explains the currency of this invention beyond Western scholars and
indeed among broad sectors of Muslim intelligentsia around the globe, in
which the narrative of the Islamic city and its heritage are presented as a
fait accompli. Such a rise in interest in Islamic heritage could reasonably be
explained through globalizing processes. As scholars in the field have
correctly observed, this interest is a symptom of, among other things,
the intertwined projects of modernity and globalization (Anheier and
Yudhishthir 2011; Appadurai 1996; Beck 2000; Tsing 2005). Heritage
is a globalizing project (Harrison 2015), one which has been brought
forth through the growing interconnectedness of various areas of politics,
culture, and economy, together with various modes of circulation of
things and ideas; it operates on the three arenas of politics, economy,
and culture and is facilitated through travel and technological advance-
ments such as communications.

The rising interest in the Islamic city, not as a museum, but as a living
emplacement of cultural heritage, arises from this type of circulation of
material (in this case, housing), people (those working in the colonies or
even as contractors in the developing world), and ideas (the Islamic city
itself)—a process of “design” that is globalizing, comprised of modern
education and techniques, in which a dialogical relationship between the
present and the past is constructed. However, in this increased exposure to
the Other, and a consequent increase in multivocality and diversity, there
has arguably developed a growing sense of discontinuity with the past, a
rupture (following Appadurai and Harrison) that has heightened the
significance of heritage, and has resulted in “a series of material and
discursive interventions which actively remake the world in particular
ways” (Harrison 2015, 297). The Islamic habitat and architecture dis-
course is but one such instance. Instead of creating uniformity, globaliza-
tion also creates “frictions,” from which arise various discourses of
identity. Thus, for example, the moving feast of the Aga Khan Symposia
(beginning incidentally in France) was itself part of this circulation and an
attempt at creating an Islamic world.

But, as our examples in North Africa and Iran have suggested, the Islamic
architecture discourse is also born of specific conditions on the ground: the
movement of people resulting from processes of modernization; the type of
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material, as this too gives a certain look or experience; and the available
technologies—hence the line of discussion about technology and tradi-
tion in the 1970s Iranian Congress series—which also determine what
can be built. Through these contingencies, a processual social memory,
and a similarly processual heritage result which, following Harrison, we
would argue is the outcome of something akin to a design process, a
fabrication, and is materialized on the ground as such (Harrison 2015).
This product of “design” amounts to the heritage itself, the concretiza-
tion of memory. From this perspective, it is possible to reconsider our
example of Muslim habitat at Shushtar Noʾw, notwithstanding its evident
syncretic basis, as drawing on both imagistic assemblages of traditional
settlements and modern conceptions of mass housing, in order to con-
stitute through its design a habitat in which certain cultural traits could
be preserved and prolonged. This prolongation, the objective behind
Diba’s design, which he characterized as a project of cultural continuity,
is, we would argue, a dialogue with the past through the medium of
design in order to shape the present and can thus be defined as a modern
heritage process. This thus raises the issue of whether Shushtar Noʾw and
projects of its ilk are worthy of consideration for their heritage value, not
because they are examples of Islamic heritage but because they are the
heritage product of global processes.

NOTES

1. The fabrication of a modern Islamic identity is beyond the focus of this
chapter but is discussed, for example, in Enyat, Modern Islamic Political
Thought and Mozaffari, Forming National Identity in Iran: The Idea of
Homeland Derived from Ancient Persian and Islamic Imaginations of Place.

2. The architects working under Écochard were both French and native-born
Moroccan and included Georges Candilis and Shadrach Woods, both of
whom had worked for Le Corbusier on the Unité d’habitation at Marseilles
(1947–1952) and were co-founders of ATBAT-Afrique in Casablanca.
Écochard and Candilis would be influential delegates at the 1974
Persepolis Architectural Congress.

3. Kashanijoo, Ahmad. Interview by Ali Mozaffari. Online. November–
December 2014. Noorheyhani, Hamid. Interview by Ali Mozaffari.
Online. November–December 2014.

4. Kashanijoo, Ahmad. Interview by Ali Mozaffari. Online. November–
December 2014. Noorheyhani, Hamid. Interview by Ali Mozaffari.
Online. November–December 2014.
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5. Kashanijoo, Ahmad. Interview by Ali Mozaffari. Online. November–
December 2014. Noorheyhani, Hamid. Interview by Ali Mozaffari.
Online. November–December 2014.

6. The Jewish American architect, Louis Kahn, was highly influential on the devel-
opment of a discourse of Islamic architecture through his commissions in India
and Bangladesh, notably the Indian School ofManagement at Ahmedabad, and
the National Parliament complex at Sher-e-Bangla in Bangladesh. Notoriously,
the latter buildingwas denied an award by the inaugural AgaKhan awards panel,
ostensibly because of its cultural distance from its constituency.

7. Kashanijoo, Ahmad. Interview by Ali Mozaffari. Online. November–
December 2014. Noorkeyhani, Hamid. Interview by Ali Mozaffari.
Online. November–December 2014.
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The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the
chapter’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to
the material. If material is not included in the chapter’s Creative Commons license
and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the
permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder.
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