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  ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this dissertation is to explore the critical elements adopted by practicing 

Jordanian architects in incorporating local and global cultural themes in design thinking and 

architectural design.  A key informant ethnographic approach was used in interviewing five 

Jordanian architects considered as ‘experts’ in integrating local and global influences in their 

buildings.  The themes that emerged from these expert practitioner interviews include the critical 

elements of critical reflection and inquiry into the historical and contemporary local and global 

contexts and cultural influences. The changing role of the architect and the relationship between 

architecture and the real estate development industry also emerges as an important theme.  There 

has been very little research into the process of professional architectural practice and the 

intention of this research is to illustrate the importance of understanding design thinking in 

design practice in order to better inform architectural education.  Since the initial and traditional 

examination on Jordanian architecture prior to 1990 there has been a number of emerging 

Jordanian architects and changes in architectural practice and design thinking that have not been 

documented.  The results of this research are intended to engage more architectural discussion 

and criticism about contemporary architecture and its influences and dynamic local and global 

contexts. Over the last two decades globalization has affected architectural design and 

architectural practice and contemporary cultural ‘visions’ of urban form.  This flows of 

communication across geographic and cultural boundaries associated with globalization presents 

critical challenges in design to mediate between the local and the global.  This requires much 

more than simply the replication of stylized ‘norms’ or imitation of past highly stereotyped 

imagery.  As a profession that helps shape the built environment, it is important to understand 

how recognized architects engage in the process of mediating local and global influences in 
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specific social, cultural, ecological and economic contexts.  The results of this ethnographic 

approach to understanding successful architectural practice in Jordan suggest that the rediscovery 

of the uniqueness of cultural meaning in place is still a critical element in enabling contemporary 

architectural practice that is enabling Jordanian architecture to be sensitive to the flow and 

continuity of context in mediating global and local forces through design. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

  

In the geography of professional practice, there is a very dry, high ground 

where you can practice the techniques and use the theories on which you got 

your Ph.D. Down below there is a swamp where the real problems live. The 

difference is to decide whether to stay on the high ground, where you can be 

rigorous but deal with problems of lesser importance, or go down into the 

swamp to work on problems you really care about but in a way you see as 

hopelessly un rigorous. It is the dilemma of rigor and relevance. You can’t 

have both, and the way in which people choose between them sets the course 

of their professional lives. 

(Schon, 1985, quoted in Gaston, 1994, p. 3)  

 

1.1 Introduction      

 It is a fact: every culture cannot sustain and absorb the shock of modern 

civilization. There is the paradox: how to revive an old, dormant civilization 

and take part in universal civilization. 

(Ricoeur, 2007, p. 47) 

Ricoeur’s quote describes the continuing challenge facing cultures everywhere. Canizaro 

(2007) and Herrle (2008) note the increasing amount of dissatisfaction with international 

architectural practices that overrun local context despite the importance of place, personal and 

cultural identity. It indicates the need to re-situate architecture within its humanized frame 

against the abstract, mechanical and instrumental frames currently dominating the majority of the 

architectural practices. But that does not imply, by any means, a regression backwards; on the 

contrary, it implies the urgent need to re-think our relationship with the past in a way that assures 

continuity to the future. That is seeking precedents as sources of inspiration for original 

evocations (Canizaro, 2007). Mumford (Lefaivre & Tzonis, 2008), despite his passion for the 

past and advocating the conservation of its surviving building legacies, was not adhering to the 
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absoluteness or sacredness of its values neither was he for the blind imitation of historical 

architecture nor contexts in new settings. He (p. 315) stresses: 

If one seeks to reproduce such a building in our own day, every mark on it will 

betray the fact that it is fake, and the harder the architect works to conceal that 

fact, the more patent the fact will be. The great lesson of history-and that 

applies to all the arts,” he believes, “is that the past cannot be recaptured except 

in spirit. We cannot live another person’s life; we cannot except in the spirit of 

a costume ball. 

 

Furthermore, he (Lefaivre, 2003, p. 35) originally argues:   

The forms that people used in other civilizations or in other periods of our own 

country’s history were intimately part of a whole structure of their life. There is 

no method of mechanically reproducing these forms or bringing them back to 

life; it is a piece of rank materialism to attempt to duplicate some earlier form, 

because of its delight for the eye, without realizing how empty a form is 

without the life that once supported it. 

 

Reconceptualizing the relationship between the local and the global is a central premise 

that needs to be taken into consideration in contemporary architectural practices around the 

globe. Focus should be given to viewing the two as dynamic entities in continuous interaction in 

order to reach some sort of conciliation; that is to be regional and modern. Such emphasis should 

be considered in design processes of practicing architects in which the process of conciliation is 

highly significant to each region and, using Eggener’s (2002, p. 398) words, “is more or less 

independently realized in a variety of locations.” Sustaining such a dynamic requires maintaining 

a high level of critical self-consciousness rather than simply enforcing stylistic norms of the past 

(Curtis, 1996). The purpose is to provide a conceptual framework for the rediscovery and 

inauguration of the uniqueness of the cultural meaning in place and enable contemporary 

architectural practice to re-ground itself in the flow and continuity of context. Projects that 

emerge of such a process would be wed to their settings and are “composed in such a fashion that 
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it cannot be divorced from its landscape without losing something of its practical or aesthetic 

value-or both together” (Alofsin, 2007, p.369).  

This study focuses on exploring the critical elements adopted and applied by practicing 

Jordanian architects in order to incorporate local cultural values and the global culture within the 

context of contemporary architectural practices in Jordan. For the sake of this research the local 

is identified as those enduring values of Islamic culture and building traditions delivered from 

one generation to the other across history. These values will be discussed in detail in chapter 

three. The global, on the other hand, is identified as the different influences that affect the local 

context from other cultures. These influences are mainly associated with the western culture 

being the dominant one.        

 

1.2 Research Significance 

The importance and significance of this research is multifaceted as it tends to venture 

and touch upon some critical issues related to several realms:   

1.2.1 Focusing on the Realm of  Architectural Practice 

This study is concerned with discovering the dynamics and subtleties of the design 

practices utilised by Jordanian architects to incorporate local and global cultural values. This 

emphasis can contribute uniquely to the development of both practice and theory for several 

reasons. First, the inescapable interconnection between theory and practice; between what is 

taught at schools of architecture and what is actually out there. Researching the architectural 

practice can positively contribute to enhancing the knowledge base and theories of architecture 

as much as they contribute to enhancing practice. Cuff (1991, p. 106) denotes that “the 

relationship between school and practice, then, is bidirectional. While practice’s problems (as 
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they are theorized) help to shape academic training, the reverse influence also holds true: 

approaches to academic problems help to shape those in practice.” In other words, practice is an 

important undervalued source of knowledge. “As many scholars have attested,” Reed (2008, p. 

316) argues; “theories and theorizing are embedded in practice.” 

Second, researching the realm of practice unfolds the hidden layers of the work of 

architecture. Cuff (1991, p.6) argues that “most architects find that their everyday life is invisible 

except when it is problematic: a client sues, the building department sends plans back for 

revision, and contractor goes bankrupt”. Rather than focusing on the what (the tangible product) 

of architecture, the research tends to explore the how (design practice) which is highly unique 

and significant to each architect. Cuff (1991, p.6) asserts that “if we are to offer sound advice 

about how architectural practice ought to function, we must know more about how it functions 

now.” Macpherson, Brooker, Aspland, and Cuskelly (2004, p. 89) argue that such research 

efforts participate in “creating and extending professional knowledge,” as well as, the researchers 

argue, “in illuminating and improving practice and in influencing policies in an informed way.”   

Third, discovering and exhibiting some experiences of how terms of tacit knowledge are 

manipulated and translated into a mature work of architecture is a key issue in developing design 

studies. Cuff (1991, p. 43) argues that “tacit knowledge may be more important to learn than 

explicit knowledge or skills;” as it tends to unveil those subtle layers of practice that uniquely 

distinguish each architect. Tacit knowledge is a term coined by the scientist and philosopher 

Michael Polanyi (Rust, 2006) to refer to things that we know but unable to tell or explain as they 

become part of, what Rust termed (2006, p. 2), “our instinctive performance.” For Cuff (1991, p. 

43) tacit knowledge are those “unspoken assumptions, interpretations, expectations, and 

conventions,” Cuff, furthermore, believes that “such tacit knowledge is the substance of a 
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professional ethos, affecting both espoused theory and theory-in-use.” Rust (2006) elaborates 

that such knowledge is gained through experience but it is difficult to extract or write down such 

knowledge as it becomes part of the individual.  

Fourth, regaining the unique role of the architect in the production matrix of 

architecture. Macpherson, Brooder, Aspland, Cuskelly (2004, p. 99) stress that “professional 

practice research has the potential for giving voice to professional practitioners in areas of 

advocacy and action at the various levels.” One cannot deny the noticeable decline of the 

important contribution an architect can add to the work of architecture as opposed to the 

increasing dominancy of real-estate developers and other professional arties over design activity 

(Frampton, 2007 b; Cuff, 1991). Cuff (1991, p. 33) proclaims that “in some buildings, the 

architect is no longer involved with day-to-day functioning, which is designed by specialists such 

as space planners, laboratory consultants, or manufacturing specialists. The architect’s task in 

such cases is limited to the building’s skin.”  

Fifth, the imbalance in the knowledge base concerning architecture. Most of the 

literature concerning architectural design focuses on the final product as opposed to the process 

that generated it. Eventually, this generated a gap between architectural research and practice 

(Franz, 1994). Cuff (1991, p. 15) believes that “the oversight is also due to architectural 

researchers who have focused all their attention on the professional product-buildings and places. 

The process of design has only in recent years received empirical attention as well.” Focusing on 

practice can have direct impact on policy making, architectural education, future research not to 

mention practice itself (Merriam, 1988). 
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Sixth, a critical examination and exploration of practices adopted by architects is 

valuable as it helps architects themselves to clearly notice and reflect on the consequences of 

their design decisions and actions in new insightful ways. Cuff (1991, pp. 21-22) argues: 

 Architects are not always able to see how their own actions may create 

undesirable consequences for their work. Long standing and perhaps obsolete 

beliefs go unchallenged. Most important, the conditions that frame the ways 

architects make sense of their practice tend to get submerged by the routine of 

actual practice itself. 

 

 

Finally, and on a related point, research in professional practice is crucial in building a 

territory for professional practice research that unveils the complex layers of action, dynamics 

and the intervening parties responsible for the different decisions (Macpherson, Brooker, 

Aspland, Cuskelly, 2004).    

1.2.2 Focusing on Incorporating Local and Global Cultural Values 

This study is one of the attempts to understand the paradox of locality versus globality. 

Architectural responses to this challenge underpin a number of key issues. Firstly, it draws 

attention to the misconceived discourse of regionalism and re-situates it as an effective 

architectural design practice (Canizaro, 2007). Secondly, it alerts us to the loss of place and 

community, and stresses the importance of connectedness to them in contemporary architectural 

practices (Tzonis & Lefaivre, 1996; Berry, 2007). Thirdly, it has the potential to situate 

contemporary practices as influential in the continuity of individual and shared human history 

through careful consideration and thorough understanding of local traditional precedents 

(Canizaro, 2007). Finally, this research fills a gap between theory and application. On one hand, 

most of the writings concerning the issue emphasize individual architect’s or ‘master narrative’ 

of a certain Arcontext (Eggener, 2002). On the other hand, most of the architectural examples in 
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the literature are limited to describing projects as end products rather than exploring the design 

practices as crucial means of producing them (e.g: Frampton, 2007 b; Lefaivre & Tzonis, 2003). 

This study will look for evidence of how terms of tacit knowledge are explicitly expressed in 

architectural practice. 

1.2.3 Focusing on Architectural Practices in Jordan 

Jordan is an ideal context in which to study the conciliation between the local and the 

global for several reasons. Despite the recent renaissance in research concerning the 

contemporary state of Arabic-Islamic architecture, the field has not yet been extensively and 

critically studied and therefore its dynamics, challenges and significance have not yet been 

unveiled (Kultermann, 1999; El-Refa’y, 1991). Al-Asad (Seragelding, 1990, p. 30) underpins 

that “the significance of the Islamic world’s architectural heritage to contemporary Muslims is 

still in the process of formation.” Moreover, the rapid geo-political transformations Arabic-

Islamic states are currently experiencing as a result of globalization and the ecological, economic 

and social costs it brought (e.g.: pollution, energy consumption, depleting resources, the loss of 

brown fields, over-population, poverty, insufficient infrastructure systems, institutional stress, 

etc.); stress the urgent need to critically re-think contemporary architecture in a bottom-up 

manner (Arkoun, 1992; Ozkan, 1992, Steele, 1992, Arif, 1992). Furthermore, Jordan is 

considered one of the main Arabic-Islamic states experiencing unprecedented construction 

developments. It became an international arena in which architects from all over the world are 

competing to exhibit their design excellence. Most of these designs are controlled by real estate 

developers and characterised to be global and standardized (Mahadin, 2008; Kultermann, 1999; 

El-Refa’y, 1991; Masaud, 1991).  As a result, emphasizing the successful examples, in terms of 

process and product that were able to incorporate local cultural values and global civilization, in 
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a way that fulfills the aspirations of local society for modern life without compromising cultural 

uniqueness and integrity, could be a trigger to redirect current development policies.  

Nonetheless, and despite the international flavour of the current developments, there are a 

number of admirable examples of architects who launched their own experimental projects of 

rediscovering the past in order to provoke innovative contemporary architectural solutions. 

Examples include Rasem Badran, Jafar Toukan, Rami Daher, Ammar Khammash, Mohammad 

Khaled, Ayman Zuiter, and Bilal Hammad. With the exception of Rasem Badran, whose 

approach and experiments have been documented by James Steele in his book The Architecture 

of Rasem Badran: Narratives on People and Place (2005), none of the other architects' 

approaches have been extensively studied. Despite the fact that Jafar Tukan’s architecture was 

documented by Ali abu-Ghanimeh and Mario Pisani in their book Jafar Tukan Architecture 

(2001), and the work of Sahel Al-Hiyari was also documented by Mohammad al-Asad and Sahel 

Al Hiyari in the book entitled Sahel Al Hiyari Projects (2005), the two books did not go beyond 

just describing the buildings as architectural product. It is also worth noting that there is hardly 

any scholarly or critical writing that ventures to investigate the very contemporary 

transformations taking place within the region (Daher, 2008 c, 2008 d). Reiker (Daher, 2008 d, p. 

48) explains that over the last decade there has been “considerable research examining neoliberal 

urban projects and tourism ventures in a metropolitan context in the West, but that ‘much less 

attention has been given to these developments in the region’.” At this point, it is important to 

note that Jordanian architecture and practice have always been viewed through the lens of Rasem 

Badran and Jafar Tukan. Therefore, in order to present a wider perspective on Jordanian 

architectural this research focuses on five critically recognized contemporary Jordanian 

architects and how they view the relationship between local and global influences and interpret 
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them in their architectural practice and resulting buildings.  The intent of this research is to 

enrich the literature on Jordanian architecture and transcend the limits of a single ‘master 

narrative’ for Jordanian architecture.  

Another significant issue to stress is that explorations and insights in the dynamics of the 

design process could have direct impact on policy, design education, practice as well as future 

research in Jordan. Finally, focusing on the cultural context of Jordan increases awareness and 

enhance connectedness among younger generations of architects to the richness of their history 

and local context. New generations lost their contact with the past as they were increasingly 

enamoured with contemporary technology and inventions (Masaud, 1991; Ibrahim, 1986). Doshi 

(2007, p.113) remarks: “the cultural heritage does not appeal to the heart of the younger 

generations--they do not wish to retain it since it does not symbolically or culturally belong to 

them. They look towards the new world, which they witness through the ever-expanding 

communication media. The young generations’ image is that of the outside world, because they 

do not have any clue of our own heritage.” The spread of this threatening phenomenon among 

young Arabic-Islamic architects is also stressed by Salama (2007 b, p. 129) who states; 

“unfortunately, younger architects in many parts of the world and especially in the Arab and 

Muslim world have picked up these prejudices and are currently looking down on their tradition 

as a step backward, and as something to avoid.” 

 

1.3 Research Purpose and Objectives 

This study focuses on discovering the dynamic dialogue between local cultural values 

and the global culture in architectural practices in Jordan. Such dialogue is highly contextual, 

independently realized and varies widely in accordance with the individuality and peculiarity of 
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each locale as well as the individuality and insights of the individual conducting such attempt. 

The purpose of this research is to explore within the practices of five Jordanian architects the 

critical elements applied to incorporate local and global cultural values. The primary objective of 

this exploration is to identify the key elements they use in achieving this incorporation. To this 

end, the primary research question would be what are the critical elements used by Jordanian 

architects to incorporate local cultural values and global culture in contemporary architectural 

practices in Jordan? In turn, this main question presents three other important questions:  

a. What enduring values of Islamic cultural and architectural traditions are represented in 

contemporary Jordanian architecture? 

b. What values of global culture are represented in contemporary architecture in Jordan 

and/or could be represented? 

c.  What are the constraints and opportunities of incorporating local/ global values within 

the context of contemporary architectural practices in Jordan? 

The intended outcome of this research is to document different examples of design 

practices used by different Jordanian architects to represent and incorporate local and global 

values and, thus, represent enduring Islamic values in contemporary architecture in Jordan.  This 

type of information has been described by Rowe (1998, p.1) as “the underlying structure and 

focus of inquiry directly associated with those rather private moments of ‘seeking out’, on the 

part of the designers, for the purpose of inventing or creating buildings and urban artifacts.” 

This research pretends neither to be exhaustive in describing and explaining the design 

practices of Jordanian architectural practitioners, nor to compile a healing recipe or a normative 

theoretical framework; it sets out to exhibit the wide spectrum of possible alternatives. Any 
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claim of proposing how the incorporation should be conducted can be refuted by the very nature 

of architecture itself.  Cuff (1991, p. 39) argues that: 

Although professions try to establish and protect a technical, objective 

knowledge base to counterbalance their indeterminacy, architecture has been 

relatively unsuccessful. One of architecture’s peculiarities is that, unlike other 

fields, it has failed to develop a set of hypotheses that can be advanced or 

refuted, escalating the indeterminacy/technicality ratio for architecture. High 

indeterminacy is partially the result of architectural problems themselves, 

which defy clear definition and solution.  

 

Although equally important, other aspects of practice, such as the organizational and 

administrative constructs of professional activities and other institutional dimensions will be of 

little concern here. Clifford (1988, p. 64) argues that “since one cannot study everything at once, 

one must be able to highlight parts or attack specific problems in the confidence that they evoke 

a wider context.” It is also important to note at this stage that it is not the intent of the research to 

compare between the processes developed and conducted by the participating architects in terms 

‘who does it better or best.’ This research will be neutral in this regard. 

 

1.4 Methodological Lens 

Research methods are highly interrelated with the phenomenon the research is exploring. 

Therefore, the research problem, objectives and the nature of the data to be collected influence 

and shape the research methodolgoy (Creswell, 2009; Merriam, 1998).  This research was 

informed by Groat & Wang’s book Architectural Research Methods (2002). Using this source, 

strategy or method refers to the overall structure of the research. The term tactic, on the other 

hand, refers to the specific techniques of data collection devices, data treatment and analysis.   

This research is exploratory and inductive in nature and seeks to explore, describe and 

interpret design practices adopted or developed by a number of practicing Jordanian architects in 
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order to incorporate local and global cultural values. As such, this is a qualitative research 

strategy which focused on constructing subjective realities from the experiential information 

provided through in-depth interviews with key informants (Jordanian architects). This approach 

operates on the assumption that social facts do not exist ‘out there’ as an objective reality. Rather, 

quoting Alama (2009, pp. 8-9), it “is a construction of subjective experience and multiple 

individual realities.” This study uses an ethnographic research strategy. This strategy tries to 

understand the human behaviour within its cultural context and how those involved in that 

context interpret their situation. It attempts to construct contextual meaning and make 

understanding explicit. LeCompte and Schensul (1999) stress that meanings constructed by 

individuals of their worlds and experiences are highly relative and deeply intertwined with their 

specific context. Furthermore, LeCompte and Schensul (1999) argue that the rigor of 

ethnographic endeavour is associated with the assumption that discovering the realities of what 

people actually do and why they do it in a certain context is prior to assigning interpretations 

related to researchers’ own experiences and professional or academic disciplines to people’s 

actions.  

    

1.5 Research Participants  

Identification of Researcher bias 

 Creswell (2009, p. 196) states: "particularly in qualitative research, the role of the 

researcher as the primary data collection instrument necessitates the identification of personal 

values, assumptions and biases at the outset of the study".  However, the researcher’s perception 

of contemporary architectural practices in Jordan has been shaped by my own cultural and 

architectural backgrounds. While this experience may have enhanced her understanding of the 



 

14 

 

challenges and dynamics involved an Arabic-Islamic cultural and architectural practice context; 

it may also have brought bias to the research. This required that both her and my PhD 

Supervisory Committee to be explicit and systematic in reviewing assumptions and 

interpretations in the research process.  

Key Informants  

 Five Jordanian architects professionally acknowledged for their experimentations in 

incorporating local and global cultural values in their practice served as the ‘key informants’ for 

the purpose of the in-depth interviews. Each of these architects has his personal perspective on 

the relationship between the local and the global and how this relationship can be incorporated or 

represented in their architectural design practice. A brief account of the participating architects’ 

background is introduced in chapter five. 

 

1.6 Overview of the Thesis Layout 

This study is comprised of three parts. Part one concentrates on setting up the limits of 

the research and defining its scope. It consists of two chapters: chapter one, the introduction, 

presents a general background of the research interest. It then exhibits the significance of the 

research, its purpose and objectives, and the methodological lens through which the research 

intent was established.  

Chapter two highlights the methods of inquiry adopted to conduct the research. It delves 

into justifying the overall system of inquiry, strategy and the tactic used to collect, treat, analyse, 

and finally represent the data.     

The second part of the thesis focuses on providing the context of the study in order to 

familiarize the readers and bring them closer to the experience of the participants as well as the 
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researcher. It consists of two chapters. Chapter three initiates an understanding of the enduring 

Islamic cultural values applied in architecture as a general background through which to 

understand values of reference for contemporary evocations in architectural practice.  

Chapter four, on the other hand, scrutinizes critically the architectural practices in 

Jordan focusing on the period from 1990s up to 2000s. Prior to this, the chapter describes the 

evolution of Jordan and concurrent architectural practices since the beginning of the twentieth 

century. 

Part three of the research is concerned with unveiling the processes and expertise of the 

participating architects in incorporating local and global cultural values in contemporary 

architectural practices in Jordan. It is comprised of three chapters. Chapter five represents the 

process of engagement with the key informants. It is launched with an introduction of the key 

informants’ biography. It carries on to represent the process of conducting the in-depth 

interviews.  

Chapter six presents the findings of the study that draw on the participants’ own views 

and experiences of the research foci. It exhibits in detail the emergent themes and sub-themes, 

using quotes from the interviews to support them. 

 Chapter seven discusses the findings of the study through comparing and contrasting 

the participating architects’ responses concerning the main purpose of the research and the four 

overarching issues of interest. It leads the way to generating the research conclusions and draws 

a summary of the main research findings and expresses its conclusive reflections.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

RESEARCH APPROACH 

 

Two important things can be learnt from contemporary cultural studies: that the 

group’s story should be told from its members’ point of view, and that 

ethnographers should step into the scene and write themselves into their 

accounts.  

 

                                                                                                (Cuff, 1991, p. 6) 

 

As an ethnographer, you board the ship with the goal of finding out what the 

crew knows; you want to discover all the symbols and their relationships, 

which crew members use to organize their behaviour and interpret their 

experiences. 

(Spradley, 1979, p. 133) 

 

2.1 Overview of Research Approach     

This chapter explores the research method employed to pursue the study of the critical 

elements that inform the design thinking of key informants who are Jordanian architects 

recognized for their intentions to incorporate local and global cultural values in their design 

practice.   

 In general, the selection of research methods corresponds to the intentions of the 

research activity and the nature of the phenomenon of interest. For example, in their book 

Architectural Research Methods (2002) Groat & Wang use the term “system of inquiry” to refer 

to a larger conceptual framework for research such as qualitative or quantitative. In turn, research 

‘strategy’ or methodology is described as “the skilful management and planning” of research 

activities or processes of inquiry whereas “tactics” or methods refers to specific techniques of 

data or information collection, manipulation, and analysis as illustrated in Figure 2.1 below 

(Canter in Groat and Wang, 2002, p. 10).   
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The intention of this research is to explore, describe, and understand what informs 

selected Jordanian architects in their attempt to incorporate local and global cultural values in 

their design thinking and architectural practice. This type of professional practice enquiry is both 

exploratory and inductive in nature. Specifically, Merriam (Gaston, 1994, p. 41) believes the 

value of inductive inquiry is that results are “grounded in the evidence rather than the evidence 

being created through experimentation to disprove a stated null hypothesis.”  Moreover, 

Merriam (ibid) asserts that an inductive approach is necessary in constructing conclusive 

reflections when existing theories to explain certain phenomenon are lacking or when existing 

theories do not provide sufficient or appropriate explanation.  However, as Graeburn et al (Ryan, 

2005) points out an inductive approach is neither passive nor ‘objective’ because the researcher 

is cognitively immersed in the process of using it. As Graeburn (Ryan, 2005, p. 113)  states, the 

researcher is actively involved in “piecing together data, of making the invisible obvious, of 

Systems of inquiry 

Strategies 

Tactics 

Figure 2.1 The Research Inquiry Framework. 

Source: ibid  
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recognizing the significant from the insignificant, of linking seemingly unrelated facts logically, 

of fitting categories one with another, and attributing consequences to antecedents.” Inductive 

inquiry is enmeshed in the process of conjuncture and verification, of correction and amendment, 

of suggestion and defence and aims at organizing the bulk of what seems to be unrelated data 

into a comprehensive informative scheme (ibid).  

Such an inductive approach to professional practice research has its own challenges. The 

world of practice, and in this case specifically design and architectural practice, is characterized 

by complexity and is highly reflexive in nature usually involving continuous interactive 

encounters (Hall and White, 2005).  As such, practitioners find themselves in situations of 

uncertainty, ambiguity, and accelerating rates of change intrinsic to their practice (Cunliffe, 

2004). The dynamic and evasive nature of practice necessitates a deviation from the classical 

canons of positivist inquiry.  For example, Macpherson, Brooder, Aspland, and Cuskelly (2004, 

p. 102) argue that “… an ongoing recognition of the complexities and multiplicities inherent in 

the world of professional practice should encourage a vigorous contestation of research 

concepts and strategies which we may seek to transfer uncritically from positivist research 

traditions.”  Furthermore, Macpherson et al (p. 103) affirms that “… rigour in professional 

practice research is defined in ways that are different, not for the sake of being different, but that 

are appropriate for the multiplicities of levels and purposes characteristic of this sort of 

research.” For example, a significant challenge for traditional positivist research approaches is 

the difficulty, if not impossibility, of ‘isolating’ the phenomenon of interest from the overall 

practice context; as context is complexly woven together and multiple types of phenomena are 

interconnected.  Furthermore, both Heisenberg, 1963 (Hall and White, 2005) in Physics and 

Philosophy and Wordsworth, 1798 (Hall and White, 2005), in The Table Turned express doubt 
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about the positivist approach’s ability to isolate cultural phenomena and adequately represent the 

complexities of cultural context. As stated by Hall and White (2005, p.380): 

For Heisenberg we only grasp nature to the extent that our methods of inquiry 

enable us to do so. We do not have access to a reality outside of our 

methodology. For Wordsworth, attempts to display people and entities by 

intellectual dissection inevitably mean we miss the point of the whole. Both 

thinkers, from very different cultures and philosophies, warn against the 

assumption that science can capture reality. Such endeavours only tell part of 

the story. 

 

Similarly, Macpherson, Brooder, Aspland, and Cuskelly (2004, p. 103) state that: 

A blending of ongoing advocacies and actions are essential for the field of 

professional practice research to gain increasing acceptance and respect. It is 

highly complex and demanding; and the challenges which it presents require 

an ever-vigilant and unrelentingly open and transparent approach to 

documenting and disseminating research experiences and outcomes. Anything 

less is to accept second best! 

 

In response to these challenges, a qualitative research design was the appropriate 

paradigm through which to approach the premises of this research. Creswell (2009, p. 232) 

describes qualitative research as: 

A means for exploring and understanding the meaning individuals or groups 

ascribe to a social or human problem. The process of research involves 

emerging questions and procedures; collecting data in the participants’ setting; 

analyzing the data inductively, building from particulars to general themes; 

and making interpretations of the meaning of the data. The final written report 

has a flexible writing structure. 

 

Similarly, Denzin and Lincoln (Groat and Wang, 2002, p.176) describe a qualitative 

research approach as “… multi-method in focus, involving an interpretive, naturalistic approach 

to its subject matter”; which is focused on “attempting to make sense of, or interpret, 

phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them.”  
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Groat and Wang (2002), Creswell (2009), Bloomberg and Volpe (2008), Merriam (1998) 

and (Gaston, 1994) depict the following key characteristics of qualitative inquiry.  Specifically, 

qualitative research focuses on exploring the multiple realities of processes through an in-depth 

investigation of the individuals' experiences and perceptions from their own perspective.  In 

order to capture this range of multiple realities it relies on tacit knowledge. Beliefs rather than 

facts are explored and form the basis of inquiry as Lincoln states (Gaston, 1994), pursuing and 

faithfully reproducing the internal, transcendent and meaning-making processes conducted by 

the participants is the main goal of qualitative inquiry.  As such, “…objects of inquiry are not 

removed from the venues that surround them in everyday life” (Groat and Wang (2002, p. 176).  

Instead, information is gathered through actual involvement, talking and interacting with the 

participants within a certain context leading to discovering the complexities of the phenomenon 

under study (Creswell, 2009; Bloomberg and Volpe, 2008).  

Another characteristic of qualitative research is its focus on both the process of how 

things occur as well as the product.  As Creswell (2009, p. 175) stresses: “…this inductive 

process illustrates working back and forth between the themes and the database until the 

researcher has established a comprehensive sit of themes.” It may also illustrate the interactive 

involvement of research participants in shaping the research themes and inferential reflections 

(ibid; Bloomberg and Volpe, 2008). A final characteristic of a qualitative approach is the style in 

which research findings are discussed and reported.  This is described by Creswell (Groat and 

Wang, 2002, p. 179) as a “…personal informal writing stance that lessens the distance between 

the writer and the reader.”  
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It is this combination of preceding characteristics that makes a qualitative research 

approach an appropriate system of inquiry for professional practice research.  In the following 

section the type of research strategy to be used will be discussed.  

 

2.2 Identifying an Appropriate Research Strategy: Ethnography 

I believe that research focused on discovery, insight, and understanding from 

the perspectives of those being studied offers the greatest promise for making 

significance contributions to the knowledge base and practice of education. 

      (Merriam in Gaston, 1994, p. 38) 

 
The most important force behind the quiet ethnographic revolution is the wide 

spread realization that cultural diversity is one of the great gifts bestowed on 

the human species. 

(Spradley, 1979, p.v) 

 

Among the wide spectrum of qualitative strategies available, the research was 

significantly inspired by Dana Cuff’s (1991) Architecture: The Story of Practice which revealed 

and explained the experience of architectural practitioners. Ethnography and phenomenology 

were represented in Cuff’s inquiry and she emphasized the value of interpretive interaction 

between the researcher and the key informants in tracing and describing architectural practices 

from the experience of those participating in practice.  Cuff (1991, p. 5) describes the rationale 

for the use of ethnographic methods as follows:   

I recount the story of the architect’s work in terms of what I call a culture of 

practice. Use of the concept of culture fosters a certain kind of analysis, one 

that looks closely at people’s everyday lives, their situated actions, as well as 

what they say and the meanings they construct.  

 

 Cuff’s study was an attempt to discover the ‘culture’ of practice as in the ‘rules’, concepts, 

that inform and guide interpretation of practice within the context of different architectural 

offices.  Her key informant interviews were also accompanied by participant observation over 
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long periods of time in different architectural offices. The potential value of an ethnographic 

strategy and specific techniques/tactics for practice research is also supported by Hall and White 

(2005), Groat and Wang (2002), Clifford (1988, 2003), and LeCompte and Schensul (1999) 

because of its unstructured inductive inquiry. Contextual and experiential meanings and themes 

are generated through interaction and interpersonal involvement with practitioners as key 

informants. Clifford (1988, p. 40) argues that “the ethnographer transforms the research 

situation’s ambiguities and diversities of meaning into an integrated portrait.” Spradley (1979, p. 

185), on the other hand, portrays ethnographic work as similar to a “… cartographer engaged in 

mapping a land surface; the ethnographer both examines small details of culture and at the same 

time seeks to chart the broader features of the cultural landscape.” In addition, LeCompte and 

Schensul (1999) stress that meanings constructed by individuals of their worlds and experiences 

are highly relative and deeply intertwined with their specific context. Furthermore, LeCompte 

and Schensul (1999) argue that the rigor of ethnographic endeavour is associated with the 

assumption that discovering the realities of what people actually do and why they do it in a 

certain context is prior to assigning interpretations related to researchers’ own experiences and 

professional or academic disciplines to people’s actions. In the previous descriptions, the value 

of an ethnographic strategy is its concern with meaning. Meanings and interpretations are 

carefully unfolded, constructed and revealed through the lens of the participants’ experience. The 

significance of an ethnographic perspective is described in Cuff’s (1991, p. 6) statement: 

“…philosophically, what I value...is [a] rejection of positivist notions of the social world, 

embracing interpretation, meaning in context, interaction , and the quality of the commonplace.” 

Clifford (2003, p. 60) also recognizes that ethnographic methods can apply to a wide range of 

different research situations: “…ethnography turned out to be something that could apply to all 
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sorts of different people interpreting themselves and their communities in ‘cultural’ terms.” As a 

result, Cuff’s choice of an ethnographic strategy for her inquiry into architectural practice was 

attributed to its application flexibility: “These guidelines for studying “unfamiliar” cultures 

apply equally well to those communities that we encounter every day, be they work groups, 

ethnic groups, or social networks” (1991, p. 5). 

 To accomplish high-quality research and make best use of resources within relatively 

limited time periods, contemporary ethnographies tend to focus their discovery interest on 

specific topic or, quoting (LeCompte and Schensul, 1999, p. 5), “lens through which to view the 

community they are studying.” As a result, instead of getting involved in a research endeavour 

related to discovering the complex realities of a whole cultural setting, ethnography tends to be 

more problem oriented addressing specific phenomena and issues of concern within specific 

contexts (LeCompte and Schensul, 1999).       

 

2.3 An Overview of Ethnographic Method  

 Following is a general review of the ethnographic method adopted in the research. It 

illustrates the different roles of the participants in the inquiry, a review of the tactic used; in-

depth interview, the process of conducting the interview, data analysis, and finally reporting 

findings.        

2.3.1 The Role of the Participants in Ethnographic Inquiry 

 Any ethnographic inquiry constitutes two principal participants; the ethnographer and the 

community or individuals of concern. The nature of the phenomenon under study shapes the 

selection of people through which to best explore that phenomenon (Fetterman, 1998). For the 

purpose of approaching this research’s questions and objectives, the research targeted expert key 
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informants. The key informants for the purposes of this research are all practicing architects 

working professionally in Jordan whose buildings are critically and popularly recognized as 

examples of or representative of incorporating local and global cultural influences in 

contemporary architecture.  As such, the purpose of an ethnographic approach with this specific 

group of ‘expert’ key informants is to put them in the role of ‘reflective practitioners’ (Schon, 

1983) in order to understand how they express their values and beliefs and world view along 

with global influences in both their cognitive design process and related design decision-making.    

The Role of the Ethnographer  

 The ethnographer is a human instrument who strides into a culture or a situation with a 

research problem and a variety of conceptual guidelines in mind aiming at discovering its terrain 

through collecting and analyzing data related to the research problem of concern (Fetterman, 

1998). Fetterman (1998, p. 31) adds, “Relying on all its senses, thoughts, and feelings, the human 

instrument is a most sensitive and perceptive data gathering tool.” Merriam (Gaston, 1994, p. 

43), on the other hand, writes, “the researcher is the primary instrument for data collection and 

analysis. Data are mediated through this human instrument, the researcher, rather than through 

some inanimate inventory.” Moreover, Lincoln (Gaston, 1994, p. 43) stresses that 

The human instrument is the best scientific data collection and storage device 

available to researchers. A human simultaneously collects data, makes 

connections, processes and analyzes the data, and redirects the research while 

interpreting nonverbal cues from the respondent and assessing the artifactual 

data in the environment.  

 

 Understanding the world or fragments of it, quoting Fetterman (1998, p. 32), “requires 

studying it in all its wonder and complexity.” As such, an ethnographer engages within the 

natural context of the informants in order to discover the phenomenon under study within their 

real-world incentives and constraints (Fetterman, 1998). Accordingly, s/he enters the context 
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with the assumption that everything is informative and nothing is trivial (Bogdan and Belkin in 

Gaston, 1994). As such, ethnographers try to understand the dynamics of the context under study 

through careful observation by interviews as well as documentation and recording of what they 

see and hear of actions taking place and meanings people associate to them (LeCompte and 

Schensul, 1999).  

 Using the data carefully collected the ethnographer constructs meanings out of the 

informants’ expertise. Accordingly, tracing and securing the integrity of the informants’ 

meanings throughout the process of analysis up to writing the final document is one critical 

challenge facing the researcher (Emerson, 1995). As such, paying close attention to and 

appreciating words, phrases, stories, explanations and theories, and characterizations and 

categories used by informants; and documenting them using their language, sensitive to their 

context, and circumstances is one key issue to appreciate the informants’ meanings (Emerson, 

1995; Spradley, 1979). Finally, the ethnographer is to organize the whole set of details 

documented and traced into a coherent, well-knitted “picture, model, or set of interlocked 

concepts” (Neuman, 1997, p. 420) in writings that speak to the wider audience not necessarily 

directly acquainted with the phenomenon under study (Emerson, 1995).             

The Selection and Role of Key Informants  

Fetterman (1998) argues that the nature of the phenomenon under study and the research 

questions direct the selection of people with whom to engage and through which to best discover 

the phenomenon. As a result, the ethnographer is to select the sources that will most help 

understand that phenomenon. This is achieved through indicating and discovering the target 

individual’s expertise that qualify him/her to be the primary source of data.  Such individuals are 

generally referred to as ‘key informants’ (Spradley, 1979) or “key actors,” borrowing 
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Fetterman’s (1998, p. 47) term. According to Shank (Ryan, 2005) a key informant is a person 

characterized of having an in-depth knowledge of the phenomenon and the context under study, 

and, thus, can enrich the study with an insider’s significant information. Key informants, Shank 

(Ryan, 2005, p. 112) goes on to suggest, are those that “give you the information you need.” 

Johnson (1990, p. 10), on the other hand, describes ‘Informants’ as: 

Individuals who tend to be interviewed in a more semi structured or informal, 

in-depth, detailed manner in a naturalistic setting. Informants are often 

selected on the basis of their attributes, such as access to certain kinds of 

information or knowledge that itself may be a function of such things as social 

status, position in an organization, or comprehension of cultural knowledge.  

 

LeCompte and Schesul (1999) recognize an informant as someone who possesses certain 

characteristics of interest to the researcher. These characteristics match the study’s phenomenon 

of concern in terms of being able to answer the research questions. In this research these have to 

do with mediating cultural expression and value in design practice. The hallmark of ethnographic 

research is that key informants are experts in their own behaviour and the role of the 

ethnographer in the ethnographic interview is to understand their expertise. There is no 

hypothesis as such since the ethnographer generally does not know what the key informant does 

and therefore has no basis for ‘predicting’ the results. These representative individuals are deeply 

acquainted of the phenomenon, and, thus, are rich and crucial source of data. As a result, it is 

important to note here that in an ethnographic endeavor, as opposed to a positivist approach, the 

reliability of findings is not associated with the number of sample included, but the 

representativeness of the informants in association with their acquaintance and knowledge of the 

specific topic of concern. Moreover, being concerned with discovering subjective realities 

rendered by the personal interpretations and meanings participants’ associate with their 

experience within specific contexts, the issue of the number of participants becomes irrelevant. 
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2.3.2 Identifying the Type of Inquiry: In-Depth Interview  

As indicated before, the in-depth interview was the primary tactic of data collection in 

this study. The use of in-depth interviews is mainly attributed to their potential to elicit rich, 

thick descriptions. Moreover, it allows the researcher the clarification of statements and probing 

for additional information. Furthermore, individual in-depth interviews offer the opportunity to 

profoundly capturing the informant’s perspective of his experience using the informant’s own 

words and expressions (Bloomberg and Volpe, 2008). Shank (Ryan, 2005, p. 130) argues that “to 

understand an individual in depth, regardless of why, you need to sit down and talk and listen to 

that person.” Kvale (Bloomberg and Volpe, 2008, p. 82) describes the interview in qualitative 

research as an “attempt to understand the world from the subject’s point of view, to unfold the 

meaning of peoples’ experiences, to uncover their lived world.” Similarly, Hall and White (2005) 

underpin that interviews are processes in which data are treated differently. The interviewer is 

not a passive component that targets preformed points of views. On the contrary, an interview is 

an “active process,” using Hall and White’s (2005, p. 382) expression, in which both “the 

interviewer and the respondents collaborate in producing co-constructed accounts,” the 

researchers (p. 384) further suggest that “interviewing is a creative process in which ideas and 

beliefs are created not just collected.” Furthermore, Cuff (1991) stresses the significance of 

interviewing as a means of carefully unearthing and grasping the participants’ viewpoints and 

delivering them to the audience to whom these data may be new and unknown.   

Nonverbal expressions and gestures are also significant component of an interview. Cuff 

(1991, pp. 5-6) stresses the importance of tracing these nonverbal data, “as speakers describe any 

part of their work world, a second, unself-conscious work world is being exposed in the way they 

tell the story.”  Similarly, Neuman (1997, p. 373) argues that “the interview’s meaning is shaped 
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by the gestalt or the whole interaction of a researcher and a member in a specific context. For 

example, the researcher notes nonverbal forms of communication that add meaning”. As such, 

interviews allow for immediate follow ups and clarifications which distinguish this type of data 

collection tactic (Marshal and Rossman, 2006).     

 Using written open-ended, semi-structured interview protocol allows for better flexibility 

during the process of interviewing. Fetterman (1998) argues that an open-ended question lends 

itself to the participants’ interpretation. Moreover, using open-ended, semi structured interviews 

gives the opportunity to track the emergent lines of thoughts and ideas significant to the 

informant’s experience concerning the phenomenon under study. In addition, such interviews, 

quoting Fetterman (1998, p. 38), “generally serve comparative and representative purposes-

comparing responses and putting them in the context of common group beliefs and themes.” The 

research questions are used as the framework through which to construct the initial interview 

questions (Bloomberg and Volpe, 2008). Using structured set of questions concerning the 

informants’ educational and professional background serves to initiate the comparative baseline 

data about the informant’s experience. In addition, it serves as a “nonthreatening icebreaker,” 

using Fetterman’s (1998, p. 38) expression, that enhances building rapport between the 

interviewer and informant.         

2.3.3 Engagement with Informants 

Prior to conducting an interview, prospective key informants are approached and 

introduced to the research study through phone or e-mail. The researcher gives an overview of 

the study describing its purpose, inviting the informant’s participation, and requesting a 

convenient date, time and place to conduct the interview (Bloomberg and Volpe, 2008). Once 

participation confirmed and on the interview’s due day, the informant is introduced to his role in 
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the study as an interviewee and as a member to check the integrity of the constructed meanings 

in a follow-up communication. Permission to tape-record the interview as well as to write notes 

is obtained. Prior to commencing questions, the interview is initiated by asking the informants to 

review and sign the university consent form required for participation.  

Interviews are launched with a set of descriptive questions concerning the informant’s 

educational and professional backgrounds. This serves the purpose of grasping the chronological 

development of the informant’s experience on the one hand. It also serves in forming a baseline 

for comparison amongst different informants’ as well as an icebreaker that facilitates building 

rapport between the interviewer and participants, on the other hand (Fetterman, 1998). Then the 

interview is to be proceeded with a set of structured questions in order to obtain some 

explanations of the informants’ experience of the phenomenon under study. This type of 

questions facilitates the acquisition of details related to the informants’ experiences (Spradley, 

1979).    

In order to facilitate their verbatim transcription and capture the fine details of the 

informant’s responses, thoughts and meanings they associate to their experiences, the interviews 

were recorded in their entirety. Furthermore, being sensitive and documenting nonverbal 

gestures and tones can also enhance capturing a holistic image of the informant’s experiences 

and perceptions (Fetterman, 1998).             

2.3.4 Post-Engagement: Data Analysis 

 Creswell (2009) argues that data collection and data analysis ought to be simultaneous 

processes in qualitative research. He also argues that qualitative data analysis involves 

classifying data collected throughout the different stages of the research and across data 

collection tactics. In as much, Gaston (1994, p. 48) notes that “data collection and data analysis 
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occur in iterations. The process is “recursive and dynamic.” This iteration or ‘critical reflection,’ 

influenced by Donald Schon’s (1983) reflective practitioner, is central to the analysis process. It 

assures the integrity of the interpretations constructed meanwhile opens up new perspectives and 

horizons in viewing both the data and the analysis conducted so far. Furthermore, it allows the 

researcher to discover both his/her as well as the participants’ points of view. Clifford (2003, p. 

52, emphasis added) argues: 

Now for me, for better or worse, this moving back and forth, going to excess 

and then going in another direction-which is never an opposite direction, of 

course, because when you think you’re going into reverse you actually end up in 

a new space-is simply the movement of thought enmeshed is history. It’s a 

process of endless repositioning, never an oscillation, always a kind of open-

ended spiral of thought, a way of navigating in onrushing time. 

 

 Emerson (1995) stresses the critical role and huge challenge facing the researcher using 

ethnographic approach to trace and protect the integrity of members’ meanings throughout the 

processes of composing field notes up to writing his/her final document. Spradley (1979, p. 93) 

argues “we specially want to avoid imposing categories from the outside that create order and 

pattern rather than discover it”. Moreover, Jackson and Verberg (2007, p. 170) postulate that:  

The success of the interview method requires the researcher to show genuine 

interest in learning the what and the how of other’s experiences, which implies 

that the researchers open themselves to the participants’ viewpoints and 

practices and avoid imposing their own concepts and moralities on the other.  

 

Similarly, Marcus and Cushman (1982, p. 29) argue that:  

Ethnographic description is by no means the straightforward, unproblematic 

task it is thought to be in the social sciences, but a complex effect, achieved 

through writing and dependent upon the strategic choice and construction of 

available detail. The presentation of interpretation and analysis is inseparably 

bound up with the systematic and vivid representation of a world that seems 

total and real to the reader. 
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 In this research paying close attention to and appreciating words, phrases, stories, 

explanations and theories, characterizations and categories (Emerson, 1995, Spradley, 1979) 

used by participating architects to identify critical elements they utilize to incorporate local 

cultural values and global culture in their architectural practices; and documenting them using 

their language, sensitive to their context, and circumstances is one key issue to appreciate the 

architects’ meanings.   

 Throughout the stage of analysis it is the responsibility of the researcher to initiate a 

process of identifying common threads amongst the material collected that can possibly “be 

woven together to tell a story (or a number of stories)” (et al., p. 142), and, hence, transforming 

the data collected into “writings that speak to wider, outside audiences” who are not necessarily 

directly acquainted with the cultural phenomenon under study (et al., p. 142). The goal, then, is 

to organize the whole set of details documented and traced into “a coherent picture, model, or set 

of interlocked concepts” (Neuman, 1997, p. 420).  

 In his book Writing Ethnographic Fieldnotes (1995); Robert Emerson et al proposes an 

approach for analysing qualitative data.  In his model, Emerson (1995) recognizes several 

practices undertaken throughout the process of analysis. This separation of analytical tasks 

contributes highly to alleviating the stress of the ethnographer’s shoulders when approaching the 

huge amount of collected material. It also proves to be more effective as it participates in 

breaking the analysis into manageable phases which allows for continual reflection and 

refinement of findings and the gradual focused unveiling of final results (Groat and Wang, 2002; 

Emerson, 1995; Neuman, 1997).  “Breaking a large task into smaller ones,” Spradley (1979, p. 

212) suggests, “and placing these in sequence will simplify the work and improve one’s 

performance.”  The proposed analytical approach adopted is composed of the following stages: 
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Careful listening and transcription of the interviews’ records 

 The analysis is initiated by a process of careful re-listening to the records of the 

interviews and transcribing them. McCormak (2004, p. 222) suggests that “as active listener the 

researcher listens to the tape several times. Firstly, to check the accuracy of the transcription and 

secondly, to brainstorm her/his initial reactions to the interview and reflect on assumptions that 

may influence later interpretation.” Careful re-listening to the records helps to identify emerging 

themes under the preliminary existing issues that stemmed from the research questions 

(LeCompte and Schensul, 1999). This also captures unnoticeable instants in the course of the 

interviews. Furthermore, it helps gaining a fresh insight that might redirect preliminary 

impressions and interpretations constructed through the time of the interviews. This enables re-

experiencing and re-examining the whole set of auditory material and pursuing convergent and 

divergent patterns and sub-themes for the sake of establishing similarities and comparisons. This 

initial stage yields the preliminary categorization of auditory material but in transcribed format; 

that is: generating open codes that targets any and all ideas and sub-themes no matter how 

variant or divergent they might seem or actually are. Careful listening to the interviews’ records 

facilitates capturing the wider range of ideas, insights and connections. Generating transcribed 

written inventory of the audio taped interviews serves to review what the researcher, as an 

ethnographer, has pointing out the gaps in the data, and finally, bringing about a deeper 

immersion so necessary to discovering cultural themes (Spradley, 1979). 

Generating open codes 

 The process of generating codes is launched by organizing the transcribed material 

concerning the preliminary issues generated from the research questions into specific 

descriptions of single words or short statements, that is; into general open codes that organize the 



 

33 

 

data into specific analytic tracks and dimensions. This process allows the researcher to entertain 

as many possible analytic avenues that best explore the significance of experiences carried out by 

the participating architects throughout their design practice. Furthermore, this process helps to 

transform the initial ideas and reflections on the issue into concrete descriptions that, in turn, 

participates in stimulating further maturation of more advanced ideas and interpretive critical 

reflections (Emerson, 1995; Neuman, 1997).  

 Nonetheless, it is important to note that since the process of extracting interpretations 

and meanings out of raw material gathered is complex, and, hence, there is no single or ‘pure 

way’, using Emerson’s (1995) expression, of instantly capturing what is important to the 

participating architects. Then these constructions are initial paving the way to constructing more 

representative interpretations in the stages to follow. These constructs are also relevant to the 

researcher’s own interpretations of what is important to the participants. Such relevancy is 

dependent on the researcher’s, quoting Emerson (1995, p. 151), “disciplinary background”, 

“theoretical sensitivities and commitments.” 

Selecting themes 

 Spradley (1979, p. 185) postulates that the concept of themes was first coined by Morris 

Opler who identified a theme as “a postulate or position, declared or implied, and usually 

controlling behaviour or stimulating activity, which is tacitly approved or openly promoted in a 

society.” Spradley (1979, p. 186), on the other hand, defines a cultural theme as “any cognitive 

principle, tacit or explicit, recurrent in a number of domains and serving as relationship among 

subsystems of cultural meaning.” It is characterised of a high degree of generality as they apply 

to numerous situations. For Spradley (1979, p. 186) a cognitive principle “is something that 

people believe, accept as true and valid; it is a common assumption about the nature of their 
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experience.” Moreover, Spradley (1979) argues that what adds to the challenge of the 

ethnographer at this stage is that most of the themes remain at “the tacit level of knowledge”, 

using Spradley’s (1979, p. 188) words: 

 People do not express them easily, even though they know the cultural 

principle and use it to organize their behaviour and interpret experience. 

Themes come to be taken for granted; they slip into that area of knowledge 

where people are not quite aware or seldom find the need to express what they 

know. This means that the ethnographer will have to make inferences about 

the principles that exist. 

 

 Furthermore, Spradley (1979) postulates that the significance of themes is not only limited to 

their frequency or repetition within a cultural scene. Such relevancy is rather gained through 

their connectivity amongst the different subsystems of a culture.  

 This stage concentrates on focusing the range of themes extracted so far on the relevant 

ideas and strategies to the participating architects concerning the critical elements of 

incorporating local and global cultural values within the context of their architectural practices. 

Themes of less concern to the main issues are disregarded. It is also in this stage that generating 

and testing points of linkages between the different themes is exhibited. This allows for sorting 

the themes of less relevancy to the main issues as subthemes. Focusing arrangement onto major 

themes is attributed to breaking the bulk of material into manageable sets, therefore, facilitated 

exploring their meanings more efficiently (Emerson, 1995; Neuman, 1997).  

Focused coding 

 This stage encompasses a line-by-line fine grained analysis of the themes and notes of 

the previous stage in focused coding. Through this process the researcher targets “elaborating 

analytically interesting themes, both by connecting data that initially may not have appeared to 

go together and by delineating subthemes and subtopics that distinguish differences and 



 

35 

 

variations within the broader topic” (Emerson, 1995, p. 160). In this stage the researcher is 

involved in a process of contrasting and comparing the data together in order to identify 

variations and the circumstances led to such variations. Emerson (1995, p. 160) argues: 

 By breaking down fieldnotes even more into subcodes, the ethnographer 

discovers new themes and topics and new relationships between them. The 

same openness to new ways to understand and fit pieces of data together that 

we encourage earlier applies to focused coding as well. In some cases, this 

process generates new issues or opens up new topics that carry the analysis in 

an entirely different direction and may even require a rethinking and 

regrouping of the fieldnotes. 

 

 Emerson (1995, p. 161) carries on:  

 

In the process of focused coding, the ethnographer begins to recognize a 

pattern in what initially looks like a mass of confusing data. With focused 

coding, the ethnographer may also begin to envision possible ways of making 

an argument or telling a story.  

 

Comparison and Contrast  

 For the sake of convergence, focused codes generated from the in-depth interviews for 

each participating architect were contrasted with those of the other participants. Generation of 

the final insights and conclusive reflections is based on this stage. (See Figure 2.3 for the overall 

framework of data analysis). 

Generating conclusive reflections 

 Cuff (1991, p. 6) states “I therefore emphasize descriptive analysis, but overstep the 

bounds of ethnography by offering some prescriptions as well.” Since the research resembles an 

inductive study, then it tends to build on the analysis conducted and the emergent themes; and 

draw some conclusive meaningful reflections that will participate in unveiling the existing 

preliminary issues related to the research questions. In turn, this will contribute to enhancing the 

body of knowledge of design research on the one hand. It will also participate in developing and 
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bridging the gap between theory and practice of architecture. This stage is to be conducted in 

chapter seven, the envoi. (see Figure 2.3 for the overall framework of data analysis). 

In general the adoption of this analytic approach is driven by the researcher’s concern 

for the integrity of the members’ meanings and their representation in the final theoretical 

construct. Spradely (1979, p. 42) argues “the best way to learn to do ethnography is by doing it” 

(see Figure 2.2 for the analytical construct of the in-depth interviews). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2 The Overall Framework of Data Analysis  
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2.4 Validity, Reliability, and Generalizability  

 Gaston (1994, p. 52) in his research on experience-based learning indicated that “the 

charge often levelled by researchers less familiar with the qualitative paradigm is that the 

qualitative research design is open to questions of validity, reliability, and generalizability. 

Qualitative researchers are no less concerned with the dependability of their findings than 

others.” This claim is associated with the central role a researcher plays in qualitative research. 

However, since guaranteeing the integrity of the meanings and interpretations constructed is 

paramount to qualitative researchers a number of mechanisms are applied to assure this 

research’s validity, reliability and generalizability. These mechanisms include the following: 

1. Since qualitative researchers filter data through their own analytical lens and 

perspectives, and as they enter the study with their own preconceptions, they recognize 

the danger of imposing their values on the phenomenon under study. As a result, most 

qualitative researchers indicate the importance of articulating the researcher’s biases at 

the outset of the study (Creswell, 2009; Jackson and Verberg, 2007). Gaston (1994) 

believes that there is no ‘value-free’ interpretive research. Nonetheless, the researcher’s 

bias can be comprehended through self-reflection. All this was carefully reflected in the 

research to assure its validity. 

2. The use of thick rich descriptions allows the readers to gain a clearer image of the 

phenomenon under study and the process through which it was pursued. This enriches 

discussions and sharing experiences. On the other hand, it will provide anyone interested 

in transferability with a solid framework that allows comparisons (Creswell, 2009). 

3. Member checking by the participants who served to check interpretations throughout the 

analysis process. This continuous feedback from the participants ensured that I have 
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accurate and congruent impressions, to these of the participants, of the phenomenon 

being studied (Jackson and Verberg, 2007). Moreover, it “ensure[s] the truth value of the 

data” (Creswell, 2009, p. 199). Clifford (2003, p. 109) interestingly indicates this shift of 

paradigm in anthropological studies: 

I’ve always felt that possibly the most significant change in redefining 

and repositioning the authority of anthropologists in the late twentieth 

century is the simple fact that the so-called objects of their study, their 

“informants,” are increasingly critical readers of their work.  

 

4. Concerning replicability, unlike the positivist approach in which the same experiment can 

be replicated by a different researcher and still yield the same results; Gaston (1994) 

admits that a “replicable study can be considered to have high reliability”, nonetheless, 

Gaston (1994, p. 56) also underpins that “social phenomena are never static, never 

replicable.” Merriam (Gaston, 1994, p. 56) argues that “since there are many 

interpretations of what is happening, there is no benchmark by which one can take 

repeated measures and establish reliability in the traditional sense.” However, Gaston 

(1994, p. 56) indicates that “in qualitative research reliability is defined more by a 

dependable audit trail which makes sense out the data collected in that research.” The 

course of this research was marked clearly from the initial in-depth interviews conducted 

and step by step through the analysis of precedents designed by participating architects. 

Audio tapes of the interviews and their transcripts document the development of the 

major themes and conclusive reflections.  

5. Generalizability or external validity is associated with the applicability of the research 

findings to other situations and cases. Cresewll (2009, p. 193) argues that “the value of 

qualitative research lies in the particular description and themes developed in context of a 
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specific site. Particularity rather than generalizability is the hallmark of qualitative 

research.” I agree with Gaston (1994, p. 57) as he explains:  

Since qualitative research is particularistic, studying single or 

multiple cases in great depth, it is presumptuous for the researcher to 

assume that there are other situations so similar in contextual detail 

that the findings might be generalized to those other settings. Of 

course, there are many applications of these results which I can 

envision.  

 

Inspired by Gaston’s study (1994) and through providing rich and thick descriptions of 

the critical elements applied from the participants’ lens and perspectives of how they 

achieve the goal of conciliation, and by extensively providing sufficient explanations of 

the emergent findings, informed reader can decide if the findings of study are generalized 

to another setting. I hold the same belief as Gaston (1994, p. 57) “I am sure that other 

researchers interested in the design process whether practitioners or educators, will find 

this study useful and enlightening.” It is important here to repeat what I stated at the 

introduction of the research that the research does not seek representativeness of any sort 

nor it seeks to advance a theory of how to incorporate local and global cultural values in 

design as a readymade recipe or cliché. The research aims at discovering and exhibiting 

the wide range of design strategies and processes implemented by the Jordanian 

architects to incorporate local cultural values and global culture; and, thus, it drives the 

attention to the richness of possible alternatives and delivers these descriptions of the 

phenomena to the wider set of audiences.   

 

2.5 Reporting Findings 

  Given the uniqueness and difference between qualitative and scientific or positivist 

approaches to research, “readers are asked to adapt to somewhat different approach to viewing 
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the research findings” (Ryan, 2005, p. 113). Since the research focuses on architectural practices 

that incorporate local and global cultural values in Jordan, it is crucial that the targeted audience 

belong to the two contexts. This is due to the need of both to discover themselves and the other. 

Moreover, to discover the way other cultures (specifically in Jordan for this research) perceive 

the western culture and the way to adapt critical aspects of it locally. Findings of the research 

presents both thick-descriptions of the different design processes conducted, the key themes and 

the generated conclusive reflections and insights that corresponds to the research questions and 

objectives. Cuff (1991, p.6) posits that:  

If we are to offer sound advice about how architectural practice ought to 

function, we must know more about how it functions now. I therefore 

emphasize descriptive analysis, but overstep the bounds of ethnography by 

offering some prescriptions as well.  

 

 Spradley (1979, p. 204) argues that “in the process of writing one discovers a hidden 

store of knowledge gained during the research process.” Clifford Geertz (Groat and Wang, 2002, 

p. 186), on the other hand, stresses on the importance of reporting every single detail: 

Consider the wink of an eye. A “thick” description is one that describes not 

only the wink, but also what that wink can mean within the semantic system of 

the culture in which it happens (the wink can mean something romantic, some 

kind of signal for action, or simply a muscle tic). 

 

  The complexity and terms of tacit knowledge of the participating architects concerning 

their design processes are presented and exhibited using exhaustive thick-descriptions that allows 

for preserving the integrity of the participants’ original meanings on the one hand. It also allows 

the reader to construct his own understanding of the included critical elements implemented to 

incorporate local cultural values and global culture in their architectural practice on the other 

hand. Thereby, this reporting scheme induces the readers to delve into the design process of the 

participating architects; capture the wider image and be more sensitive to the vast range of issues 
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comprising the way local and global cultural values are articulated in the contemporary 

architectural practices in Jordan.  
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PROVIDING THE CONTEXT 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

ENDURING VALUES OF ISLAMIC CULTURE AND 

BELIEF SYSTEM APPLIED IN ARCHITECTURE 

 
Such legacy was neither more shapes and forms to be copied, nor 

beautiful arches and internal courtyards to be imitated. It is rather more 

profound by far. Perhaps, the best reverence to have for it is to study it 

profoundly, to understand both the logic with which those forefathers 

faced their reality, and erudite spirit by which they refuted the challenges 

of such reality, and to heed the lofty Islamic values and principles that 

guided them while studying and carrying out their achievements, which 

are, indeed, an incarnation of the morals and values, which grace the 

Muslim human. 

El-Refa’y (1991, p. 120) 

 

3.1 Introduction 

The previous part identified the general limits of the research. This part, on the 

other hand, identifies its context. It consists of two chapters. Chapter three represents the 

enduring values of Islamic culture and architectural tradition. This forms the background 

through which to view the local. Chapter four draws a critical review of the architectural 

practices in Jordan focusing on the period of the 1990s up-to-date.      

Since this research is motivated by the exigency to reconnect with the past as a rich 

source of inspiration for creative contemporary solutions and, Jordan, being part of the 

Islamic culture, this chapter initiates an understanding of the Islamic cultural values 

applied in architecture. In order to accomplish this, and as a point of departure, this chapter 

will discuss in brief the importance of studying the past, the concept of Islamic architecture, 

and finally it will be exploring Islamic cultural values applied in architecture by tracing the 

different viewpoints emerging in debates concerning the issue. It should be noticed, though, 
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that since research concerning Islamic architecture is still evolving (Bin and Rasdi, 2008; 

Rasdi, 2003; Akbar, 1998; Arkoun, 1998, 1992, 1990; Serageldin, 1990; Salam, 1990; 

Ibrahim, 1986), this effort is not a complete account as it is not based on a fully realized 

theory of Islamic architecture. Al-Asad (Serageldin, 1990, p. 30) argues that “the 

significance of the Islamic world’s architectural heritage to contemporary Muslims is still 

in the process of formation.” This research is one effort in this process of formation. 

 

3.2 Why Bother About the Past? 

The usefulness of the past is a truth too generally received to be refuted or to be in 

need of proof. Popper (Al-Hathloul, 1998, p. 23) stresses, “you may create a new theory, 

but the new theory is created in order to solve those problems which the old theory did not 

solve.” Al-Hathloul (1998, p. 23) adds, “one cannot discard the old theory as if it never 

existed.” It is the role the past can play in shaping the present and, thus, the future that 

distinguishes and marks the past as inescapable.  Virginia Woolf (Lowenthal, 1989, p. 47) 

underpins this unbounded relationship in which the past enriches the present when she 

argues, “the present when backed by the past is a thousand times deeper than the present 

when it presses so close that you can feel nothing.” 

The strong role the past can play in shaping the present and progressively the future 

does not imply the authority of the past over the present. William Curtis (1989, p. 234) 

argues, 

Tradition in the obvious sense of a visible past inheritance can only be 

partly helpful, for reality today is different. The architect must find what 

is right for the present circumstances and if he is sufficiently probing and 

profound he will make a valid addition to the stock of forms. There is no 

place for passeisme or for a bogus, revivalist sentimentality. 

 



 

45 

 

Moreover, Lowenthal (1989, p. 72) argues that to imitate or “to follow blindly the 

footsteps of past masters was to remain forever a child; one should aim to rival and finally 

to displace them.” This retro tendency, using Stagno’s (2001 b, p. 174) words, is 

characterized to be nostalgic as it tends to “eulogize its expression of the past by evoking 

aesthetic belonging. Such tendency of reproducing the past weighs it down by direct 

subjective and stylistic quotations.” 

However, this does not imply an extremist tendency towards ignoring or trivialising 

the past for the sake of an avant-gardist position dedicated to progress and thus utilizing 

latest technologies. What is needed here is focusing on the present as it tends to be lost 

between the past and the future (Stagno, 2001 b; Al-Hathloul, 1998).  This means, rejecting 

the blind acceptance of the authority of the past that sanctifies anything related to it, but 

nonetheless recognizing its authenticity and therefore its value as a source of inspiration 

for the present. At the same time, this indicates rejecting the extreme avant-gardist position 

which denies the significance and importance of the past in fertilizing the present. Al-

Hathloul (1998, p. 23) argues that: 

Tradition per se should have no authority but it does have value, for it 

forms the most important source of our knowledge and serves as the base 

for our thoughts and actions; in other words, tradition is a platform upon 

which one can operate.  

 

 

3.3 Islamic Architecture 

Architecture is considered to be a reflection of society’s aspirations as it tends to 

mirror its reality and way of life. And since architecture is not created in a vacuum, it must 

be rooted in a profound knowledge and understanding of self and of society and its needs 

(Serageldin, 1990; Aga Khan in Salam, 1990).  
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Islamic architecture is a term that has long been debated and discussed. Many 

researchers tried to approach the concept each using his own terms and tools. Bin and Rasdi 

(2008), Akbar (1998), and Ibrahim (1986) argue that most of the writings concerning 

Islamic architecture were confined to descriptive narrative studies which exhaustively 

described the buildings’ formation and spatial configuration in relation to different religious, 

political, historical and environmental contexts. The critical issue about these studies is 

twofold. First, their analysis and results were associated with the specific places and times 

of concern while the values of Islam transcend both space and time. Second, their analysis 

of the end object belongs to a different time. This involves projecting these solutions on 

contemporary conditions instead of analysing and understanding the societal processes 

adopted by the locals to produce their architecture and urban environment (Akbar, 1998; 

Hakim, 1986).  

Another issue that is also noteworthy is that most of the studies concerning the 

history of architecture in the Islamic world focused on selected monumental buildings, like 

mosques, schools and palaces which were built to symbolise the magnificence, control and 

prosperity of the state (Bin and Rasdi, 2008; Akbar, 1998, Ibrahim, 1986). Unfortunately, 

these buildings were an abnormal phenomenon that does not reflect the realities of the 

ordinary. As a result, studies based on these design splendours, which were/are used to 

extract design principles, assumed that building activity in Islamic society needs to be 

designed as a prerequisite. Actually, traditional environments grew gradually in accordance 

to peoples’ needs (Akbar, 1998). The question that may be raised here, then, is: What is 

Islamic architecture? 
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Ibrahim (1986) argues that true Islamic architecture is the one that honestly 

expresses and reflects the content; that is, the values of Islam that embrace and direct a 

Muslim’s everyday activities and as a result shape the built environment that nurtures these 

activities. Ibrahim (1986) further elaborates that content is different from function in many 

ways. While function is associated with physical activities and related anthropometric 

considerations, content is broader: it includes functionality, but also the values and 

meanings associated with different functions and activities of different buildings. Thus, 

content is considered the enduring expression of Islamic architecture that transcends place 

and time, while form is the changeable expression associated with place and time. It is 

noteworthy here, according to Ibrahim (1986), that even though content mainly affects the 

spatial configuration of architecture, it does, however, affect its exterior form as well. This 

is because the interior is associated with the individual’s needs and aspirations while the 

exterior is associated with the community’s needs and aspirations. As a result, the search 

for form becomes indivisible from the content.  

Al-Dgoor (2010, personal interview) and Ibrahim (1986) note that the durability of 

content of Islamic architecture does not imply constancy by any means, on the contrary, it 

draws the general frame of reference while leaving the door open for interpretation, 

encouraging innovation and provoking expression in architecture. Consequently, there is no 

contradiction between this content and global values as long as these are consistent with 

Islamic values. 

  Hassan Fathy (Ibrahim, 1986) believes that Islamic architecture is the architecture 

of interior; i.e., way of life, not the exterior, i.e., stylistic expressions. It is thus a matter of 

content rather than form. Hasan Uddin Khan (Ibrahim, 1986) and Cantacuzino (1985), on 
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the other hand, stress that Islamic architecture is not about styles related to certain places at 

certain times; rather it is about fulfilling communities’ aspirations of a built environment 

that evolves as a direct response to, or as an incubator of, their everyday activities. Grabar 

(Al-Jasmi and Mitias, 2004, p. 198) argues that:  

There was no coherent, consistent reasonably pan-Islamic acceptance of 

visually perceived symbols in architecture; there was no clearly 

identifiable sense, even, in forms considered to be one’s own, culturally 

discrete. It may, therefore, be possible to propose that traditional Islamic 

architecture identified itself through means other than visual: the sound 

of the city, the call to prayers, the Word of the Revelation but not its 

forms, the memories of men and events. [..] thus what makes an 

architecture works Islamic is not whether the work itself in some way 

possesses certain symbols but the fact that it is a place where Muslims 

perform definite functions. 

 

Within the same vein, John Warren (Cantacuzino, 1985), an English architect who has 

worked extensively in the Middle East, stresses:  

Islam is manifested in a way of life, and if that life is reflected in the way 

the architecture is used, and if the architecture used is sympathetic to that 

way of life, then it will become Islamic. But I cannot make it Islamic by 

sticking things on it. 

 

For Akbar (1998) and Al-Dgoor (2010, personal interview) Islamic built 

environment is the buildings and places in-between, built by or for Muslims in accordance 

with the rules and regulations of Islamic jurisdiction and local traditions using available 

local materials without any intervention of local authorities except in cases of conflict. It is 

the end product of a process of interaction between Islamic jurisdiction, climate, socio-

economic and technological variables. 

 Accordingly, it is noteworthy that the stable factor throughout different times and 

places is the instructions or values of Islam (Al-Dgoor, 2010, personal interview; Al-Naim, 

2008; Bin and Rasdi, 2008; Rasdi, 2003; Akbar, 1998; Masaud, 1991). Hakim (1986, p. 
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137) argues that these are the product of Fiqh, that is; “the mechanism of interpreting and 

applying the value system of Shari’a (Islamic divine law whose primary sources are the 

Quran and the Sunna-or traditions of the prophet) within the processes of building and 

urban development.” Nonetheless, these values do not give design solutions as they are 

general principles that act as a guiding framework of reference for action. Once followed, 

evolving solutions and evocations will emerge (Akbar, 1998). Furthermore, these values 

should not be viewed separately or in isolation, even though they are separated in the 

review to follow for the purpose of facilitating their understanding; each value influences 

and dynamically interacts with the others throughout the building process.  

 

3.4 Values of Islam Applied in Architecture 

As no single study provided a comprehensive description of Islamic values applied 

in architecture, the research consulted and traced the common threads among the several 

writers’ viewpoints, observations and thoughts emerging in debates concerning Islamic 

cultural values applied in architecture. In addition, interviews were conducted with four 

Islamic scholars of the Qur’an and Hadith traditions. The interviews with these scholars 

were for the purpose of having non-architects with expertise in the concepts and values of 

Islamic culture identify and suggest important cultural values underlying community 

context and activities in Muslim communities. The review of the literature and the 

interviews identified nine main values of Islamic culture applied in architecture. These 

interrelated values are: Adaptability and continuity, diversity, innovation, unity, equity, 

modesty, respect, privacy, and aesthetic values. Following is a brief account for each as to 

what it means and how it participates in shaping the built environment of Muslim societies. 
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3.4.1 Adaptability and Continuity 

Islam as a belief system has interacted, assimilated, and been moulded with local 

existing cultures, allowing people to erect their buildings and conduct their building 

activities in a way that best suited their local environment (Wrikat, 2010; Al-Banna, 2010, 

Akayleh, 2010; personal interviews). Al-Dgoor (2010, personal interview) stresses that 

Islam respects and nourishes the accomplishments, tastes and artifacts of other cultures. 

“This is evident,” he goes on to argue, “in never demolishing any structure of conquered 

nations.” Akayleh (2010, personal interview) narrates an interesting incident that reflects 

Islam’s openness and adaptability to different expertise and solutions: 

When the Prophet was constructing his mosque in Medina, they were 

mixing dust with water, a man named Wa’el Ibn Hujr passed by and 

advised them of adding straw, the Prophet said: “you listen to what the 

brother of Kinda (a city in Yemen) said as he knows better.” 

 

Ideally, Islamic buildings can fit in the dense tropical jungle, as well as in the arid 

deserts or the cool mountains of the North (Serageldin, 1990).  Mahfouz and Serageldin 

(1990, p. 81) argue that:  

Al-Shafi’i, one of the greatest jurists of all time, applied the same 

legislation differently in Cairo than in Baghdad. When asked why, he 

said that what is applicable in Cairo is not applicable in Baghdad, and 

what is applicable today is not applicable tomorrow. 

 

Concomitantly, Hakim (1986) explains that with respect to the continuity of the 

design language across time and place, the Middle East, for example, has an established 

tradition of over 3,000 years of town planning and building language which has been 

adopted and modified throughout miscellaneous times of the region. Along the same lines, 

Sajwani (1991) observes that examples of such adaptability and continuity are witnessed 

everywhere. For example, in Iraq one can clearly witness the effect of the old Sumerian 
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and Babylonian architecture on contemporary Samaritan architecture. Moreover, the 

religious architecture in Turkey was highly affected by the Byzantine architecture where 

climatic conditions necessitate covering the large span of the prayer halls while the 

Umayyad mosque in Syria was influenced by the Roman and Christian styles and the 

Indian style was common in the Indian Islamic architecture (Figure 3.1).  

Masaud (1991) and Ibrahim (1986) believe that adaptability also entails adapting to 

local materials capacities and construction methods as well as adapting imported materials, 

when needed, to local specificities of place.  It is obvious across the Islamic world that 

different regions and locales have distinguished materials and thus building traditions 

evolved in accordance to these materials’ potentials and capacities. Some examples include 

the use of brick work in Iran, Iraq and Morocco, using stone masonry in Egypt and Syria, 

and building by adobe or clay like in Arabia and Yemen (El-Ekiaby, 1991). As a result, 

distinct variations within regions of the Islamic world are evident. 
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3.4.2 Diversity and Variety 

As a direct result of adaptability and continuity, diversity was prevalent across the 

Islamic world (Rasdi, 2003; Akbar, 1998; Masaud, 1991; Serageldin, 1990; Mahfouz and 

Sergeldin, 1990). This resulted because Islam does not subscribe to any idea of a 

standardized pan Islamic imagery. On the contrary, it subscribes to the idea of useful and 

culturally sensitive responses (Rasdi, 2003, El-Ekiaby, 1991). Akbar (1999) explains that 

since each site is different and hence has its unique characteristics and capabilities in terms 

of geography, climate, building materials and the like, then the proposed environmental 

solutions should be different, respecting this integrity and resulting in cultural diversity. 

Serageldin (1990, p. 11, emphasis added) stresses: 

It is not just a single expression of a single idealized Islam that concerns 

us. Rather, it is ‘Islam’ as a system of beliefs, as an articulator of values, 

as a key agent in the formulation of socio-cultural identity, and social and 

political force, and as a wellspring of spiritual strength and inspiration 

Figure 3.1 Left: Minaret of the Great mosque of Samarra (Iraq 842-852 AD). Right: 

Selimiye Mosque (Turkey 1569-1575 AD). 

Source: NGA, 2004, p. 18 and p. 19  
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that is intended. And because these multidimensional manifestations vary 

from country to country and from region to region, we are dealing with a 

complex set of realities. Furthermore, these realities are viewed through a 

prismatic crystal that brings to bear history, myth, and value-laden 

symbolism. It is a difficult task indeed to disentangle so many elements 

to arrive at “a truthful image.” So let us be realistic enough to talk of 

expressions rather than just “Islam.” 

 

Hakim (1986), on the other hand, argues that:  

 

The Fiqh mechanism, although linked to a single source --the Shari’a-- 

developed various subtle interpretations within regions of the Islamic 

world. This was due to the interpretations of various Islamic schools of 

law and the respect that was granted to the Urf [conventions] or local 

traditions. By its nature, therefore, this mechanism was very responsive 

to the particular conditions occurring at the neighbourhood scale, and in 

effect functioned as a guide for participation and decision making in 

matters of building, particularly among proximate neighbours. 

 

Akbar (1998) defines urf as those similar acts in a specific region during a specific 

time which exhibit and lead to certain building traditions. Akbar (1998) goes on to identify 

three basic factors that leads to the creation of urf or conventions. The first factor is ‘need’ 

as people develop, modify, and innovate in their environments to meet their needs in 

accordance to their abilities, aspirations and values. The second factor is ‘innovation’ which 

has to do with facing problems and developing solutions as a means to overcome them. The 

third factor is ‘convincing’ or ‘good precedent,’ developed through a process of trial and 

error, which necessarily led to its establishment as a good solution to a specific problem or 

fulfillment of a desire. Nonetheless, Al-Banna (2010, personal interview) and Akbar (1998) 

stress that the most important point that governs the previous factors is their compatibility 

with the values and premises of Islam. Thus Islamic values were the guiding force that 

directs the evolution of urf. 

It is noteworthy that diversity, exhibited across space, as an expression of Islamic 

values, is different in different places (e.g. expressions in Indonesia is different from 



 

54 

 

Morocco, Senegal, or France) (Bin and Rasdi, 2008; Arkoun, 1990). For example, using the 

same climatic concept of malqaf or wind catcher, each region developed its own solutions 

compatible with their traditions, climate, economic resources and technology (Akbar, 1998; 

Arkoun, 1990). Diversity is even prevalent within any given Muslim country, as there are 

significant differences of elaborations among subsocieties (Arkoun, 1990).  Mahfouz and 

Serageldin (1990, p. 82) illustrate that “nomadic, rural, and urban populations tend to be 

quite different in terms of social organization, role differentiation, and patterns of 

interaction.” Furthermore, El-Ekiaby (1991, p. 179) explains: 

The difference from place to place follows the availability of the building 

materials, the building methods that elaborated according to the building 

materials, the local masons and skills of every region. Accordingly, the 

forms, the architectural expressions and the construction methods differ 

in their functional-content, but not, however in the cultural, spiritual, 

moral and traditional disciplines that unified the Islamic world. 

 

 Diversity is also evident throughout time, as expressions amongst contemporary 

Moroccans or Egyptians differ from those of the tenth or sixteenth century. This is mainly 

attributed to the continuous evolution of societies and, in turn, changing needs and 

contextual variables. This necessitates continuous development of solutions that satisfy 

emerging needs and respond sensitively to evolving variables and dynamic realities of 

societies.  

3.4.3 Dynamics of the Environment and Innovation 

Islam encourages continuous thinking, reflection and enhances innovation that 

interactively responds to the continuously evolving economical, environmental and social 

variables of society (Ibrahim, 1986). As such, Akbar (1999, p. 128) explains that “the built 

environment can be viewed as an open laboratory in which all users’ minds, given the 

chance to experiment with an element, will find the best solution to a given problem.” 
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Akbar (1999, p. 129) goes on to explain that the guiding principle that directs the creative 

act in Islam is what the Prophet stated; “neither darar nor dirar,” which translates to mean 

“there should be neither harming nor reciprocating harm,” or “there is no injury nor return 

of injury.” Akbar (p. 129) further elaborates: 

This saying was interpreted to mean that one may alter the built 

environment so long as the alterations cause no harm to others, and was 

used constantly by Muslim authorities to evaluate the legality of 

individual actions. Darar is what an individual benefits from at the 

expense of others, such as, for example, changing a residential property 

to a factory whose noise or effluent will harm neighbours. Dirar means 

an action which harms others without benefiting the acting individual, 

such as opening an unneeded window to look at the neighbour’s yard. 

Dirar has also been explained as harming oneself so others will be 

harmed. 

 

As a result, and according to this principle, a person is to develop his building in a 

way he wishes to fulfil his needs and aspirations as long as he does not harm others. It 

should be noted, though, that there was no single rule (i.e. design or planning guidelines 

and regulations) to be applied equally amongst all buildings. For example, there was no 

single rule to forbid building stories, rather each case was treated and analysed individually 

and carefully in order to allow a deeper understanding of the dynamics associated with it 

(Akbar, 1998; Hakim, 1986; Ibrahim, 1986).  

The innovative stance Islam adheres to tends to refine misconceptions that have 

been associated with Islamic architecture. These misconceptions led to considering certain 

physical elements like the dome, vault, arch, mashrabiyya (a wooden lattice screen), and 

the courtyard as symbols of Islamic architecture’s authenticity, ignoring values and 

contextual factors that produced them (Akbar, 1999, 1998; Masaud, 1991; Ibrahim, 1986). 

It is noteworthy at this point that referring to specific formal codes and elements is not 
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related to Islamic values in many ways. First of all, as Al-jasmi and Mitias (2004, p. 204) 

stress: 

The capacity of an art form to express human meaning is an on-going 

process of development, of growing both in form and content, mainly 

because means of design and construction are in constant growth and 

development. Thus it is extremely difficult to contend with a “system” of 

symbols adequate enough to identify Islamic or any other type of 

architecture. Again, even if a cultural genius were to articulate a system 

of visual symbols that may be accepted by a society or a culture this 

should not necessarily mean that this system is complete or final. 

 

Moreover, Al-Dgoor (2010, personal interview) insists that: 

Consistency is in jurisdiction that guides the innovative acts, but 

innovation itself is both dynamic and boundless. It is true that you can 

distinguish the unique identity of the Islamic architecture or art, but 

jurisdiction pushes and nourishes innovation rather than hindering it.  

 

Bin and Rasdi (2008, p. 309), on the other hand, argue: 

 

The efforts to ‘universalize’ Islamic architecture 

with similar ornaments, domes and arches are 

unfortunate. As I have said, these sentiments stem 

from a purely object-centered view of the world 

[…] thus the character of Islamic architecture is 

that of regional variations in responses to climate, 

vernacular building technology and fulfilling the 

daily needs of the immediate community. 

 

As a result, adhering to and universalizing certain 

formal codes as the only expression of Islamic culture 

deems this culture as being dogmatic and static. This 

contradicts the process of expression development. In 

addition, it prevents other values such as continuity and 

diversity from being expressed by the local community’s 

context. On the other hand, adhering to certain visual 

codes and expressions can also underestimate the local cultures. It underestimates the local 

Figure 3.2 Traditional 

Architecture in Yemen.  

Source: 

http://en.bestpicturesof.com

/yemen%20architecture, 

retrieved September, 2011  

http://en.bestpicturesof.com/yemen%20architecture
http://en.bestpicturesof.com/yemen%20architecture
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cultures’ ability to express these values using their own terms and innovations that best suit 

their context. Such universalization is a form of patronizing certain localities. This also 

contradicts the Islamic values of diversity, respect and equity amongst all which is clearly 

stated in the following Quranic Verse: 

O mankind, indeed we have created you from male and female and made 

you peoples and tribes that you may know one another. Indeed, the most 

noble of you in the sight of Allah is the most righteous of you. Indeed, 

Allah is knowing and Acquainted. 

(Quran, 49:13) 

 

This is supported by the Prophet’s saying, “no differentiation between an Arab and a non 

Arab except by their good conduct” (El-Ekiaby, 1991, p. 178). Accordingly, quoting Al- 

Jasmi and Mitias (2004, p. 204), “it is not useful to look for a system of symbols as a 

condition for establishing the existence of an Islamic architecture.” 

Finally, adhering to innovation and freedom of expression is clearly evident in 

many living examples across the Islamic world (e.g. Malwiyyat Samarra (the minaret of 

the Great Mosque of Samarra) in Iraq which was inspired by the Assyrian Ziggurat (Figure 

3.1); Niono Mosque in Mali; and buildings in Yemen (Figure 3.2) (Bin and Rasdi, 2008, 

Rasdi, 2003; Akbar, 1999, 1998; Sajwani, 1991; Ibrahim, 1986; Cantacuzino, 1985).   

3.4.4 Unity  

Islam’s respect for locality and adherence to diversity and innovation does not mean 

the production of a chaotic environment, nor should it be confused with Islam’s adherence 

to unity. El-Refa’y (1991, p. 120) remarks: 

Unity of creed is the keynote which prevailed over the Islamic thinking, 

on account of the oneness of [God] who said in the Holy Quran: “Say: he 

is Allah, the one and the only; Allah, the eternal, absolute; he begotten 

not, nor is he begotten; and there is none like unto him.” (Quran, 112:1-

4) 
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El-Refa’y (1990, p. 120) goes on to explain: 

 

This has been reflected on the unity of evolution as part of the unity of 

philosophy, thinking, and world view, just as it has been reflected on the 

unity of Islamic community. Allah says: “Verily, this brotherhood of 

yours is a single brotherhood, and I am your lord and cherisher: 

therefore, serve Me (and no other).” (Quran, 21:92) 

 

As a result, unity was prevalent at all scales of the built environment. Taking a look 

at the urban formation of any Islamic city, one can find the unique harmony amongst the 

individual buildings, and these, in turn, assimilate organically with the roads and 

neighbouring buildings constituting an integral unity (El-Refa’y, 1991).  The Prophet draws 

an analogy of Muslim brotherhood as he asserts; “a believer to another believer is like a 

building whose different parts enforce each other. The Prophet then clasped his hands with 

the fingers interlaced” (Bukhari, web site). Ibrahim (1986) explains that the compact nature 

of Islamic cities, homogeneous buildings’ heights, and lattice street system in residential 

neighbourhoods emphasize values of sturdy integration, connectedness, and belonging. 

Moreover, the connectedness of the mosque to the surrounding buildings emphasizes its 

central role and integration between this center and other activities and facilities in 

community’s context (Al-Dgoor, 2010; Wrikat, 2010; Al-Banna, 2010; Akayleh, 2010; 

personal interviews).  

Ibrahim (1991; 1986) goes on to explain that architecture in Islam has two 

interrelated and integrated faces: the social visage, as architecture affects and is affected by 

society (it is here were society’s aspirations are expressed); and the private face, as 

architecture affects and is affected by the individual (it is the sanctuary of the family where 

individuals’ tastes and aspirations are expressed). The former is associated with the exterior 

and the latter with the interior. Eventually, we have two facets of architectural identicality; 
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one of society, in which the general norms and building traditions are respected. This 

generated a coherent and unified urban tissue. The other facet of identicality is associated 

with the individual and the family. This allowed for personal tastes to be exhibited and 

expressed in the interior spaces. This is recurrent across the Islamic world (Akbar, 1999, 

1998; Masaud, 1991; Rizq, 1991; Al-Anzi, 1991; Cantacuzino, 1985) (Figure 3.3).  
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Figure 3.3 (Suhaimy House in Egypt 1648-1796). Notice the simplicity of the exterior (top 

left) which respects and responds to the context while the interior expresses the wealth of the 

owner. 

Source: http://www.touregypt.net/featurestories/baytsuhaymi.htm, retrieved September, 2011  
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3.4.5 Equity  

There is no evidence in the Quran that puts forth or gives preference to any 

particular race or geographical location as the preferred Islamic society or place. Indeed 

Islam extols that the best Muslims are those who emulate the values of the Quran and 

teachings of the Prophet (Rasdi, 2003). This is clearly stated in the Quran, “Indeed, the 

most noble of you in the sight of Allah is the most righteous of you” (Quran, 49:13). This is 

also emphasized in the tradition of the Prophet, “No differentiation between an Arab and a 

non Arab except by their good conduct” (El-Ekiaby, 1991, p. 178).  

Hakim (1986) explains that the value of equity is associated with the notion of Batin 

vs Zaher, best translated as the ‘inner aspect of self or a thing’ versus ‘the external aspect 

of self or a thing.’ Islam notably emphasizes on the Batin and subordinates the Zaher. “For 

example,” Hakim (p. 96) further illustrates, “internal goodness and well-being are 

emphasized and arrogance discouraged.” 

As a result, this value of equity highly affected the built environment of Islamic 

societies. It was mentioned earlier that there was no limits to innovation and freedom of 

expression except the prevention of doing harm (both physical and psychological) among 

the individuals. This enhanced interconnectedness and sense of community amongst them 

(Akbar, 1999; 1998; El-Ekiaby, 1991; Ibrahim, 1986; Hakim, 1986). Moreover, Islam calls 

for high spiritual relation between the individuals and the society. It stresses respecting 

people’s feelings and prevents showing off among the different social strata, i.e. some 

exhibiting their power, wealth or authority over the others for these should be put at the 

service of the community as a whole (El-Ekiaby, 1991; Masaud, 1991). 
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Consequently, Islamic societies were sensitive to and keen on respecting both the 

physical and psychological needs of one another and this significantly was prevalent in the 

built environment. First of all, there was no separation at the urban level between sectors of 

social strata. The rich and the poor and people of different ethnic origins lived adjacently in 

harmony within the same neighbourhoods (Arkoun, 1990). The Prophet states, “God will 

not provide security to the person who sleeps with a full stomach while his adjacent 

neighbour is hungry” (Abu Hurairah in Hakim, 1986, p. 153). He, furthermore, underpins, 

“The angel Gabriel kept exhorting me about the neighbour to the point that I thought he 

would grant him the right of inheritance” (Al-Bukhari in Hakim, 1986, p. 152). 

Moreover, at the house level, the form of the house reflected this Islamic moral-

value. The Muslim family was keen on limiting the representation of their power, wealth, 

etc., to the interiors of their houses while keeping a simple appearance of the exterior (El-

Ekiaby, 1991). Thus architecture of the rich expresses humility and integration with the 

surrounding buildings without exaggeration or extravagance, as Muslims are all equal 

before God. Signs of social status, on the other hand, are exhibited in the interior but also 

without extravagance and exaggeration (also refer to Figure 4.3).  This is mainly attributed 

to the fact that the building exterior expresses and belongs to the society’s values, while the 

interior expresses the individual’s values (El-Ekiaby, 1991; Hakim, 1986).  

One example of such considerate reflection of the value of equity is the courtyard 

house and its aggregate organizational pattern in which the external walls are kept simple 

and relatively bare with few openings. Meanwhile, the courtyard, the central space, is 

decorated with varying levels of artistic sophistication, in accordance to the owner’s 

economic status. However, accessibility to this space and, thus, enjoyment is limited to 
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occupants, and occasionally their relatives and close friends (Hakim, 1986). As a result, it 

can be stated that the architecture of the Islamic house is “more rich and tied to its 

occupiers, and is strongly abstracted from the outside” (El-Ekiaby, 1991, p. 179). 

3.4.6 Modesty 

Modesty is one of the main values that Islam cherished since its evolution. This is 

evident in many verses of the Quran. For example, in one verse God says, “And thus We 

have made you a just community (ummah wasatah)” (Quran, 2:143). And in another He 

says, “Those who, when they spend, do so not excessively or sparingly but are ever, 

between that, [justly] moderate” (Quran, 25:67). Moreover, He instructs, “O children of 

Adam, wear your beautiful apparel at every time and place of prayers; eat and drink, but 

waste not by excess, for God loveth not the wasters” (Quran, 7:31). Moreover, nourishing 

modesty is also evident in many verses of the Prophet. In one verse he asserts, “God does 

not look at your appearances or wealth but looks at your hearts and deeds” (Muslim in 

Hakim, 1986, p. 150).  

Modesty is respected throughout the whole building process, from its initial 

contemplation and identification of user’s values, needs and aspirations, through the choice 

and treatment of building materials and construction methods (Al-Dgoor, 2010; Wrikat, 

2010; Akayleh, 2010; personal interviews). It is expressed through simplicity that reflects 

the specificity of place and time (Wrikat, 2010, personal interview; Ibrahim, 1986). El-

Refa’y (1990, p. 121) explains: 

Allah says: “and swell not thy cheek (for pride) at men, nor walk in 

insolence through the earth, for Allah loveth not any arrogant boaster.” 

Therefore, the spirit of simplicity must reveal itself in the movement and 

formations of volumes in both the interior and the exterior, as also on the 

expressive facades, in the building materials, and in the ornaments and 

paintings used. And what the sights of Islamic architecture reveal of 
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simplicity in the aesthetics of formation gives such architecture its 

distinguished charm. The holy Ka’ba itself, which Muslims heart and 

soul turn to, day and night and for all its being grand and sacred is but a 

plain cubic stone building. (Figure 3.4) 

 

El-Refa’y (1990, p. 121) goes on to illustrate: 

 

Simplicity, here, does not mean abridgement in the architectural 

achievement. Rather, it means the state of being coherent and well-

balanced, in such a manner that leaves in the mind of its seer an instant 

awareness and a clear grasp of its constituent elements and their implicit 

meanings without tension or exertion. 

 

In this context, modesty and 

simplicity were exhibited in different facets 

of Islamic architecture. The Muslim house 

was a representation of modesty and, thus 

simplicity at both the exterior and the 

interior. Being tied to interior space, the 

house was a simple quadrangular mass with 

simple elevations and the least openings 

(Masaud, 1991; El-Ekiaby, 1991).  

Moreover, modesty also entailed the 

wise utilization of building materials’ potentials and qualities and the honest expression of 

them as well as the construction methods. Ibrahim (1986, p. 67) underpins that a balance 

between building materials and their durability is one necessary venture in being sensitive 

to both the environment, by using local material, and the individual, by respecting his 

economic aptitude. Also a balance is required when importing technology as excessive 

adoption of alien technology will seriously harm the local community in many ways. On 

Figure 3.4 Ka’ba in Mekka, The Arabian 

Peninsula 

Source: http://www.flickr.com/photos/ 

chinx786/2393046900/, retrieved 

September, 2011  

http://www.flickr.com/photos/
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the one hand, the adoption of imported technology necessarily requires imported expertise. 

Moreover, it can produce buildings alien to their context.  

Another facet of modesty is associated with buildings’ heights. Masaud (1991) and 

Waziri (1991) argue that very high buildings are discouraged as they are considered an 

indication of boasting and exaggeration not to mention their violation of the privacy of 

adjacent buildings as well as their apathy to human scale. Wrikat (2010, personal interview) 

argues that “multi-storey buildings are not associated with our culture that endorses low 

rise buildings closer to Earth.”  

It is noteworthy at this point, and as has been mentioned earlier, that the architecture of 

grandeur built by the state is antithetic to Islam’s adherence to moderation (Rasdi, 2003). 

Akayleh (2010, personal interview) and Akbar (1998) argue that Islam does not encourage 

exaggeration in building even if this building was a mosque. The Prophet prohibits such 

action as he says, “I was not ordered to construct lavish mosques” (Akbar, 1998, p. 194). 

Moreover, Akbar (1998) stresses that exaggeration in building activities leads to investing 

human energy and capital in less pressing issues. This takes from the share of more vital 

projects needed to invest in, such as education, health, and agriculture. Meantime, 

moderation does not imply by any means austerity which leads to a less productive 

environment. What is implied is moderation which leads to increasing productivity with no 

excessiveness or exaggeration. 

3.4.7 Respect 

Respect is another value that Islam adheres to. It entails respect for both the 

environment as well as for human. For Muslims, Earth was created as a place of worship (a 

masjid) for Prophet Mohammad, and subsequently to his followers. It is, thus, considered a 
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place of spirituality in which Muslims are urged to observe and think (Al-Gilani, 2005). 

This is clearly stated in the Quranic verse:  

And it is He Who spread out the Earth, and set thereon mountains 

standing firm, and (flowing) rivers: and fruit of every kind He made in 

pairs, two and two: He draweth the night as a veil o’er Day. Behold, 

verily in these things there are Signs for those who consider! 

(Quran, 13:3) 

 

Moreover, animals are elevated to the level of nations just like humans: 

 

There is not an animal (that lives) on the earth, nor a being that flies on 

its wings, but (forms part of) communities like you. Nothing have we 

omitted from the book, and they, (all) shall be gathered to their lord in 

the end.  

(Quran, 6:38) 

 

Nasr (2002) and Al-Gilani (2005) stress that, in this verse, Allah is refining the 

misconception that other creatures are inferior to man, and urges man to respect all life 

forms, thus bridging the gap between humans and other creatures. Although there is a sense 

of superiority of humans over animals, both worship the Creator, “And We subjected the 

mountains and the birds to glorify Our Praises along with Dâwûd (David). And it was We 

Who were the doer (of all these things)” (Quran, 21:79). According to Quran, it is not only 

animals and mountains that are elevated in status, but rather all components of our 

surrounding environment, “Whatsoever is in the heavens and whatsoever is on the earth 

glorifies Allâh. His is the dominion, and to Him belong all the praises and thanks, and He is 

Able to do all things” (Quran, 64:1).  

Moreover, attention to the value of nature was addressed directly in several hadiths 

(sayings) of the Prophet (Abu Daud in Hakim, 1986, p. 147): 

“If somebody cuts a tree, God will place his head in fire.” This 

interpretation is provided by the same reference: a tree which provides 

shade to the traveller and to animals should not be cut for no reason or by 

a person with no rights to it. 
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Nasr (2002, p. 142) emphasizes: 

Islam sees men and women as God’s vicegerents on earth. Therefore, in 

the same way that God has power over His creation but is also its 

sustainer and protector, human beings must also combine power over 

nature with responsibility for its protection and sustenance. The Quran is 

replete with references to nature, and the phenomena of nature are 

referred to as God’s signs and are therefore sacred. In traditional Islamic 

society human beings lived in remarkable harmony with their natural 

environment, as can be seen in the urban design of traditional Islamic 

cities and also in the life in the villages, which as in other premodern 

parts of the world, is still based on remarkable harmony with the rhythms 

of nature and makes full use of what is now called recycling.   

 

  As a result, Bin and Rasdi (2008) argue that in Islam building takes a back seat to 

nature. Akbar (1998) argues that one basic rule of Islamic jurisdiction is what the Prophet 

asserts, “Somebody who gives life to a dead land can claim it, and no tyrant has rights to it” 

(Abu Daod in Hakim, 1986, p. 149). This rule has many unforeseen advantages, as on the 

one hand it significantly encourages the exploitation of arable lands for the benefit of the 

individuals, and thus of the society as a whole, rather than leaving it for neglect and 

deterioration. Moreover, it directs building activities away from fields that are best 

preserved for agriculture (Akayleh, 2010, personal interview). On the other hand, it allows 

for population distribution that necessarily will alleviate the concentration from the city 

center. Moreover, such a rule encourages working and investment of both natural and 

human resources. As a result it participates considerably in lowering rates of 

unemployment and, thus, poverty (Akbar, 1998).    

El-Refa’y (1991), on the other hand, argues that respecting the environment in 

architecture necessarily implies building in harmony with it and avoiding disturbing its 

balance.  Accordingly, a building should be sensitive to the different features of the natural 
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environment including its geographical location with all the factors associated with it. 

Consequently, Islamic architecture has been congruent with its environment in many ways.  

In the courtyard house, for example, the inward orientation to the court provided 

privacy as a social objective, yet ‘comfort’ as an ecological objective. Being surrounded by 

building from all sides, the court has been shaded almost all day-time. As a result, the court 

acted as a heat adaptor, as it keeps the cool air during the night, and that, consequently, 

helps keeping a low temperature during the day time (Akbar, 1998; Al-Faqih, 1993; El-

Refa’y, 1991; El-Ekiaby, 1991; Rizq, 1991). Mashrabiyya, a wooden lattice screen that 

traditionally covered window openings, is another example of environmentally sensitive 

manipulation of Islamic architecture. In addition to being a screening device that preserved 

the private life of the family, mashrabiyya was also a mechanism that diffused light 

(Figure 3.5). Fathy (Asfour, 2004, p. 20) 

explains: 

The mashrabiyya softens the glare 

without dazzling the eye when one 

looks out through it. This effect is 

produced by the rounded shape of 

the balusters or small bars of 

which it is made. The round form 

of these bars graduates the light 

and shade they take, subduting the 

contrast between the edges and 

bright light in the interstices when 

seen against light.     

 

At the urban level, the compact 

nature gave the city its distinct character. 

This compactness served in enhancing 

contact amongst the different families. It was also climatically efficient as it served to 

Figure 3.5 Traditional Wooden Screens 

(Suhaimy house in Egypt 1648-1796) 

Source: Asfour, 2004, p. 22 
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reduce the building envelope exposed to the sun. This, in turn, reduced heat exchange 

between the interior and the exterior. Furthermore, the compact nature of the city provided 

shaded streets for most times of the day (Figure 3.6) (El-Refa’y, 1991; El-Ekiaby, 1991).  

Moreover, respecting nature was also manifest in utilizing the most appropriate 

local materials and construction methods (Ibrahim, 1986). For example, this is evident in 

the use of brick work in Iran, Iraq and Morocco, using stone masonry as in Egypt and 

Syria, and building by adobe or clay like in Arabia and Yemen (El-Ekiaby, 1991). 

Respecting the human, on the other hand, is also one of the main premises of 

Islamic architecture. It entails respecting human scale as well as private property. Carefully 

studied human proportions were the basis on which building activities depended.  Evidence 

of such respect is manifest in many treatments in the city ranging from street width to 

buildings’ and openings’ heights (Figure 3.7) (Hakim, 1986; Akbar, 1998; El-Ekiaby, 

1991). El-Refa’y (1991, p. 145) illustrates: 

Figure 3.6 The Compact Nature of the City Provided Shaded Streets 

for Most Times of the Day.  

Source: Akbar, 1998, p. 281 and 11 respectively 
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 Each element of the Islamic city was designed according to its 

appropriate scale; […] the house with its ‘human scale’ giving the feeling 

of intimacy[,…] the narrow covered commercial street is different from 

the main city avenue ‘al kasaba.’ Besides the residential space (Al-Darb 

or Al-Swika) with its intimate and human dimensions is different from 

the space of the main mosque with its large dimensions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As for respecting property, Wrikat (2010), Al-Banna (2010), Akayleh (2010) 

(personal interviews), and Hakim (1986) argue that this entails respecting the ownership 

and integrity of the other’s property (land, building or any other item), and consequently no 

action is allowed which will decrease its value or usefulness or create nuisance to its 

owner. Moreover, respecting property also entails the rights of original (or earlier) usage. 

This entails; granting certain rights to older and established facts over new emerging ones. 

Figure 3.7 Human Proportions Affecting Windows’ Heights.  

Source: Hakim, 1986, p. 43  
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For example, this principle is used in resolving disputes related to the ownership and rights 

of party walls, the location of windows, etc (Akbar, 1998; Hakim, 1986). 

3.4.8 Privacy 

Islam emphasizes privacy in building and city planning. It calls for strong social 

intercourse and respect for either individuals and a society’s need for privacy (Wrikat, 

2010; Al-Banna, 2010; Akayleh, 2010; personal interviews; Masaud, 1991; El-Ekiaby, 

1991). God instructs in the Quran (24: 27-28): 

O ye who believe, enter not houses other than your own, until ye have 

asked permission and saluted those in them; that is best for you, in order 

that ye may heed. If ye find no one in the house, enter not until 

permission is given to you; if he are asked to go back, go back; that 

makes for greater purity for yourselves, and God knows well all that ye 

do. 

  

He further urges Muslims, “Say to the believers that they should lower their gaze and guard 

their modesty, that will make for greater purity for them, and God is well acquainted with 

all that they do” (Quran, 24:30). Hakim (1986, p. 20) explains, 

In physical terms it refers to personal clothing and the private domain of 

the home. It also refers to the privacy of communication. The privacy of 

others must be respected and its invasion is prohibited, such as via direct 

visual corridors into the private domain of others. 

 

Since the family is the nucleus of society, Islam is keen on ensuring the privacy of 

the spaces in which the family exercises its material and spiritual activities (Al-Banna, 

2010; Wrikat, 2010; Akayleh, 2010; personal interviews; El-Refa’y, 1991; Waziri, 1991). 

This is pursued starting from the neighbourhood level. On the one hand, the previously 

mentioned rule of the right of the original gives priority to the one who builds first. 

Accordingly, his next door neighbour would respect his privacy, especially in the 

distribution of windows openings (Ibrahim, 1991). For example, one school of jurisdiction, 
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the Maliki School, did not allow opening doors in front of or near another door in order to 

prevent an infusion of the privacy of the original house at the one hand. It also allows the 

owner to exploit the area near his door without causing any inconvenience to neighbours at 

the other hand. Nonetheless, other schools of jurisdiction allowed opening opposite doors 

on a thoroughfare, while Malik did not allow this. He argues, “if this causes harm such as 

that in entering or exiting [from the new door] he can see what is behind the [existing] 

door, then he should be prevented from opening it” (Al-Hathloul, 1998, p. 24).  

Damage caused by raising a building was not tolerated, and if a building’s height 

was to harm neighbours it was prevented. Ibn Al-Qasim (191 H, or 807 AD) (Al-Hathloul, 

1998, p. 25) asserted that, “one has no 

right to create something that will inflict 

harm or damage to his neighbour, even 

when what is done is within his own 

property.” This concern for privacy 

reached the extent of preventing the 

muezzin (the man responsible for calling 

for prayer) from ascending to the minaret, 

which is higher than the neighbouring houses, lest he should disturb their privacy. It also 

went so far to prevent people from praying in the mosque built on top of a man’s shop until 

he builds a wall to protect his neighbours from being viewed (El-Rifa’y, 1991). The same 

is the case for roofs built without walls, where the owner is prevented from ascending to 

the roof until he builds a wall (Figure 3.8) (Akbar, 1998). 

Figure 3.8 Walls Built on Buildings’ Roofs 

to Protect the Privacy of Neighbours.  

Source: Akbar, 1998, p. 211  
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At the house level, several 

arrangements were practiced in 

order to guarantee its privacy (Al-

Dgoor, 2010, personal interview; 

Masaud, 1991, El-Ekiaby, 1991; 

Waziri, 1991; Rizq, 1991). An 

indirect entry was a significant 

feature of a house; this prevented the 

direct exposure of the interior’s 

more private spaces (Figure 3.9). As 

for the house plan configuration, the 

separation of spaces as well as of the 

circulation axes of the female from 

those of the male guests, was also 

prevalent. Ibrahim (1986) illustrates that family members’ rooms and circulation are 

oriented towards the interior while the guest has the opposite direction as a means to 

respect and preserve the privacy of the family. Both directions intersect in the intermediate 

central space, the courtyard, which can be an extension to the family space on occasions or 

to the guests’ space on other occasions. Arrangements related to preserving the privacy of 

families can either be attained horizontally or vertically. This is done by separating the 

family, guest’s spaces and circulation axes. 

Moreover, privacy is also to be attained when arranging the house’s openings 

(Akbar, 1999, 1998; El-Refa’y, 1991; Ibrahim, 1986). It is noteworthy, though, that these 

Figure 3.9 Plan of Part of Old Tunis, notice the 

indirect entrances of houses.  

Source: Akbar, 1998, p. 322 
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arrangements are associated with specific social and climatic aspirations and needs in 

certain places and at certain times (Ibrahim, 1986). Moreover, external openings whether at 

the upper or at the ground level were to be carefully placed in a way that assures the interior 

spaces’ privacy (Asfour, 2004; Akbar, 1998; Masaud, 1991; Hakim, 1986).  

3.4.9 Aesthetic Appreciation  

In his instructions concerning the appreciation of aesthetics, the Prophet 

emphasizes: “no person with an atom of arrogance in his heart will enter paradise.’ A man 

said: ‘A person likes to wear good clothes and shoes.’ The prophet answered: ‘God is 

beautiful and He loves beauty” (Muslim in Hakim, 1986, p. 150). Islam’s appreciation for 

aesthetics stems from a moderate vision of all aspects associated with a Muslim’s life. Al-

Dgoor (2010, personal interview) stresses that aesthetic appreciation is relative as it tends 

to be related to the different tastes of the individuals yet it is a prerequisite in Islam. Al-

Dgoor goes on to explain: 

We have to differentiate between artistic value and aesthetic value. 

Artistic value is something additive, which means that it can be tolerated; 

yet aesthetic value is a precondition that cannot be tolerated. In other 

words; you might not be an artist while arranging your house, yet that 

does not mean, as a result, that your house is ugly! It has to be beautiful. 

Aesthetic value cannot be abdicated!     

 

Akayleh (2010, personal interview), on the other hand, indicates that “the aesthetic 

appreciation is a very important value to stress. My house does not have to be ugly!” 

Wrikat (2010, personal interview) explains that it should be “simple, unexaggerated but 

beautiful.” 

 Ibrahim (1986) argues that in architecture, since content and form are highly 

interrelated in shaping architecture, aesthetics is then generated through this conciliation of 

the two. Any attempt to standardize aesthetic values through analyzing traditional 
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architecture in certain regions tends to reduce and “museumize” these values. This 

necessarily indicates that aesthetic values of Islamic architecture are as dynamic as is the 

process of conciliating its content and form is. El-Ekiaby (1991, p. 179) stresses: 

The appreciation of the aesthetic criteria of the Islamic house --or other 

styles-- under any circumstances is not standardized, and of course it 

cannot be. It can be philosophised or compared and related to natural 

element, scientific or geometrical roles. All the trials in this respect did 

not crystallize any evaluation criteria, simply because aesthetic criteria 

are a self appreciation. 

 

Therefore, it can be concluded that a Muslim’s appreciation of beauty and of other 

aesthetic considerations is mainly related to his simplicity, calmness, and a harmonious 

correlation with his surroundings El-Ekiaby (1991). 

 

3.5 Synopsis 

 This chapter was intended to present the wider context of the study. It presented a 

brief account of the enduring values of Islamic culture that have been adopted historically 

and can be adopted and applied in contemporary architecture of the Islamic world. The 

search through the different emerging debates and viewpoints resulted in nine main values, 

namely; Adaptation, diversity, innovation, unity, equity, modesty, respect, privacy, and 

finally aesthetic values. 

 Explorations within the realm of Islamic values can yield fascinating results and 

establish an informative knowledge base which helps contemporary architects to re-engage 

with the past in a way that assures continuity to the future. As I have indicated before, this 

does not imply, by any means, sanctifying these values. On the contrary, it urges persistent 

critical review of them as they are both dynamic and flexible and lend themselves to wide 

range of interpretations in accordance to place and time. Nonetheless, they provide a 
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wellspring of knowledge to draw upon, as well as a general framework that can guide the 

creative act rather than imposing a readymade recipe of design regulations.  Akbar (1998) 

argues that within the wider range of Islamic values, building traditions and conventions 

have always been as dynamic as people’s needs, context, and aspirations are continuously 

changing. This, then, is a very important point to stress --that these conventions were 

generated by the people through time-- and thus any imposition of regulations will not be as 

efficient as these incremental changes. Akbar (1998) further observes that Islamic values 

stress the exploration of the potentials of the environment and thus it encourages persistent 

discovery and innovation. 

The necessity of having such a knowledge base is driven by the fact that 

contemporary global culture is sweeping away the specificities of places through adhering 

to standardized building solutions. For the sake of preserving the integrity of places, 

attachment to the local is urgent, but not in the extremist regressive sense of the word. 

Stagno (2001 b) argues that taking pride in a place and its cultural glory in a way that 

assures continuity, can only be achieved by bringing the local and the global closer. Thus, 

he proposes a possibility of conciliation between the two for the sake of the present; 

evolving tradition on the one hand, and a non techno-centric avant-garde, on the other hand. 

This is best described by Doshi (2007, p. 117): “with today’s technology, it should be easy 

to build a new world, a world which can be linked with the past by building on the basic 

values, and with the future in terms of the well-being of a larger number of people.” The 

next part, including chapter five, six, and seven will discuss the design experiences of five 

contemporary Jordanian architects who initiated their own experiments to incorporate the 

global, as essential pillar in being effective part of global culture; and the local, as the 
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strong base that gives architecture its distinct flavour and distinguishes its character within 

the larger context by assuring continuity with the past.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

CONTEMPORARY ARCHITECTURAL 

PRACTICES IN JORDAN 

A CRITICAL REVIEW 

 

 
If one doesn’t talk about a thing, it has never happened. 

(Oscar Wild in Saunders, 2007, p. 165) 

 
4.1 Introduction 

This chapter scrutinizes critically architectural practices in Jordan focusing on the 

period from 1990s up to 2000s. In order to achieve a better understanding of the recent 

state of architectural practices it is important to review the previous episodes of emergence. 

Consequently, the raison d’etre of this chapter is twofold. At one level, the chapter targets 

exhibiting the evolution of Jordan and concurrent architectural practices since the 

beginning of the twentieth century. Yet at another level, it tends to critically review 

architectural practice and its transformations throughout the 1990s and 2000s. It sheds light 

and identifies several significant emerging phenomena in the age of globalization. In this 

regard, it is important to note that the chapter touches on key challenges facing countries of 

the region and brings them at the forefront. Therefore, the chapter does not pretend to be 

exhaustive in describing and analyzing the status quo, rather it tends to draw a general 

picture of what is going on in the Jordanian architectural prospect which brings those 

unfamiliar with the context closer to the scene.    
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4.2 Jordan: An Overview 

Transjordan was born as a political entity under the British Mandate in 1921 (Al-

Mahadin, 2007 b). Prior to that date Jordan’s history was that of a vaguely defined 

territory. Jordan’s golden ages were celebrated under the rules of the Greeks, Nabataeans, 

Romans, and Byzantines. Following the advent of Islam, the significance of Jordan’s 

position varied in accordance to the politics and strategies of the ruling reign.  For 

example, during the Umayyad epoch Jordan, as part of Southern Syria, enjoyed more 

patronage and prosperity than during the Abbasids who moved their capital from 

Damascus to Baghdad. During the last period of the Ottoman Empire the region fell into 

oblivion and neglect, until the First World War which ended the Ottoman rule and saw the 

creation of modern states in the Middle East, one of which was Jordan (Al-Mahadin, 2007 

b; Hammad, 2004; Al-Rifae, 1987). 

 The modern state of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan occupies a territory of 

89,329 square kilometres and is bordered by Syria to the North, Palestine to the West, Iraq 

to the East and Saudi Arabia to the South and East. Jordan is almost landlocked, having 

limited access to the Red Sea, in the Gulf of Aqaba to the south (Amadouny, 1999). It is 

noteworthy at this point that water supply is one of the major challenges facing Jordan. 

Being ranked number three in terms of the top 20 water-scarce countries is an indicator of 

the seriousness of the problem (Jordan Property, 2007).  

 In terms of physical geography, Jordan’s territories can be divided into three 

distinct zones, each with its own internal characteristics and diversity. The steppe-land, 

known as the Badia, is the first zone, occupying two thirds of Jordan’s territory in the 

eastern and southern flanks. It is characterized by sparse vegetation, low rates of rainfall, 
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and areas of impassable terrain. Arable land, on the other hand, occupies the remaining 

third of Jordan’s physical geography. It is further divided into two zones; the cultivated 

area which stretches from Syria to the north up to Kerak in the south with its series of 

mountains and the Jordan Valley to the west which is characterized of intense farming. 

One of the notable aspects of modern Jordan is the concentration of resources and 

population in a limited area to the north-west of the country (Amadouny, 1999). 

 The population of Jordan had grown immensely since the formation of the kingdom 

in 1921 when Jordan’s population was estimated to be 250,000. The country witnessed 

various waves of involuntary migrations across its modern history due to instabilities and 

conflicts in the neighbouring countries (Amadouny, 1999; Daher, 2008 b). In a census 

conducted by the Ministry of Water and Irrigation (Jordan Property, 2007, p. 40) the 

population of Jordan was estimated in 2004 to be 5,350,000 and in 2010 to be 6,470,000, 

while it is expected to reach 8,050,000 by 2020. It is worth mentioning here that two thirds 

of Jordan’s population are concentrated in urban centers to the west, the largest cities being 

the capital city Amman, Zarqa, Irbid, es-Salt, Mafraq, Kerak and Aqaba (see Figure 4.1 

that illustrates the territory of Jordan, its physical geography and main cities of population 

concentration). 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

81 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1 Jordan’s Physical Geography and Main Urban Centers. 

 

4.3 Contemporary Architectural Practices  

Jordan is steeped in history and, as mentioned before, it was inhabited by different 

civilizations across its rich history, from which relics and remains are witnesses of such 

existence. However, its modern history was initiated in 1921 under the British Mandate. 

The critical review to follow is intended to portray a brief scene of the architectural 

practices in Jordan with special focus on the period from 1990 up to 2000s. It is important 

to note that Amman, being the capital of the established kingdom, captured the attention of 

most population to settle and thus it is where most of the contemporary Jordanian 

architectural practices are concentrated and exhibited (Kultermann, 1991; Daher, 2008 a, 

2008 b, 2008 d). 

Jordan 

Amman 

Irbid 

Zarqa 

Kerak 

Aqaba 
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4.3.1 A Brief Account From 1920s up to 1980s 

 The newly born emirate generated its legitimacy through events and parades in the 

open public space, Faisal Square and Street (Figure 4.2) in downtown Amman, rather than 

being associated with certain existing places or a formal programme of public buildings 

(Daher, 2008 a, 2008 b). According to Rogan (Daher, 2008 b, p. 34):  

Rather than seeking to project the state’s power through architecture, the 

ruling authorities used Amman as a stage on which they enacted 

elaborate spectacles of pomp and ceremony intended to reaffirm both 

elements of the colonial state: British trusteeship and Hashemite rule. 

 

Gradually, and during the 1930s Faisal 

Square became Amman’s beating heart and 

place of political, social, and economical 

congregation. It was from this public space 

that the evolution of Amman was initiated. 

The dominant building typology, though, 

was the ‘house’ with three different types; 

al-Rewaq (arcade) house, al-Fina’a 

(courtyard) house, and the Central Hall house which was a European influence adopted in 

Lebanon and spread afterwards further in Syria and Jordan (Figure 4.3) (Mahadin, 1994; 

Al-Rifae, 1987).  Throughout the 1930s up to 1960s Jordan in general and Amman in 

particular started to host new diversity of specialized building functions such as 

governmental buildings, cinemas, private and governmental schools, and the sport city (as 

early as the 1960s) with its modernist logic celebrating and exhibiting concrete qualities 

and design aesthetics (Daher, 2008 a).  

Figure 4.2 Faisal Plaza in Amman. 

Source: Daher, 2008 b, p. 33 
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 The ‘50s marked a new era of 

architecture in Jordan. It saw the return 

of a number of newly graduated 

Jordanian architects from Europe and the 

USA, each having his own vision and 

aspirations of the future of architecture in 

Jordan (Daher, 2008 a). Furthermore, the 

new radical change in lifestyle due to 

socio-economic changes added to the 

complexity of life in the city (Mahadin, 

1994; Al-Faqih, 1993). All that initiated 

the modernist influence.  The returnees 

were sensitive to local architecture yet 

they had their own ambitions to 

participate in shaping the local built 

environment with their new expertise. 

“Breaking the traditional box,” quoting 

Daher (2008 a, p. 15), was the slogan of 

this period; “the influence and the vision 

of returning architects was merged with local traditions of masons and the art of building 

to produce a domesticated Modernity, Ammani Style.” This new special version of 

Modernist architecture, inspired by the architecture of Frank Lloyd Wright, was 

characterized to be asymmetrical, and provided new ratios of solid and void. Moreover, 

Figure 4.4 One example of Domesticated 

Modernity in Shmaisani District, Amman. 

Source: The researcher, 2010 

Figure 4.3 Central Hall House, Amman 

Source: The researcher, 2010 
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this style brought more void to the building facades and “demonstrate[ed] a vibrant and 

dynamic composition that [was] based on a volumetric interplay between horizontal and 

vertical volumes” (Daher, 2008 a, p. 15). Examples of such domesticated version of 

Modernism can still be found along Amman’s modern arteries of expansion such as the 

Zahran Corridor stretching northwest on Jabal Amman, Shari’a Street on Jabal Weibdeh, 

as well as Shumaisani District (Figure 4.4).  

The International Style was introduced to Amman as early as the 1960s. The city 

celebrated its first building of this style on the city’s First Circle: the Insurance Building 

(Figure 4.5). The building exemplifies a brilliant mould with the surrounding urban tissue. 

Being the first hi-rise building back then, the building characterized the skyline of the city 

for a while, yet the hierarchical transformation from the streetscape towards verticality was 

gently achieved through a two-storey introductory podium (Daher, 2008 a). The stylistic 

approach of this period was characterized by emphasizing functionalism (skin and bones) 

and (volume over mass), simplicity, 

adherence to abstract forms and anti 

ornamentation (Mahadin, 1994) which 

produced isolated free standing 

architectures (Al-Faqih, 1993). Moreover, 

in most cases, the importation of 

modernist architecture was limited to the 

final product which was adapted to local 

functional purposes. In other words, this 

process was a sort of thoughtlessly 

Figure 4.5 The Insurance Building, Amman. 

Source: The researcher, 2010 
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reduced object-oriented, scenographic-based adaptations rather than value-centered 

constructions of thought (Bin and Rasdi, 2004; Asfour, not dated). As a result, buildings of 

the International Style were treated as strangers since there was a split between them, as 

Western adaptations, and local values. In general, buildings throughout the 1950s to 1960, 

and despite their sensitivity and sympathy to local materials and building traditions, did not 

really reflect local cultural values. Al-Faqih (1993, p. 25) argues that buildings of 

modernism in Jordan are “so original in their designs that they disregard the tradition, the 

culture and the surroundings they exist in.” On the urban level, the adoption of modernist 

planning themes tore the city apart. It marginalized the importance of the old city center 

with its central mosque and market and imposed a mechanical grid system of similar 

blocks connected by wide streets (Al-Faqih, 1994). Consequently, costs at the social, 

ecological and economical levels started to prevail (Ozkan, 2007; Boussora, 2007; Al-

Faqih, 1983). A social split was parallel to the physical split of the city where the less 

fortunate settled in the old downtown while the more privileged started to settle on 

mountains overlooking the old center.  

Mahadin (1994) believes that the state of blind imitation of imported architecture 

was due to the weak educational and cultural background of both the local architects and 

the clients.  This state is clearly noticed and explained by Jan Cajka who taught and 

practiced in Jordan during the following period. Cajka (Mahadin, 1994, pp. 13-14) 

describes: 

What has actually happened with the establishment of the western 

educated elite, is that the prestige values of the society has shifted. The 

society generally tends to imitate the lifestyle and the value system of the 

upper classes, trusting the example they give. Thus, not only the western 

educated elite tended to look down at their roots and traditions, but also a 

rather broad layer of population believed and to large extent still believes 
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in replacing traditional yet well functioning products by imported though 

not necessarily better performing models, means progress. This factor, 

the feeling of identity and belonging to certain place, was mostly absent 

in the so called modern architecture of the recent past. 

 

During the 1970s up to 1980s Jordan experienced the transformation into the new 

notion of postmodernity. The transformation from the architectural thought of Modernism 

into that of Postmodernism took place within the framework of the international theories 

without serious intellectual effort to query the local architectural uses of Modernism. 

Simply, as Salama (2007 a, p. 89) suggests, the transformation “is a simple transposition 

from following the international Modernism to following the international Postmodernism”. 

According to Urray (Daher, 2007 a, p. 15):  

Boundaries between high and low cultures, and also between different 

cultural forms such as tourism, art, education, shopping, and architecture 

were dissolved. While modernity, as a mode of cultural ideology, 

differentiated between high and low art, post-modernism practiced a 

‘democratic’ de-differentiation and the same way it celebrated high-class 

architecture by other modes of cultural production, it also celebrated the 

ordinary, the popular, and the folk of everyday.  

 

Since Postmodernist architecture adhered itself to recognizing the cultural 

communicative authority of architecture and the codes of the public as source of design 

(Moore, 2008; Salama, 2007 a-b), regional architecture became the main stream to be 

adopted by most architects practicing in Jordan and the Middle East (Kultermann, 1991).  

Representation of local context and Islamic values took different norms. On the one 

hand, emphasis was laid on historical revivalism and eclectic extravaganza. It promotes a 

nostalgic discourse of Islamic architecture; as architects conceive it as a whole set of 

permanent values that transcend time and space, and thus criticism (Arkoun, 1998). This 

sort of representation is increasingly emphasizing the figural or visual “during which [users] 

are gradually dealing more with the iconographic reality of places” (Urray in Daher, 2007 



 

87 

 

a, p. 15). Rasdi (2003) and Bin and Rasdi (2004) argue that the senseless adoption of 

revivalism and eclecticism has specific impact on the conception of culture. It introduces 

culture as an ‘unprogressive’ and dogmatic, with no capacity to fulfil contemporary 

aspirations except for that nostalgic glimpse of the past. Another trend of resituating 

architecture in its cultural context was concerned with understanding the underlying ideas 

of traditional architecture and representing them in modern ways.  

It is noteworthy that this era witnessed the first significant economic boom in the 

mid of the seventies due to rising oil prices which influenced most sectors of society. As a 

result, the profession of architecture gained unique recognition (Bousorra, 2007; Mahadin, 

1994) and countries of the Middle East including Jordan initiated a new phase of 

development. Construction activities were lead by both international and local architects. 

Some examples of projects designed by international architects include the Royal Court in 

Amman (the project was not built) designed by the Italian architect Paolo Portoghesi, 

1973-1975 (Figure 4.6), and the Mausoleum Mosque for the late Queen Alia of Jordan by 

the British firm Hacrow Group Architects, 1980 (Figure 4.7). Portoghesi’s attempt tried to 

capture the essence of Islamic architecture and planning experience with its axes and 

sensitive relationships between indoor and outdoor spaces as well as innovative dome 

design. Hacrow’s design, on the other hand, was more of a Disneyfied representation. It 

concentrated on copying architectural elements that do not relate to the context in terms of 

geography and time (e.g. onion domes). As a result, the building is “debased from its 

immediate context.” 
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Another example of projects in this period is the Yarmouk University (now known 

as the Jordan University of Science and Technology) by the Japanese Architect Kenzo 

Tange in collaboration with the Jordanian architect Jafar Tukan, 1976. The project was 

inspired by the Roman planning, the two perpendicular major axes with the central forum. 

Nonetheless, the climatic solutions implemented are not successful. Moreover, the scheme 

was not fully intended as site-specific; rather it is a sort of limited regional adaptation of 

the polemics of modernity to which the architect is still paying tribute (Figure 4.8).  

Figure 4.7 Mausoleum Mosque for the late 

Queen Alia, Amman. 

Source: http://www.theroyalforums.com/ 

forums/f83/the-royal-cemetery-mausoleums-

and-burial-customs-of-the-jrf-2129.html, 

retrieved, July 2011. 

Figure 4.6 The Royal Court, Amman. 

Source: Kultermann, 1991, p. 11 
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Rasem Badran and Jafar Tukan were two local architects who strongly adhered to 

the re-appreciation of local culture. They strongly believed in incorporating the 

idiosyncratic personality of the region in their designs. Badran, influenced by his modernist 

training at the Technical University of Darmstadt in Germany early ‘70s, launched his 

practice as experimental modernist (Mahadin, 1994) who was seeking to adapt his 

rationalist thought to rediscover the local. However, during the ‘90s his rationalist stance 

started to fade and gave rise to an intuitive experimental regionalism or contextualism 

(Steele, 2005; Mahadin, 1994).  

Jafar Tukan, a grad of the American University in Beirut, Lebanon in 1960, started 

his practice in Beirut, Lebanon. He returned to Amman after the outbreak of the Lebanese 

civil war and initiated his practice in 1976 (Abu Hamdan, 1984). Similar to Bardan, his 

passion and sympathy for local culture in his early work was disclosed in experimental 

Figure 4.8 The Yarmouk Univeristy, Irbid, Jordan. 

 

Source: Tange Associates, http://www.tangeweb.com, retrieved July 2011 

http://www.tangeweb.com/
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manipulations of modernism. His work exhibits a strong influence of international cubism, 

functionality and rationalism (Mahadin, 1994). Despite the evident recent shift in his work 

to experimentation in regionalism during the 1990s, the rational flavour is still prevalent in 

his work.  

At this point it is important to note the significant role the emergence of the Aga 

Khan Award in 1979 played in emphasizing the role of the past in shaping the present and 

future built environments of the Islamic World. The award adheres to the critical re-

thinking of previous architectures and urban environments as important source of 

inspiration. It also emphasizes the sensitive response and respect of the complex local 

conditions, while also being sensitive to the new emergent global phenomena as a means to 

incorporate both cohesively. The Award cycles are held every three years under specific 

themes related to pressing architectural and urban issues. Both architects Bardan and 

Tukan were awarded the Aga Khan. Bardan won the award for his Palace of Justice in 

Riyadh, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in 1989, while Tukan won the Award for his SOS 

Children’s Village in Aqaba, Jordan in 2001.  

At another level, a new generation of practitioners came into the scene of practice 

during this period, 1980s-‘90s, and they started to establish their reputation and 

experiments in rediscovering and reinterpreting local cultural values and representing them 

in a provocative manner. Their interest in the local cultural context is associated with their 

educational background as well as the initiation of their practice within the context of 

postmodernist thought. These practitioners include: Bilal Hammad and Farouq Yagmour at 

the end of the ‘70s, Mohammad Khaled, Ammar Khammash and Ayman Zuaiter at the end 

of the ‘80s and Rami Daher at the end of the nineties (Hammad, 2004).    
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4.3.2 In the Age of Globalization 

Over the past century First and Third world countries have moved from 

modernity, to postmodernity, to globalization. Under the rationale of 

economic liberalization and privatization of state enterprises and 

investments, the world is now part of neoliberal moment anchored by 

more conservative politics. The central tenet of neoliberalism is the 

notion of competition (competition between nations, regions, firms, 

multi-national corporations, and even cities). Furthermore, with 

increasing competition between cities, they are gradually becoming 

places of play and commodities themselves. 

(Daher, 2008 d, pp. 46-47) 

The beginning of the 1990s marked the rise and dominancy of international 

neoliberal values. These values adhere to the supremacy of the market and the free mobility 

of capital and goods. Moreover, it extends the influence and manipulation of supranational 

coalitions of investors across the different regions of the world. As a result, Jordan and the 

region have been experiencing a drift into the new culture of consumption, that 

neoliberalism adheres to, with a shift to financial capitalism (Daher, 2002). This culture is 

displayed as the optimum universal character of contemporary living (Ricoeur, 2007). It is 

marketing a certain lifestyle as a mode of social life in which attaining the new is analogous 

to being modern and developed. In turn, this new-old notion conceals a hidden agenda 

towards local cultures and identities behind its public visage. The obsession with the new 

often implies the attenuation of the traditional, the old, and the relentless desire to attain 

and consume the fruits of progress and innovation.  

It can be argued, though, that the seriousness of this notion of consumption lies in 

its manipulative authority of both space and time. At one level, the notion tends to reduce 

almost everything to a commodity subject to the rules of the market and fashion. As Zhang 

and Zhao (2009) argue that these commodities are directed towards satisfying the taste and 

anticipated demands of tourists more than those of local communities. At another level, the 
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notion has its astounding elastic characteristics as it tends to be stretched to embrace all 

scales of commodities ranging from small-scale products up to entire cities. Furthermore, 

history did not escape the net. The notion can satisfy all tastes; for those lured and 

passionate for the past; history can also be Disneyfied, packaged and sold. This notion of 

postmodernist exploitation of the past reduces cultural representations into superficial 

antiquities. The complex cultural layers are flattened into motifs and scenographic drops to 

be celebrated on buildings’ facades. Moreover, for those with avant-gardist taste, the 

notion entails a stance of addiction to the new, and thus getting caught in the vicious cycle 

of consumption. Stagno (2001 b, p. 174) argues that:  

In reality the latest generation of a product stops being the latest almost 

from the minute it sees the light of day, because it will be supplanted by a 

more efficient and even newer generation of the same product.  

 

In order to promote consumerism, globalization enhances fierce competitive 

libertarian, super-connected, transnational corporation driven world order (Zhang and Zhao, 

2009; Ndubisi, 2008; Daher, 2007 a; Lefaivre & Tzonis, 2001 b; Beng, 2001; Paterson, 

1995). Within the context of this order the whole world is increasingly getting interlocked 

in a single global civilization. The risks imposed by this new world order are undisputable 

and “have been seen as affecting every aspect of life, from the kitsch commodification of 

local culture to the Disneyfication of tradition, McDonaldization of food, the rape of the 

environment, the dissolution of traditional roots, the end of history” (Lefaivre & Tzonis, 

2001 b, p. 15). Not surprisingly then, globalization is more about enclosing than opening 

where the polemics of Western culture are endorsed as an operating metaculture of the 

contemporary world (Mosquera, 2001; Soon, 2001; Al-Faqih, 1999; Matter, 1989). It is 

thus evident that globalization is about promoting certain cultural stances worldwide, or as 
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Orwell (Mosquera, 2001, p. 63) argues that “globalization is more global for some than for 

others, the majority.”  

For architects the challenge is even more pressing. Al-Asad (2008, p. 28) argues that 

the globe is experiencing “a profound shift from the micro-scale of architecture to the 

macro urban scale, and from the localized architectural identities to an attempt to fit within 

overall global development.” Thus, the culture of globalization is threatening the 

architectural scene of different parts of the globe by forcing cities, as a result of flexible 

corporate investment strategies, to compete in a world market in order to attract capital; and, 

also, by marketing a global ‘showcase’ architecture as best representation of the desired 

progress. Unfortunately, as a result, architecture is employed as an off-the-shelf packaged 

commodity; and thus buildings are reduced into a sort of tourist post card attractions or 

“free floating signs.” Using critic Michael Hays, (Beng, 2001, p. 93) words: buildings 

became “purely abstract, technical signifiers without context which, volatilized by our 

postmodern perceptual apparatus, now flow like vapour into what critics call the 

‘hyperspace’ that consumer capital has constructed for itself.” Bruno Stagno (2001 b, p. 

174), on the other hand, warns of the loss of architectural space for the sake of fake 

exhibitionistic sensational experience: 

More obviously in the 1990s, architectural space was overtaken by the 

use of this space to display big advertising logos, giant monitors, strobe 

images, or by the use of several materials at once to achieve various 

finishes, with multicoloured neon tubes, and the like, alongside music, 

speeches, advertisements, voices, sounds and smells, all thrown together 

in a chaos of superficial sensation. If Hi-Tech architecture was the 

expression of innovation in construction, then the architecture of the 

1990s simply abandoned the idea of architectural space and replaced it 

with mere technological and commercial exhibitionism. 
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The adoption of universal modes of expression and of an everywhere, or what 

Ozkan (1989) termed ‘anything goes,’ architecture is flattening the rich variety of different 

places into an insensible hollow of manufactured sameness. In addition, competition-

driven development stamped cities as mechanical incubators of showcase architectures 

and, thus, swept over the individuality and uniqueness of the different cultures (Figure 

4.9). 

As far as the Middle East is concerned, during this era the region witnessed rapid 

geo-political transformations due to both the Gulf conflict and the September 11 events. 

The region, and specially Jordan, experienced a new wave of immigrants from the Gulf 

States, mainly Jordanian returnees and Iraqi refugees, who settled mainly in Amman 

bringing their new lifestyle, as well as capital. This influx of newcomers caused both an 

economic and real estate boom with colossal investments (Jordan Property, 2007; Shobaki, 

2007 a-c; Al-Faqih, 1995). Consequently, cities of the Middle East, whether it is Beirut or 

Amman, Dubai or Manama, Cairo or Tunis, are competing to attract international as well 

as national investments (Daher, 2008 d). Daher (2007 b, p. 266) argues that these cities are:  

depending more on highly increased rate of mobility within the region 

where cities are, for the first time, putting their different urban amenities 

on the market as a tourist commodity to be explored, invested in, and 

used to entertain tourists, business people, visitors and most important of 

all; affluent clientele from all over the region. 
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Moreover, cities of the Middle East are obliged to create the appropriate milieu, a business 

climate that enhances competitiveness, and first-class tourism facilities in order to attract 

certain class of people to come live, invest, and be entertained (Daher, 2007 b). Al-Asad 

(2008, p. 26) illustrates that the aftermaths of globalization on the built environment in 

countries of the Middle East are evident in two important shifts: 

When urban rather than purely architectural concerns gradually began to 

attract increasing attention from decision makers and members of the 

architectural community, and the emphasis of the 1970s and 1980s on 

developing architectural vocabularies that express local and historical 

specificities gave way to a preference for internationally-prevalent 

Figure 4.9 Skylines of Different Cities. Upper left, Frankfurt, upper right, New York, 

Lower left, Jakarta, lower right, Dubai. The figure illustrates how different cities 

around the globe are beginning to be almost cloned as an indication of progress and 

the new global age.  

 

Source :( Frankfurt, http://www.mastercopy.info/,  

New York, http://www.twiginternational.com/offices.aspx,  

Jakarta, http://www.rockhopper.tv/hotcities/blog/?p=51,  

Dubai, http://www.fivefootway.com/tag/dubai/), retrieved July, 2010. 
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models, particularly relating to high-tech and deconstructivist 

architecture. 

 

According to Al-Asad (2008 p. 26) these shifts are prevalent through two interrelated 

narratives: one “in the areas of middle and low-income countries,” including Jordan, “and 

the other in the affluent, oil-rich countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council.”  

As for the narrative of the affluent Gulf states, Daher (2008 d) explains that by 

2008, states of the Gulf had an estimated US$ 80 billion in liquidity, which is planned to 

be oriented towards investments in real estate, international business, and tourism in 

countries of the council especially the United Arab Emirates, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia. For 

example, Dubai went through enormous transformations to develop its tourism industry 

aiming at becoming the Middle Eastern capital of consumption and entertainment (Zhang 

and Zhao, 2009; Daher, 2007 a). Strikingly, most Middle Eastern cities are caught in the 

superlative fever, trying to imitate Dubai in having the tallest, the biggest, and the largest 

ever architectural and urban fantasies (Alraouf, 2005). Al-Asad (2008, p. 27) argues that: 

 A number of Dubai’s dazzling plans were initiated before the spike in oil 

prices that began around 2003 and took hold about 2005. Since then, 

colossal projects inspired by the Dubai model have been conceived 

throughout the region. Complete new cities are being planned or are 

already under construction, including the City of Silk in Kuwait, Saadiyat 

Island in Abu Dhabi, and the King Abdullah Economic City in Saudi 

Arabia on the coast of the Red Sea.  

 

Along the same line, Al-Asad suggests: 

 

In these projects, the issue of identity, so prominent in the region’s first 

construction boom of the 1970s and 1980s, is all but absent, for they are 

intended to express a global sense of belonging rather than a specific 

regional identity.    

 

The second narrative related to the less affluent neighbouring countries in the region 

is strongly tied to that of the Gulf States. The economic development the Gulf States are 
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experiencing has its eminent impact on other countries of the region (Al-Asad, 2008).  

Since, the region is becoming more friendly to foreign investments and as prior to 

September 11 the capital of the Gulf states used to be invested in the United States and 

Europe, recently a large portion of this capital is to be invested in new markets in the region 

close to home like Lebanese, Syrian and Jordanian markets through multinational hotel and 

real estate investments (Daher, 2008 d; Al-Asad, 2008).  These regional markets are also 

becoming attractive to Gulf capital taking into consideration the huge influx of population 

that forms a distinct consumption base to be targeted (Jordan Property, 2007). These 

massive developments raise a serious concern; Al-Asad (2008, p. 28, emphasis added) 

contends the exclusivity of pouring significant financial resources on large-scale projects 

which primarily consists of high-end residential, office, retail, and tourism development, as 

it most probably tends to “divert the considerable, and often productive, energies that so far 

have been placed into initiatives that have included historic conservation and overall urban 

upgrading into high-end luxury projects, many of which very well may end up as white 

elephants.” As a result, this deprives societies of projects that serve their needs for a better 

living, educational, and health environments.  

 

Global Phenomena in Jordan: Selling the New, Manipulating the Old 

A state of chaos is probably the best description of the current architectural scene in 

Jordan in general and Amman, being the capital, in particular (Figure 4.10). Contemporary 

architecture in Jordan is dominated by western influence which is manifest in new building 

types and implemented technologies (Mahadin, 1994). Salingaros and Masden (2007, p. 47) 

believe that:  
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The global business-industrial complex has identified itself with a narrow 

architectural style. Ensnared in the western paradigm where the 

perception of architectural novelty is mistaken for progress, many 

countries have fallen victims to this image-based architecture, further 

encouraging the commodification of its form.  

 

In the developing world, the uncritical adoption and importation of the global 

version of architecture is undoing the magnificent inheritance and expressions of 5,000 

year-old cultures (Salingaros and Masden, 2007). This resulted in dissociation from the 

local, a state of alienation from belonging to a cultural context, and the loss and erosion of 

local valued practices and places (Fayyad, 2009; Salama, 2007 b; Salingaros and Masden, 

2007; Alraouf, 2005; Daher, 2002; Al-Faqih, 1999).  

The wide spread adoption of the global architecture in the Middle East including 

Jordan is due to several main factors. At one level, the argument for the exigency of global 

architecture is supported by massive propaganda and marketing campaigns. Unfortunately, 

concomitantly the official media imply that it is somehow better than what is deemed non-

modern (Fayyad, 2009; Salingaros and Masden, 2007; Al-Faqih, 1999).  Lefaivre and 

Tzonis (2001a), in their introduction to their book Tropical Architecture: Critical 

Regionalism in the Age of Globalization, argue that the phenomenon of wide spread 

support for global architecture is evident in most of the architectural press. These glossy 

magazines have their own implicit agenda in support of global architecture by giving 

preferences to projects that adhere to and advocate certain global values and trends around 

the globe, and, thus, encouraging tacitly a ‘non conformist’ architecture. 
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Figure 4.10 Chaotic mix that Characterizes Contemporary Architecture in Jordan 

 

Source: The researcher, 2010 

 

Yet, at another level, the importation of a wholesale imitation of the global 

architectural model can be attributed to the distance that separates the society from its 

cultural heritage and, thus, the lack of awareness of its richness (Salama, 2007 b; 

Salingaros and Masden, 2007; Mahadin, 1994). This, in turn, caused a state of mistrust that 

the past can fertilize the present and thus participate in shaping the future (Al-Faqih, 1999). 

Thereby, Doshi (2007, p. 113) argues: 

The cultural heritage does not appeal to the heart of the younger 

generations-they do not wish to retain it since it does not symbolically or 

culturally belong to them. They look towards the new world, which they 

witness through the ever-expanding communication media. The young 
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generations’ image is that of the outside world, because they do not have 

any clue of our own heritage. 

 

Furthermore, this was part of the lack of deep understanding of local cultures in a way that 

led to limiting its application to superficial imagery and elements. Nonetheless, and within 

the context of contemporary practice, there are some practitioners who devoted their 

practice to rediscovering the local as a source of inspiration for evocative architectures. 

Moreover, the dominancy of global phenomena is also due to the power of capital totally 

dedicated in its servitude leading to political and economical reliance (Fayyad, 2009; 

Daher, 2008 a-b-c-d).  

Since the adoption of global theses, Jordan experienced a number of interrelated 

architectural phenomena. These phenomena are mainly concentrated in the capital Amman 

where the largest percentage of population, especially wealthy and upper-middle classes 

are concentrated. As a result, most of the developments are located in western Amman 

where high-end clientele reside. Not surprisingly then that these global developments tend 

to increase the gap “between the poorer east Amman and the more affluent west of the 

city” (Daher, 2008 d, p. 65) (see Figure 4.11 of western and eastern Amman).  
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Figure 4.11 Up, Eastern Amman and lower Western Amman. 

 

Source: Western Amman, Greater Amman Municipality Master Plan, 2007 

 

Eastern Amman, the researcher, 2010 

 

The experienced global phenomena can be categorized into two main categories: 

emergent new phenomena in terms of function, technology, materials, and architectural 

style; and old common phenomena being transformed and manipulated in order to become 
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effective part of the new global structure. It is noteworthy here that despite the 

connectedness of these phenomena, the attempt to separate them is motivated by the aim of 

highlighting the critical issues of each in greater concentration and thus having a greater 

understanding of its dynamics.      

Selling the New 

Several new emergent phenomena to the context of Jordan will be discussed in the 

account to follow. These phenomena include: hi-rise towers, signature architecture, the 

spread of glass and steel, shopping malls, chain stores and hotels, gated communities, 

urban regeneration projects and resorts.   

a. Hi-rise towers 

Amman’s skyline is starting to be dominated by hi-rise towers (Hammad, 2004). 

Up to 270 towers are to be erected in Amman mainly in the western part of the city within 

the upcoming 20 years (Shobaki, 2007 b). This fast pace transformation towards the 

provision of hi-rise structures is attributed to the increasing demand by regional and 

international companies, the lack of a defined Central Business District, and the low 

quality and scarcity of already existing office stock which led many office space users to 

convert residential villas for commercial use (Jordan Property, 2008 c) (Figure 4.12). In 

order to provide high quality office and living spaces, quoting Jordan Property (2008 c, p. 

24, emphasis added), “appealing to an international tenant base,” projects like the Jordan 

Gate, and the towers sector in the Abdali project (including Vertex, the Heights, and the 

Lofts) and many others encompass exclusive Class-A office space, stores, ballrooms, 

theatres, cinemas, tennis courts (Shobaki, 2007 b) and luxury apartments which Daher 

(2008 d, p. 61) describes as “living above the city in the clouds.” Furthermore, Daher 
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(2008 d, p. 61) suggests that affluent residents “strive to be part of the city, but in reality 

they are living in a privileged position above the city.” In order to fulfill their anticipated 

needs, these projects’ marketing slogans promise a distinctively luxurious lifestyle within 

the context of a safe environment; “lofty views, open terraces, deluxe living in the city 

center, luxury lifestyle providers, and a comprehensive security system” (Daher, 2008 d, p. 

61).  This undoubtedly makes them “gated communities with views” (Daher in Farawati, 

2007, p. 24).    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.12 Some Residential Buildings Converted into Commercial Offices, Amman 

Source: The Researcher, 2010 

Fayyad (2009), moreover, posits that the dominancy of hi rise towers everywhere is 

a threatening phenomena. Having this height for the sake of anything but capital is 

humiliating to humans, keeping them concerned for their safety in the case of emergencies, 

unbalancing as a human finds himself hanging between earth and sky, and detaching from 

any attachment with the ground. Fayyad (2009) goes on to note that  such practices are not 

motivated by fulfilling communities’ needs, neither are they inspired by the social, 

economic and environmental realities of their context; they are widely driven by media 
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scenarios that serve real estate developers’ agendas. As a result, these structures are empty 

of any profound value that associates them with their context and, thus, alienating.  

Another main concern pertaining to the detrimental repercussions of hi-rise towers 

is the strain these developments will pose on the local cities’ already insufficient 

infrastructure, especially in the anticipated locations like Abdali and the 6
th

 circle in 

Amman (Daher in Farawati, 2007).  These areas are spots of congestion and almost all day 

intense traffic not to mention humble and dilapidated water and sewage infrastructure. 

Furthermore, Daher (Farawati, 2007) laments that Jordanian cities are lacking public 

spaces. These massive structures are to occupy areas that could be developed into public 

parks and squares. In fact, the Jordan Gate twin towers are replacing an already existing 

public space: Amra Garden (Figure 4.13).     

Bruno Stagno (2001 b), finally, asserts that hi-rise towers employ cutting-edge 

technologies and fashion styles which are, certainly, not in-reach in terms of availability of 

both design and construction expertise as well as materials, nor are they economically 

feasible for all countries: 

This attitude leads to the creation of an architecture embodying 

technological innovation which can only be put into practice in those 

countries that possess the latest technology and the resources to finance it 

in their buildings. 

  

Moreover Stagno (2001 b) stresses that such structures are exhibitionistic in nature as they 

are meant to lure and impose what seems to be a universal imagery and taste over the globe 

which is subject to change in accordance with the fashion market. He argues (p. 174): 

Underlying this technology-centered architecture is the desire to channel 

its structural capabilities and organization in a way which demonstrates 

its real possibilities. There is a wish to startle people, to excite admiration. 
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As a result, considering local community’s needs is not achieved through building the 

highest. It is rather achieved through a deep understanding of that community. Furthermore, 

it is also achieved through a true consideration of its interests and prosperity at the outset of 

any development agenda.     

 

Figure 4.13 Hi-rise Towers to be Erected in Amman, from the left Jordan Gate at the 6
th

 

Circle, the two to the right are the new towers in Abdali. 

Source: Jordan Gate, the researcher, 2010 

The two towers in Abdali, Greater Amman Municipality, 2007 

b. Signature architecture 

The phenomenon of hiring internationally recognized architects, ‘starchitects,’ to 

design in cities of the different countries is also evident in Jordan. Seeking to be plotted on 

the global cities map, a number of projects have been commissioned to several starchitects 

in Amman. Zaha Hadid’s King Abdullah II House for Art and Culture (used to be 

marketed as Amman’s Opera House) is one example of this phenomenon (Figure 4.14). 
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Figure 4.14 Zaha Hadid’s Winning Proposal for the King Abdullah II House for Art and 

Culture, Amman 

Source: Zaha Hadid Architects, 2008 

In her official website (Zaha Hadid Architects), Hadid states: 

The architectural expression for the new performing arts centre has been 

inspired by the uniquely beautiful monument of Petra. As an artificial 

oasis and sanctuary the ancient city of Petra is an appropriate source of 

analogy for a performing arts centre that aspires to be an oasis and 

sanctuary for contemporary culture. 

 

This metaphor suggests a schism between the new design and its context in many 

ways. Monuments are exhibitionistic in nature and purposefully distinguished from the 

context for the sake of being glorified for their design splendour and the genius of their 

designers. This design approach is identical to the mindset of a starchitect. The uniqueness 

of Petra has been borrowed as it tends to serve the agenda of the architect, not the context 

in which she is designing. In other words, the architect ignored the complex layers (i.e. 

social, economic, political, etc.) of the recent past and the realities of the immediate 

context for the sake of a distant reality associated with a different context. Salama (2007 b) 

argues that this egoist tendency tends to create abstract forms based on subjective feelings 
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of the designer rather than the claimed sincere loyalty to place and people who live in it 

(Salingaros and Masden, 2007). Moreover, seeking inspiration in distant past, although 

legitimate, suggests that the contemporary complex layers and rich realities of the city are 

either insignificant, impractical as they do not lend themselves to allegory, or not up to the 

challenge and, thus, been overlooked. Another important issue that participates in 

enhancing the schism between the project and its context is the way it is represented 

(Figure 4.15). Despite the fact that this project is located in eastern Amman, poorer city 

sector, a quick scan of the images ironically suggests that it targets the affluent clientele of 

western Amman!  

 

Figure 4.15 Interior Shots of King Abdullah II House for Art and Culture.  

Source: Zaha Hadid Architects, 2008 

Nonetheless, Hadid had brilliantly articulated the relationship and spatial flow between 

indoor and outdoor spaces. Moreover, she was very sensitive in providing outdoor space, 

probably inspired by the already existing Ras Al-Ain strip across the street, which she 

invited to extend elegantly within the site.  
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Al-Abdali Towers, the Living Wall and the new Queen Alia International Airport 

designed by Norman Foster are other examples of starchitect designed projects in Jordan 

(Figure 4.16). 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.16 Norman Foster’s Projects in Jordan, top left: Abdali Towers, the two pictures 

to the lower right as the new Queen Alia International Airport, to the right the Living Wall 

complex’s exterior and interiors. 

Source: Norman and Partners 
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To illustrate his design philosophy Foster (Foster and Partners, emphasis added) 

describes the 220 m-high Capital Tower Situated at the western end of Al-Abdali newly 

designed Master plan: 

[The] high Capital Tower creates an anchor for the vibrant new district 

and responds to the unique topography, climate and culture of Amman. 

 

He further elaborates: 

 

The form of the tower is a direct response to the influence of the sun, and 

the cylindrical design is calculated to maximise views of the dramatic 

and beautiful surrounding hills of Amman, while supporting a 

progressive environmental strategy. 

 

Moreover, Foster (Foster and Partners, emphasis added) states describing his Living Wall: 

 

The place, its geology and history have been strong influences on the 

scheme’s design. As well as occupying a strategic position in the city, it 

presents physical challenges that echo those faced at ancient Jordanian 

sites such as Petra, where the buildings were carved out of the rock itself. 

 

At last, he (Foster and Partners, emphasis added) stresses that Queen Alia International 

Airport is designed to: 

Evoke a distinctive sense of place and to provide a greatly enhanced 

gateway to the region. 

 

Despite what the previous quotes suggest, each of these projects is a kind of 

billboarding that markets the architect and celebrates his design excellence rather than 

reflecting the richness of the context. In the case of the Living Wall project, for example, 

the complex was located in one of the most congested arteries of Amman. As a result, this 

will impose additional traffic on the already busy street. The other challenge this project 

entails is the inadequacy of the already existing infrastructure. Erecting such large scale 

project will suffocate the context. Finally, the project was not sensitive to the site’s 
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topography. The project is not to descend gently with the mountain, rather it cuts deeply 

through.  

Salama (2007 b) asserts that these international architects believe that the act of 

building is an exclusive arena in which they entertain personal design exploration and 

expression regardless of creating any reflection of local context, “only their creative 

impulse” (p. 118). As a result, it can be argued that despite the fact that a number of these 

architects are able to design brilliant isolated buildings; yet, these buildings are dissociated 

from the greater urban context (Salama, 2007 b). And despite their continuous claims that 

they are keen on representing the image of society, it is their image and individual 

authorship that dominates the scene and considered paramount and revered (Cuff in 

Salama, 2007 b; Salingaros and Masden, 2007).  

c. The spread of glass and steel 

Glass as a new fashionable material started to spread widely in the different 

Jordanian cities and specially Amman as the center of business (Figure 4.17). Al-Faqih 

(1993) argues that such transformation in transparency proportions is mainly due to new 

shifts in privacy. Fayyad (2009), on the other hand argues that the use of glass is not 

associated with its utilitarian qualities of transparency, light, and flow between the inside 

and outside. It is rather becoming a symbol of progress and modernization. Showcase glass-

box and aluminum sheeted architecture is reflecting the power and dominancy of a new 

capital system praising technology and its cutting-edge accomplishments which is 

sweeping away particularity for the sake of a unified global norm. Drawbacks of intensive 

glass use are prevalent through the wide use of curtains and shields to prevent the sun from 



 

111 

 

burning all within, expensive insulation systems to protect from high temperatures, not to 

mention the high costs of cleaning (Fayyad, 2009).      

It is noteworthy that many buildings that used to stand proudly in local stone are 

undergoing cosmetic surgery in a process to capture the wave of progress (Figure 4.18). 

Amman used to be known as the ‘white capital’ referring to its distinguished local stone 

dress, as local masons have widespread reputation in distinct stone manipulations. Now the 

city is starting to change its appearance for the sake of a glossy reflective look.   

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.18 Buildings Undergone Recent Incorporation of Steel and Glass  

Source: The researcher, 2010 

Figure 4.17 Examples of the Widespread Implementation of Glass and Steel. 

Source: The researcher, 2010 
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d. Shopping malls 

The competition, in which cities of the Middle East are involved, far exceeds mere 

attraction of international business and tourism. These cities are fiercely competing for 

more consumer-oriented tourism services mainly shopping malls, recreational centers, and 

theme parks (Daher, 2007 a; Jordan Property, 2007). One point to notice about this 

phenomenon is that they are class-related, that is; investors are planting shopping malls in 

the different sections of Amman, even the less affluent parts, and the other Jordanian cities 

in an unprecedented effort to augment consumerism by targeting the largest consumer base. 

Imitating Dubai and other cities of the Gulf region, Jordanian cities are witnessing an 

implantation of gigantic shopping malls within an already exhausted urban tissue that lacks 

proper infrastructure for such buildings (Figure 4.19).  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.19 Examples of Some Malls in Jordan. 

Source: The researcher, 2010 

This new shopping style is negatively affecting the local context in many ways. 

Daher (2007 a, p. 43) believes that many of these megastructures are “simply extraordinary 

tourist attractions in their own right and represent an exceptional degree where the line 

between culture and entertainment is very blurred”. Chaotic architectural styles are what 

characterize these abrupt buildings. In a desperate attempt to seduce users to participate in 
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the progressive global shopping experience, meanwhile spend more money for the 

privileges of this experience, these structures are exhibitionistic in nature while almost all 

share the experience of an interior open atrium with shops stuffed around (Figure 4.20). 

This enclosed environment is also nurtured by three solid façades turning their backs to the 

already existing surrounding context, and one semi-transparent street façade welcoming 

those who are willing to join the global shopping experience (Figure 4.21). This design 

theme necessarily detaches these giants from their context and, thus creates what Daher 

(2008 d) called ‘islands’ where buildings act as ‘incubators’ nurturing manufactured joy.   

 

Figure 4.20 Interior of Abdoun Mall to the left and City Mall to the right, Amman 

Source: Abdoun Mall, http://www.panoramio.com/photo/31646028, retrieved, July 2011 

City Mall, the researcher, 2010 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.panoramio.com/photo/31646028
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Figure 4.21 Sameh Mall Turning its Back to Surroundings, Amman 

Source: The researcher, 2010 

 

 Furthermore, the widespread allotment of these giant consumerist moguls 

significantly affected small businesses, neighbourhood corner shops and local grocery 

stores the Jordanian cities are used to (Daher, 2008 d). This necessarily means a 

breakdown and bankruptcy of a quite large population, mainly poor and middle class, for 

the sake of excessive capital accumulation of the few.  

Another issue is related to the exclusivity and selectiveness of these spaces of joy. 

Daher (2008 d, p. 55) asserts: 

These malls are very selective in the way they choose their clientele. Not 

only do they have rigid security with multiple sensors, CCTV and check 

points, but they exercise a no entry policy for those they claim to be 

unwelcome participants in the mall space-predominantly young Ammani 

males who feel excluded from this gated consumerist community. 

 

Actually it took the researcher some time to convince the security officers that she was a 

researcher and conducting a study in order to allow her to take some pictures of a mall’s 

exterior and interior spaces! These strict entry policies deprive a significant slice of the 
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population from their right of enjoying the experience of what is supposed to be a public 

space. This serious transformation in the perception and experience of the public domain in 

Jordan creates what Daher (2008 d, p. 55) termed ‘a private public space’ based on highly 

limited and selective definition of the public and initiates a new meaning of public/private 

and inclusion/exclusion. 

 The retail sector in the Jordanian cities has been traditionally dominated by 

independent, street facing, linearly organized landscape (Jordan Property, 2008 c) (Figure 

4.22). This conception of the shopping experience has its far rooted origin in the traditional 

Muslim-Arab bazaars (Figure 4.23). Despite that Jordan’s bazaars are not that old as they 

can be traced back to the end of the 19
th

 century, nonetheless, they are associated with the 

residents’ remembrance of shopping spaces. Furthermore, this spatial organization has 

originated from contextual realities as well. Jordan is blessed with a mild Mediterranean 

climate for most times of the year, which makes an outdoor shopping experience more 

favourable, interesting, and convenient. An enclosed shopping experience, although valid 

when appropriately thought and located, is more convenient to those regions with severe 

climates for most times of the year.   
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Figure 4.22 Downtown Amman: Linear Shopping Experience 

Source: The researcher, 2010 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.23 Islamic Bazaar at Cairo 

Source: http://www.life.com/image/85459534, retrieved July, 2011 

e. Gated communities 

A number of housing developments are taking place in Jordan, especially in 

Amman. This is mainly due to high rate of demand caused by the recent population boom. 

Some examples of these developments include Andalusia, Greenland, Hummar Hills and 

the Royal Village. Daher (2008 d) argues that these developments represent gated 

communities and housing enclaves for the rich. He goes on to stress that doing a quick 

survey of the different marketing slogans and discourses employed by investors suggests 

http://www.life.com/image/85459534
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that these schemes are promoting a lifestyle that will alleviate a lot of man’s worries once 

living in the project: “‘The Joy of Living’, ‘Provide distinctive homes that will redefine 

everyday life’” (Daher, 2008 d, p. 60). 

Concerning architectural style, Daher (2008 d) stresses that one striking aspect is 

evident in the developments; the use of skin-like traditional envelope for the villas and 

apartment buildings by employing local materials, colors and by borrowing some 

historicized elements (e.g. wooden pergolas, mashrabiyyas). The schism between the thin 

exterior layer and the interior experience indicates superficial understanding of tradition as 

it tends to be employed as marketing entice, once this Disney-like layer is peeled away, an 

“American-style suburban” (Daher, 2008 d, p. 61) lifestyle with its single-family house, 

front and back yards, garage, and basketball ring is revealed.  

f. Urban regeneration projects 

Abdali downtown is marketed as ‘A Smart City for a Smarter Lifestyle’ 

and as a downtown ‘ahead of its time’ and is adhering to a new lifestyle 

“imagine yourself in the midst of the most exciting new city center to rise 

in the Middle East. You are surrounded by spectacular high-rise 

buildings, lush greenery, and a love for life that vibrates throughout. Yet, 

as you look around, you realize that the most impressive thing about this 

place is what cannot be seen […] it is the technology of tomorrow at 

work, the technology of comfort and practicality. 

Jordan Property (2008 a, an ad) 

 

Urban islands or what is commonly known as urban regeneration or restructuring 

projects is a new global phenomenon that emerged in Jordan during the current decade. 

City centers are shifting towards creating milieus that celebrate leisure and tourist 

attractions (Daher, 2007 a). Amman is fiercely reinventing itself as a major competitive 

commercial and tourist hub in the region through the Abdali downtown regeneration 

project (Hindi, 2007 b). The site comprises a number of different projects including high 
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end commercial activities, conference center, medical tourism, high quality office spaces 

and residence targeting high-income international and local segment, retail and leisure 

facilities and pedestrian friendly boulevard and spaces (Jordan Property, 2008 c; Daher, 

2007 b; Mango, 2006) (Figure 4.24). 

 

Figure 4.24 Abdali Regeneration Project, Amman 

Source: to the left, Abdali official website, http://www.abdali.jo/, retrieved, July 2011 

to the right, Greater Amman Municipality, 2007 

This project, as one case of the phenomenon, has serious drawbacks in the context 

of Jordan. It has been promoted as the ‘New Down Town,’ ‘smart urban center’ (Mango, 

2006), introducing a new way of living (Jordan Property, 2008 a), setting the stage for an 

aggrandized lifestyle providing all forms of comfort, meeting the trends of modern city 

centers, the unprecedented merge between well-being and luxury in Jordan, and 

“delivering an exceptionally rewarding living location and a ‘prestigious address that the 

residents deserve” (Hindi, 2007 b, p. 23). This promotion of Al-Abdali project is affecting 

the materiality of the ‘real’ place by emphasizing the creation of virtual realities and 

fantasized ‘Disneyfied’ place (Daher, 2007 a-b; Khammash in Hindi, 2007 b; Alraouf, 

http://www.abdali.jo/
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2005).  Tyler (Daher, 2007 a, p. 53) argues that these parts of the city are undergoing a 

process of creating “‘Fantasy City,’ where the city turns into a ‘playful spectacle.’” He 

goes on to elaborate that “he sees city marketing as a reaction to economic change-a 

method of promoting inward investment by marketing, undertaking physical change and 

image recreation.” Daher (2007 b, 2008 c), on the other hand, asserts that current urban 

regeneration projects like Al-Abdali are circulating generic realities of spectacle and 

fantasized images with kitsch postmodern fake building facades, yet, stylish, “well-

proportioned, and pretentious corporate architecture” (Daher, 2007 b, p. 282). Accordingly, 

this leads to, as Daher (2007b) and Alraouf (2005) underpin, the dilution of local 

differences, specificities, and the circulation of ‘corporate’ urban and architectural realities 

and the supremacy of image-oriented fantasies. 

Regarding the promotion of a ‘New Downtown,’ Daher (Hindi, 2007 b) asserts that 

many countries around the globe would more readily spend hundreds of millions to restore 

and revitalize their existing city center. He (p. 28) goes on to elaborate; “we should 

celebrate the differences inherently present in the multi-layered beginnings of the city.” 

This leads us to another central argument; Amman has its genuine rich downtown that 

witnessed its evolution as early as 1920s only 1.5 kilometres from the new project site. 

Regrettably, the new development is turning its back to the old downtown as if trying to 

sweep that rich history for the sake of an invented one. Eventually, Daher (2008 c, p. 23) 

argues that this “is expected to lead to urban geographies of inequality and exclusion as 

well as spatial and social displacement.” To illustrate his view, Daher (2008 c, p. 23) 

believes that “the project will in fact intensify the socioeconomic and spatial polarization 

not only between East and West Amman, but also between this new elitist urban island and 
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the rest of the city.” This, on the one hand, necessarily represents a symbolic replacement 

of the existing old downtown and the abrupt new development and, thus, creates a state of 

uneven fierce competition between the new development and the old neighbour 

deteriorating and already lacking economic vitality (Daher, 2007 b, 2008 d). On the other 

hand, this ‘quartering of urban space,’ will produce a fragmented city of discrete spaces 

and sharp boundaries (e.g. gated business centers, leisure, tourism, communities) 

(Elsheshtawy in Daher, 2008 d).  

Another important argument to raise is that these projects are exclusive as entry is 

limited to a chosen few who can afford to consume the fruits of this global experience, and 

thus engage in, borrowing Alraouf (2005, p. 6), a Hollywood lifestyle (Figure 4.25). These 

‘protected enclaves of the rich’ (Elsheshtawy in Daher, 2008 d) targeting the upper to-

upper middle class, and pushing away those who are not ‘clean or hip’, as Daher (Hindi, 

2007) puts it, clearly announce that the project is not for the ‘average Jordanian.’ This will 

necessarily increase the gap between the have and the have nots, Daher (Hindi, 2007 b, p. 

27) asserts. One case of this scenario is the relocation of the service terminal occupying 

part of the project site whose mainly users are ‘average Jordanians,’ banishing drivers, 

informal vendors and flea markets to the outskirts of Amman (Daher, 2008 c). Accordingly, 

at their most extreme, tourist oriented developments become detached from their social 

context (Daher, 2007 b). They create a separate culture within a culture! (Badran in Hindi, 

2007 b). 
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Figure 4.25 Snapshots of Al-Abdali Regeneration Project. 

Source: Two top images, Al-Abdali official website, http://www.abdali.jo/, retrieved, July 

2011. Two lower images, Greater Amman Municipality, 2007 

Badran (Hindi, 2007 b) asserts that local cultural values have been misinterpreted 

questioning the wide spread misconception that Jordan is in need of new attraction 

developments in the form of concrete buildings to place it on the ‘world map.’ Jordan, 

Badran goes on to argue, is blessed with rich natural landscape variations, biodiversity, and 

heritage resources which shape an already existing grounds for a unique destination. 

Efforts should be directed towards a true and thoughtful exploitation of this marginalized 

natural capital. 

 Not the least of Badran’s (Hindi, 2007 b) worries is the congestion this project will 

cause within this particular already compact urban context. Jordanian cities, since their 

evolution up to the mid of the previous century, have always been visioned as low-rise 

clustered cubicals resting on mountains (Figure 4.26).  Accordingly, the infrastructure that 

http://www.abdali.jo/
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is supposed to serve the new mega developments was originally designed and constructed 

to serve another less crammed reality. Along the same line, Badran (Hindi, 2007 b) stresses 

that cities in Jordan are scarce in open public spaces. Implantation of concrete blocks 

whenever we get the chance and the space is depriving the city from breathing fresh air 

through the provision of public parks and gardens.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.26 Amman’s Representation in the Occasion of Choosing it as the Capital of 

Culture of the Year in 2002. 

Source: The researcher, 2010 

g. Resorts 

Oppermann (Daher, 2007 a) postulates that spatial concentration of international 

tourism development in countries of the developing world with its typical standardized 

product created what Oppermann calls ‘enclave resorts,’ or, what Sharply (Daher, 2007 a) 

describes as ‘tourist ghettos.’ Many ministries of tourism in the Arab region are still 

advocating classical modernization development paradigm, depending highly on multi-

national huge tourism investments (e.g. international chain five-star hotel accommodations 

and tourism enclaves) (Daher, 2007 a).  
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Doing a quick survey of some of these projects in Jordan, the Movenpick at the 

Dead Sea and Tala Bay at Aqaba for example, the appropriation of the Jordanian vernacular 

and traditional village architecture of the region combined with a local flavour of Dead Sea 

mud sandy architecture to create the Movenpick’s luxurious hotel and spa becomes 

particularly evident. The new hotel complex borrowed the spatial experience of the 

traditional village having hierarchy of courtyards with water features adjoined with narrow 

alleys that gradually open to the sea (Figure 4.27). The color and materials of the complex 

give the impression of the local mud architecture the region is famous for (Daher, 2007 a). 

Tala Bay, on the other hand, exhibits an appropriation of some Islamic elements juxtaposed 

in an exotic accidental manner creating a sort of clownish architecture (Figure 4.28). This 

twist of tradition for the sake of fabricating what Daher (2007 a, p. 19) dubs ‘manufactured 

heritage’ participates in magnifying the misconception of what the heritage truly was, since 

it is impossible to capture the complex realities and layers that produced that heritage in 

these reductionist replicas. Bruno Stagno (2001 b, p. 174) describes architectures produced 

through this process of reproducing the past through stylistic illusions as “an architecture of 

pretence.” Unfortunately, many tourists who prefer to remain within the premises of the 

luxurious hotel and rarely venture out are deceived and taken by these sham realities 

(Daher, 2007 a). Moreover, the domination and wide spread of this kind of theme park or 

Disneyfied versions of fabricated rupture between the interior and exterior, increases the 

gap between people and their cultural heritage in a way that suggests it is incapable of 

satisfying the emergent demands and aspirations of contemporary life. Bruno Stagno (2001 

a, p. 86) argues:  

This attitude pretends to escape from the present, or else fabricate a 

different course of history to cover up its inferiority complex. This 
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retrograde attitude produces a false future and patently lacks the will to 

project itself towards the future. Its buildings reveal the sham and sterility 

of such an attitude. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.27 Movenpick Dead Sea. 

Source: exterior, http://www.watg.com/?pageID=F3A1A877-1372-6883-

16BC038C9D1E8CA6#, retrieved, July 2010, Interior, 

http://www.agoda.com/middle_east/jordan/dead_sea/movenpick_resort_spa_dead_sea.htm, 

retrieved, July 2010 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.28 Tala Bay Resort in Aqaba. 

Source: http://reservationshotels.org/en/hotel-324719/, retrieved July 2011 

It further suggests the role of the architect as only responsible for the provision of 

an attractive superficial mask for a building – a kind of ‘exterior’ decorator – which has 

http://www.watg.com/?pageID=F3A1A877-1372-6883-16BC038C9D1E8CA6
http://www.watg.com/?pageID=F3A1A877-1372-6883-16BC038C9D1E8CA6
http://reservationshotels.org/en/hotel-324719/
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contributed to the diminishment of the role of architect in relation to the increasingly 

dominant roles of the ‘developer’ or ‘builder’ (Frampton, 2007 b). On another issue, Daher 

(2007 a, p. 26) pinpoints: 

in the case of Zara’s Movenpick, not only did Zara have to pay for the 

initial investment to build the hotel, but also had to pay Movenpick for its 

name, management contract, and operations in addition to importing the 

furniture and other hotel details concerning the hotel rooms, restaurants, 

and lobbies according to Movenpick standards and design profile.  

 

As a result, it is noteworthy here that investment policies play a major role in the state of 

schism these facilities exhibit; a fabricated exterior and a standardized interior and services.   

 

Manipulating the Old 

After exhibiting emergent new phenomena in the age of globalization, Jordan also 

witnessed major shifts in the way buildings and urban contexts of recent and distant past 

are conceived and exploited to serve as revenue generators. Postmodernist practices 

dominate the way the past is represented. Buildings and urban settings are simplified into 

on-shelf objects to satisfy the desires of tourists and affluent customers. Phenomena 

associated with this category include: rehabilitating old buildings, corridor regeneration, 

and traditional villages’ revitalization. 

  Prior to reviewing the different phenomena, it is important to exhibit the context in 

which these phenomena were engendered. The appeal of heritage tourism is one global 

trend that started to attract attention over the past twenty years within different countries, 

especially of the developing world. Heritage is viewed as remarkable venue of capital 

accumulation and thus is becoming an industry. Urban heritage of cities of the Middle East 

is being chosen as the new tourism product in a way that enhances economic growth and 

prosperity (Daher, 2007a-b).  
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a. Rehabilitating Old Buildings: the Zaman complex 

 Zaman is the Arabic word for the past. Jordanian cities are witnessing an 

unprecedented fever of re-exploiting old buildings for contemporary luxurious uses. Kan 

Zaman from the late 1980s is one of the very early examples of the new heritage tourism 

product where heritage and tradition are coupled with entertainment. Once a farm, this was 

re-adapted into traditional restaurant and coffee shop targeting tourists and elite clientele 

(Figure 4.29). The zaman syndrome soon spread throughout many other Jordanian cities 

producing other replicas like Salt Zaman and Madaba Zaman, it was also adopted in other 

cities of the Middle East (Daher, 2007 a).  

These rehabilitation projects, unfortunately, imply a top-down universal approach to 

dealing with historic buildings, debasing the very cultural and local values these buildings 

once adhered to.  The manner in which history and culture were represented is reductive, 

image-based, and did not exceed a falsified representation on the external skin. This 

rhetoric went so far that it lost its experiential grounding with the concrete world as history 

was mummified in an attempt to engage tourists in a manufactured or fabricated joy of 

visiting the past.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.29 Kan Zaman, Amman 

Source: http://saniye.blogspot.com/, retrieved, July 2011 

http://saniye.blogspot.com/
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Another important point to stress is the exclusivity of these places. The zaman thesis 

addresses its speech to those who can afford the pleasures the fantasy guarantees. Even 

though a number of these projects are located in poor to middle-class sectors, still the new 

elaborations the places went through tend to detach them from their immediate context and 

transform the user into a whole new discourse, a sort of time-place machine. In other 

words, the premise that such project entails is transforming the users into the past through 

freezing the place. Daher (2007 a, p. 40) stresses that “the architectural heritage in a certain 

geographic location has become a means for social differentiation and the production of a 

new social identity for the upper middle class.” This is alienating to both the work of 

architecture itself and to the context with all its complex layers, as these projects are 

disturbing an already existing system causing discomfort among local community (Daher, 

2007 a). Furthermore, failure to approach local community suggests that these islands are 

investment reserves. Donald and Morrow (Leslie, 2005, p. 404) point out that these projects 

focus on “capitaliz[ing] the need for vibrant streetscapes and trendy cafes, ignoring the 

need to reach all citizens.” Eventually, in such a universe, culture is reduced to décor rather 

than function that serves and expresses local communities.    

b. Corridor/Street Regeneration 

 In certain quarters of historic Amman next to downtown area such as the area of the 

First Circle, the Rainbow Street, important spatial and socio-economic transformation is 

taking place. The neighbourhood is famous for its rich heritage and culture. Its architecture 

is a brilliant sensitive mix of those structures that date back to the twenties of the previous 

decade, to “the elegant yet not pretentious architecture of modernity in Amman” (Daher, 

2007 a, p. 39), to contemporary architectures carefully designed to be integrated within this 
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unique context.  This neighbourhood has a distinct characteristic of having a mix of 

different social and economic strata of middle and upper-middle classes living side by side. 

Recently, the neighbourhood is becoming a distinct attraction to upper-middle class of 

western Amman as multinational corporations are targeting the area and buying properties 

from owners with significant prices. As a result, property values jumped abruptly high and 

the neighbourhood is witnessing important socio-economic shifts that are deeply affecting, 

if not completely changing the nature of the area (Daher, 2007 a). Several historic houses 

are being targeted and converted into prestigious cafes, restaurants, bookshops, and 

souvenir and craft shops (Figure 4.30). Daher (2007 a, p. 40) describes one of the cases of a 

historic building being transformed into an internet café: 

A recently completed adaptation of a historic house into a Westernized 

internet café. The place, popular amongst tourists and affluent Ammanis, 

sells books (mainly on architecture, urban living, cinema, and art), arts 

and crafts, and the restaurant serves a Westernized (mainly American) 

menu while overlooking downtown Amman. 

 

This unavoidably is participating in creating a new social identity within the existing 

immediate and surrounding social strata. Those residents who cannot afford to consume 

high-class cultural products are more and more being pushed away for the sake of another 

new social and spatial realities. This abrupt intrusion disturbs the already long existing 

calm neighbourhoods and creates a difference between the environment inside these 

buildings and the outside, and, thus, intensifying the schism between the building and 

surrounding context (Daher, 2007 a).   
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Figure 4.30 Rainbow Street, Amman  

Sources: Upper left, http://www.panoramio.com/photo/980422, retrieved, July 2011 

All other photos, the researcher, 2010 

 Another example of corridor or street redevelopment in Amman is Wakalat Street 

(stands for Brands Street in English), in the new more affluent west Amman shopping 

district of Sweifieh.  The project aims at producing a friendly open ‘anti-Mall space,’ a 

walkable street and a recreational promenade which encourages pedestrian life in Amman 

(Daher, 2008 d). Despite the sincere efforts of the designer, Rami Daher, towards a project 

that intends to welcome all social strata from different parts of Amman to enjoy the 

http://www.panoramio.com/photo/980422
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retrieval of “real streets of the city” and vibrant urban spaces, as Daher (2008 c) suggests, 

the project, due to stakeholders decisions that interfered within the original designs, is still 

another victory of the global vision in which the less privileged are not truly welcomed (for 

example, taking the name of the street into consideration emphasizes its anticipated 

consumers). Design manipulations implemented are artificial and detaching solutions that 

can be found in any other city around the globe, for example, the street furniture (e.g. tiling, 

seats, lighting fixtures, etc.) used has nothing to do with local culture. Moreover, building 

manipulations added by the owners also exhibit the tendency of the street to celebrate the 

global in a much chaotic manner (Figure 4.31).  

 

Figure 4. 31 Wakalat Street, Amman 

Source: The researcher, 2010 

 Similar projects are taking place in other areas of Amman, the revitalization of the 

Darwish Mosque Plaza in the historic neighbourhood in Ashrafia. Moreover, the 

phenomenon is also prevalent in downtowns and main arteries of minor historic cities in 

Jordan. This time, it is the international aid that boosted interest in these areas, and is 

currently enhancing revitalization of them as tourist attractions (Daher, 2008 c).  Cities of 

Madaba, Kerak, Jerash, and Salt in Jordan are witnessing massive transformation in 

targeted certain areas. Noticeably, not only these transformations are similar in terms of 
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their scope, components, rhetoric, tendering procedures, and even place implemented 

details, across the different cities in Jordan, they are also identical to these taking place in 

cities of other countries of the region like Tripoli, Tyre, Ba’albeck, Sidon, and Byblos in 

Lebanon. Taking the example of Salt in Jordan, it is evident that the emphasis is laid upon 

certain tourist routes (trails, pedestrianization of public plazas, panoramic lookouts, 

streetscape, and signage system) and neglects the rest of the city (Daher, 2007 b). Daher 

(2008 c, p. 24) argues:  

The intervention in the public urban space centered on stone pavement 

for plazas, streets, or steps, outdoor furniture, and signage. Essentially, 

this is a one-time limited intervention in the form of architectural 

cosmetics affecting the historic urban tissue of the city without a serious 

attempt to address the establishment of heritage tools, systems, or 

sustainable institutional practices at the municipal level of these towns 

that insure the continuity of urban regeneration and community 

involvement in the long run. Furthermore, these projects lead to the 

circulation of different forms of urban and heritage projects of a 

prototypical tourist experience within the region. 

 

 The drawbacks of these practices are evident in standardizing the experience of 

the urban and architectural heritage. This scenario of representing the context leads to 

trivial consumption of the same manufactured version of heritage (Daher, 2008 c) (Figure 

4.32). This is mainly due to flattening the rich complex layers of different urban and social 

realities into a superficial fantasy. Furthermore, the issue of projects’ scope is also a critical 

aspect to be brought up. On the one level, concentrating on tourist trails suggests that these 

projects’ are treated as sources of attraction, as commodity and revenue generators. On the 

other hand, it suggests that tourism is the prime concern of the global age which is not only 

becoming the emphasis of global economy, but local community as well. Minor tourist 

oriented facilities spread along these trails keep the community from truly investing in 

other more urgent community services.  
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Figure 4.32 Downtown Madaba 

Source: http://ookaboo.com/o/pictures/topic/16531/Madaba, retrieved, July 2011 

 The other level concerning the scope of the projects is their emphasis on physical 

and imagery aspects of the context while ignoring that these were produced through 

complex layers of cultural, social, environmental and many other intangible factors. In 

attempting to standardize the end targeted product, it is suggested that the context that 

produced them is trivial, and, thus, been overlooked.   

c. Traditional Villages 

The lure of historic villages and communities living next to them started to attract 

the interest of investors due to their potential for nurturing authentic rural experiences. 

Daher (2007 a, p. 29) underpins that “the combination of an ancient site that dates back 

thousands of years intertwined with a traditional living community is extremely attractive 

from the heritage industry point of view.” In Jordan traditional villages of Mkies, Tayba, 

and Petra are examples of such phenomenon that combined distant past with local 

traditions. These villages have been used as stages for investors to package culture and 

heritage as commodities ready to be consumed as historic villages, festive markets, or 

heritage centers by uncritical audiences who are targeting some fantasy of the East.   

http://ookaboo.com/o/pictures/topic/16531/Madaba


 

133 

 

Mkies, a Jordanian village located to the north of Jordan, was built during the 

Ottoman period next to the classical Greco-Roman town of Gadara in the middle of the 

nineteenth century. The village is considered to be one case of rural gentrification in which 

the local community who resided in the village for years was evacuated and relocated in 

nearby new standardized housing units unsuitable for their lifestyle as agricultural villagers 

and away from their land that used to be near the old village. The government acclaimed 

ownership of the village under the excuse of conducting archaeological excavations of 

ancient Gadara, leaving the vacant village to fall into neglect and despair except for some 

buildings which were rehabilitated as affluent cafes and restaurants (Daher, 2007 a). The 

village, that combine both distant and recent pasts in a breath taking integration (Figure 

4.33), is now being renovated into museums and centers in an attempt to reconnect the 

community with the village and rebuild the trust between the locals and the government.   

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.33 Mkies, distance and recent pasts. 

Source:  http://www.tripadvisor.com/Tourism-g318874-Umm_Qais-Vacations.html, 

retrieved, July 2011 

Daher (2007 a) exhibits the other example of Tayba, a village located near the 

World Heritage Site of Petra, a rural settlement which was evacuated and transformed into 

a five-star tourist resort renamed ‘Taybet Zaman.’ The village was rented from its local 

http://www.tripadvisor.com/Tourism-g318874-Umm_Qais-Vacations.html
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inhabitants by Jordan Tourism Investments on the basis of a long-term contract. The local 

community, being relocated in nearby new housing complex, were offered some low-

income jobs in the new luxurious tourist attraction as cleaning and custodial work. Daher 

(2007 a, p. 35) argues that “the village is being packaged and sold to the tourists in a 

fashion where the tourist deals with the values and imagery of a ‘museumized’ reality 

rather than the dynamics and realities of the present” (Figure 4.34). Furthermore, Daher 

(2007 a, p. 35) goes on to illustrate the politics underneath this kind of commodificating 

cultural heritage: 

The current approach to heritage tourism in Jordan, Egypt, and elsewhere 

in the Middle East continues to empower certain interests, and privilege 

certain pasts, above others. In particular, the local community has been 

marginalized and disempowered. The local community, in certain cases, 

is denied the right to adopt and implement its own approach to 

development because of excessive governmentalization of social life 

leading to extreme socio-economic control. The irony is that the same 

planning and development ordinaries that have prohibited one local 

community’s development initiatives can swiftly be changed when the 

‘right’ investor or global capital proposes their own development scheme. 

 

The result is a shift towards the museumization of once vibrant functioning places and 

communities into show case architectures (Daher, 2007 a) deprived of the true values they 

once adhered to. They are flattened into postcards that tourists are keen on buying, and 

pictures they are keen on capturing as a memory and a proof of being there: the question is, 

have they really been there? 
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Figure 4.34 Taybet Zaman. 

Source: to the left, http://www.best-travel-top-destinations.com/petra-jordan.html 

To the right, http://www.flickr.com/photos/sherls/3476253533/, retrieved, July 2011 

 

Continuity with the Local 

 In order for the picture to be completed, some contemporary practices of a number 

of Jordanian architects tend to take a peek towards re-engaging local culture in a 

stimulating manner as a means to achieve local specific global architecture. As has been 

mentioned earlier, Rasem Badran and Jafar Tukan were the two architects who emphasized 

the necessity of a critical re-engagement with the past when they initiated their architectural 

practices in Jordan during the ‘70s.  Throughout their years of practice, these two were 

keen to re-explore the past and represent it in a contemporary manner that was respectful of 

Jordan’s aspirations and needs. Other architects whose practice emerged after include: 

Mohammad Khaled, Ayman Zuaiter, Bilal Hammad, and Rami Daher to name a few. A 

number of these architects were involved in this study in order to discover their design 

practices with respect to incorporating local and global cultural values. Their practices are 

to be discussed in lengthy in chapters 5 and 6.  

 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/sherls/3476253533/
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4.4 Synopsis 

The world-picture the research has sketched above, which by no means defines or 

renders the whole territory, crystallise some critical issues which continue to characterize 

contemporary architectural practices in Jordan. Prior to engaging in the critical issues, it is 

important to note that the main purpose of the previous review is to drive the attention to 

the more pressing issues that need revisiting and study: 

1. Transformation through the different discourses of modernity, postmodernity, and 

globalization was not self-motivated, it is rather a step to follow the western world 

and, thus, architectures that emerged are rather pale shadows of the originals. 

2. In the age of globalization, and as a means to universalize certain consumerist 

tendencies, cities are becoming catwalks in which extreme lines of global buildings’ 

fashions are exhibited, nurtured, and enjoyed.   

3. Contemporary transformations adhere more to hospitality than social well-being. 

Those emerging architectures could not satisfy the aspirations of local community 

for a better environment. Most of these projects are being prepared and operated at 

the expense of the interests of local disadvantaged populations. The argument that 

could be raised here is that most Arabic-Islamic states are considered to be part of 

the developing world. Practices of the globalized architecture are highly expensive. 

This implies that huge share of the states’ economy is directed towards building and 

construction sectors. This could deprive other sectors of their legitimate share of the 

economy which indicates that the current practices of architecture failed to notice 

the needs and aspirations of the deprived poor sectors whom have been largely 

marginalized. Frampton (2007 b, p. 345) asserts that: “while such extravagances 
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seem increasingly irresistible in capital cities throughout the developed world, 

global megalopoli are ever more inundated with impoverished people, particularly 

in the Third World”. 

4. “Urban geographies of inequality and exclusion, spatial and social displacement of 

second-class citizens, functions, histories in favour of first-class tourism 

developments and real-estate ventures” (Daher, 2008 d, p. 49), are evident in many 

of the global projects, local community being marginalized while high end clientele 

are being targeted creating exclusive islands of spatial experiences for tourists and 

the elite (Daher, 2008 d).  

5. Global architectural practices are circulating mimic images of ‘whatever goes’ 

architecture. Unfortunately, most of these architectures do not convey local cultural 

values; on the contrary, they celebrate the standards of an international version of 

architecture as an expression of progress subverting a true sense of place through a 

loss of identity (Salingaros and Masden, 2007). It is noteworthy that despite the 

partnership with local architects in some of these projects, the effect and character 

of local architects tends to fade away for that of the international designers. 

So, in order for Jordan and other Middle Eastern States to survive the wave, it is 

important to construct their own version of global architecture, one that is more sensitive to 

the local rich and complex layers of evolution being discarded through contemporary 

reductionist practices. It is not a whole-sale global culture that is negated; it is only its 

negative by-products being discussed in the chapter. Salingaros and Masden (2007, p. 49) 

argue: 

Developing countries, in an effort to maintain their place in the world, 

will instead find the source of their new architecture within arm’s reach: 
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in the materials and practices of their region. Through this record they 

will understand the underlying principles that govern the manner in 

which the physical world reveals itself. Hopefully, they will recognize at 

once its capacity for new honest expression. Honest and authentic 

generative devices evolve with an uncanny similarity to the rich 

vernaculars of their local traditions. 

 

It is the relationship between the past, present, and future that is missing in the ethos 

of globalization. The usefulness of history is a truth too generally received to be refuted or 

to be in need of proof. Charels Duclos (Lowenthal, 1989, p. 47) underpins:  

The theatre of the world supplies only a limited number of scenes, which 

follow one another in perpetual succession. In seeing the same mistakes 

to be regularly follow’d by the same misfortune, ’tis reasonable to 

imagine, that if the former had been known, the later would have been 

avoided. 

 

Accordingly, Lowenthal (1989, p. 47) believes that “knowing the follies (if not the wisdom) 

of the past, men might not only foretell but partly determine the future.” Virginia Woolf 

(Lowenthal, 1989, p. 47) stresses this unbounded relationship in which the past enriches the 

present as she argues “the present when backed by the past is a thousand times deeper than 

the present when it presses so close that you can feel nothing.” Douglas Kelbaugh (Matter, 

1989, p. 2), on the other hand, argues that history is an integral component of the present 

and is full with enormous lessons. It is, thus, the duty of contemporary architects and 

scholars to figure out these lessons of the splendour past and utilize them as sources of 

provocative solutions for contemporary challenges: 

A building type that has stood the test of time for many generations must 

be doing something right in terms of responding to building materials and 

practices, to climate, to social and cultural needs, to tradition, and to 

economy. 

 

 Being part of Muslim-Arab culture, Jordanian architects need to re-engage 

themselves to the ethos and lessons of this local culture if they want to occupy a distinctive 
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position in a global culture. Pallasma (2007) believes that culture-specific architecture 

cannot be invented, but can be rediscovered within the context of the culture itself by 

reverberating with tradition and reflecting the timeless vernacular idiom. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

INTERVIEWS WITH THE ARCHITECTS 

 
 

The success of the interview method requires the researcher to show 

genuine interest in learning the what and the how of other’s experiences, 

which implies that the researchers open themselves to the participants’ 

viewpoints and practices and avoid imposing their own concepts and 

moralities on the other.  

Jackson and Verberg (2007, p. 170) 

 

5.1 Introduction      

The previous two chapters in Part II explored the context of the study and provided 

a critical short account of contemporary architectural practices in Jordan; as well as a  

discussion of the enduring values of Islamic culture reflected in architectural representation. 

In Part III, the following chapters five, six and seven describe the interview process. 

Chapter five focuses on key informant identification, interview questions, and the process 

of engagement with informants. Chapter six, focuses on the interview results and findings 

and the major themes and subthemes that have emerged. Finally, chapter seven provides 

some conclusive reflections and insights.  

The following chapter describes the process of selecting key informants, the 

formation of the interview questions, and the process of engaging with the five selected 

participating architects. 

  

5.2 The Selection of Key Informants 

The nature of the phenomenon under study and the research questions investigated 

direct the selection of the informants with whom to engage and through which to best 
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discover the phenomenon (Fetterman, 1998). The selection of these informants is based on 

recognized expertise that qualifies them to be the primary source of data. Reading through 

the literature on Jordanian architecture (Hammad, 2004; Steele, 2005; Abu Ghanimeh and 

Pisani, 2001; Abu Hamdan, 1984) , Rasem Badran and Jafar Tukan are recognized as two 

innovative architects who launched their practice at the beginning of 1970s. Their 

experiments in architecture have been recognized and documented through numerous 

articles and books (see Appendix A). However, five other architects have been identified 

who have also been involved in the quest for rediscovering the local as well as the global in 

an attempt to represent the local in a contemporary manner that fulfils the aspirations of 

society and speaks to a wider audience. However, their architectural practices have not 

been as well documented in the literature. These five architects are: Ammar Khammash, 

Ayman Zuaiter, Bilal Hammad, Mohammad Khaled, and Rami Daher. The following 

subsections explain how these architects were identified.  A brief biography of each 

architect’s educational and professional background is provided based on information 

provided by them.   

5.2.1 Ammar Khammash 

Khammash was introduced to this research by another two participating architects 

(Ayman Zuaiter and Rami Daher). Khammash’s interest in vernacular architecture was 

documented in his book Notes on Village Architecture in Jordan, 1986 which I read prior 

to interviewing him.   He is a 1987 graduate of the school of architecture at the University 

of Louisiana (formerly the University of South Western Louisiana) in Lafayette, Loisiana, 

U.S.A. In addition to studying architecture, Khammash was also interested in arts. After 

finishing his degree, Khammash went into graduate studies at the Architectural Association 
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in London for a short time. Khammash described his experience there as follows: “It was 

too kinky for me, too much fashion, too much shocking, too much. I felt these are not the 

tools that I want.” Consequently, he pursued his graduate studies in Jordan at the Yarmouk 

University specializing in anthropology. Concurrently, Khammash was initiating his 

architectural practice through projects associated with conservation. Throughout his career, 

Khammash demonstrated his interest in multidisciplinary issues related to natural and built 

environments and this will be discussed in more detail in chapter 6. Currently, he is 

teaching graduate design courses at Columbia University in New York and is taking a 

sabbatical from architectural practice in order to reflect on the profession and explore his 

interests in issues related to hydrology, botany, and recycling. Khammash is considering 

becoming a ‘developer’ to make his own personal design statement.  

5.2.2 Ayman Zuaiter 

I have been familiar with Zuaiter’s projects since my architectural school days 

through his public lectures and invited studio ‘crits’ in the Department of Architectural 

Engineering at the Jordan University of Science and Technology. Moreover, Zuaiter has 

participated in a number of conferences in which he delivered presentations illustrating his 

approach to architectural practice (Appendix A).   

 Ayman Zuaiter graduated from the American University of Beirut (circa 1980) and 

practiced for one year in Lebanon. He was very much interested in the philosophy and 

architecture of Hassan Fathy which focuses on issues related to local identity. As a result, 

he visited Cairo to attend a number of Fathy’s discussion sessions held at his home. During 

his visits to Cairo, Zuaiter was able to inspect the urban tissue and architecture of the Old 
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city of Cairo. These visits had great influence on Zuaiter’s conception of urban as well as 

architectural spaces and this has influenced him throughout his career. From 1981-1986, 

Zuaiter settled in Jordan and practiced architecture at the Dar Al-Omran office; which was 

headed by Rasem Badran who is known for his lifelong experiments in quest of local 

identity. Afterwards, Zuaiter established his own office, Tibah Consultants, where he 

continues to practice architecture.  

 Zuaiter views the relationship between the local and the global as a combination that 

fulfills contemporary needs with sensitivity to local context and its variables: 

“The relationship between the local and the global; I do not know, the use 

of new tools, new materials all of these, how someone uses them to 

produce an architecture suitable for the place and modern requirements. 

Same time a place with its cultural dimensions; to produce a building that 

answers the modern needs, with modern tools, with the available tools, and 

it is a reflection of the specificity of place. So this was an attempt of how to 

have a building very local but same time with a new vision”.  

Zuaiter has devoted his practice to representing the enduring local values in a contemporary 

manner that fulfills the needs and aspirations of society. 

5.2.3 Bilal Hammad 

I was also familiar with the architecture of Bilal Hammad from his public lectures 

and studio ‘crits’ in the Department of Architectural Engineering at the Jordan University 

of Science and Technology. Hammad was also identified through my literature on 

contemporary architecture in Jordan (Appendix A). 

He graduated from the University of Alexandria, Egypt in 1975. During his university 

years he was exposed to the architecture of Hassan Fathy and, as a result, launched his 

career in 1977 with an interest in traditional local architecture. Driven by this interest, 
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Hammad toured a number of cities in the region and was deeply influenced by its historic 

cores. Hammad also conducted thematic visits to Europe in which he targeted the 

architecture of one European architect,Mario Botta. When interviewed, Hammad stated he 

reached a mature stage in his architectural practice which, in his words, “belongs to 

contemporary times, yet it does not turn its back to tradition and history.” When asked how 

he conceives the relationship between the local and the global, Hammad responded: “I am 

relaxed on this topic, I do not see a contradiction, the whole issue is not in my mind, I just 

work.”   

5.2.4 Mohammad Khaled 

Architects Bilal Hammad and Ayman Zuaiter recommended Khaled for this 

research. Hammad was one of the first architects Khaled practiced with early in his career.   

Khaled graduated from the University of Jordan in 1981. After graduation he taught at the 

university while practicing architecture with Bilal Hammad. From 1987 to 1989, Khaled 

completed his Master’s degree at MIT in Boston, Massachusetts. Khaled then returned to 

teach at the University of Jordan while working with both Bilal Hammad and Rasem 

Badran and establishing his own practice, the GDAR Group,  in 1991. Khaled revealed that 

he had to make a tough decision in choosing between academia and practice in 1996 when 

he became a full-time practitioner.   

5.2.5 Rami Daher 

Daher is another contemporary architect who combines academia with practice. He 

has written extensively and critically about contemporary architecture in Jordan. He was 

identified for participation in this research through my literature review (Appendix A) and 
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was one of my architectural professors in Architectural Engineering at the Jordan 

University of Science and Technology.  

He graduated from Jordan University and pursued his graduate studies with an 

emphasis on urban regeneration in heritage conservation. He earned a Master’s degree from 

the University of Minnesota in Minneapolis and a PhD from Texas A & M University. Daher 

then returned to Jordan and started teaching and practicing architecture. Subsequently, he 

returned to the U.S.A. to do a post doctorate at the University of California at Berkley. Daher 

stated that he recognized the importance of social sciences in enhancing his understanding of 

the built environment early in his education: 

“During my graduate work, and also starting with my undergraduate work, 

I realized that the social sciences can contribute a lot to architecture and 

to our understanding of the built environment so I was really very much 

interested in anthropology, in history, in political science and so on, and 

especially history of the recent past and how they can actually shed light 

on our understanding of the built environment and the cultural landscape, 

so my minor emphasis areas at the graduate level were cultural 

anthropology and cultural geography and they really made me feel the 

built environment in a completely new way”.    

Daher also recognized the value of practicing architecture while being involved with 

academia:  

“I was also starting to practice architecture because I felt that practicing 

architecture with an academic background if you were sincere to your 

academic background is not simply as what they say in parochial manner, 

that you need to understand the details of that structural detail or how 

they do things on site. This is only one aspect of it, that is one aspect of 

practicing, but they always accuse the academicians of not having ok? 

But that is not what I mean by practicing, what I mean by practicing is 

bringing into practice a vision that is basically supported by your 

academic research, is not simply to know the construction details, that is a 

very important aspect”. 
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When asked about how he conceives of the relationship between the local and the 

global; Daher described the local as a source of resistance and the global as a source of 

technology: “I look at the local as sometimes a source of resistance to the global, and I look 

at the global, when I look at each of them separately, as a source of information of up-to-

date and technological advancement.” Daher also conceives of a third dimension: 

“There is a third dimension, and I look at the dialogue between them as a 

source for critical production in architecture. So definitely the dialogue 

between them is extremely important. And I think it should benefit and 

goes beyond architecture”.  

Daher believes the local and the global complement one another but within the 

context of contemporary neo-liberalism this relationship is becoming “scary”: 

“With a lot of neo liberal effect this relationship is very scary, why is it 

very scary? First of all, there are many aspects; the first aspect maybe I 

cannot find any other, but the aspect I am thinking of is that it is a very 

scary relationship because there is no accountability. Why there is no 

accountability, it is because previously we had municipalities, 

governorates that are governing our city, now it is companies, 

corporations, it is capital, it is E’mar, Mawared, it is Nakheel it is 

whatever, that indirectly are having and making decisions on behalf of 

our municipalities and our cities. So, it becomes very scary who is 

accountable. So the public good, that’s the key issue, the public good 

within this formula between the local and the global gets lost. Public 

space is no longer a priority, inclusive public space is no longer a priority, 

and if there is going to be public space it is very corporate oriented, and it 

is very elitist oriented, public amenities such as head services, education 

is no longer a priority and so on and so on. So the relationship becomes a 

bit scary. Second of all, with this global circulation of images, everything 

is attainable you can get anything through the media and so on and I think 

the relationship between the local and the global becomes uncritical 

because of the social media. The social media has benefited a lot you 

know you go and search, knowledge is more accessible than before, 

nobody denies that, people are keeping in touch through facebook, 

through twitter through whatever, no body denies that, but the dangerous 

of that is there is no critical thinking it’s all short messages, no body reads 

any more the long assays and the knowledge becomes terminology and 

superficial knowledge and this is very scary, and it opens up a lot of 

parochial uncritical critic.  That’s why it is very very scary”.  
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Daher’s writing emphasizes the importance of critically understanding the context of the 

interplay and interaction between the global and the local as a means to better incorporate 

them.  

5.3 Interview Questions 

The semi-structured interviews were initiated with a set of descriptive questions 

around the informants’ educational and professional backgrounds. This served the purpose 

of grasping the chronological development of the informants’ experience on the one hand. 

It also served as forming a baseline for comparison and interconnectedness amongst the 

different informants, on the other hand. It also played a major role as an icebreaker that 

facilitated initiating rapport between the interviewer and the participants. The interview 

then shifted into more specific structured questions in which details and explanations of the 

informants’ experience regarding the enduring values of Islamic culture,  values of global 

culture applied in their practice, the critical elements they apply or adopt to incorporate 

these two sets of values, and finally opportunities and constraints facing their practice. 

These questions evolved other related questions that geared towards the clarification of 

implicit meanings and assumptions. During this round of questions, and for the sake of 

assisting the informants to remember the details associated with their practice, the 

researcher had to repeat some questions and sometimes elaborate and explain the questions 

further to the informants. The interview questions are presented in Appendix B.      

5.4 Engagement 

Being significant professional practitioners of architecture in Jordan, all the contact 

information of the architects was publically available via the internet. This saved time and 

effort in recruiting the five key inoformant architects.  Ammar Khammash’s phone number 
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was obtained from Rami Daher and Ayman Zuaiter.  Appointments were made via 

telephone conversations and an introductory meeting was held with each architect to 

explain my doctoral research and the interview process.  

  Interviews with three of the architectus took place between 30
th

 August and 30
th

 

October 2010 and interviews with the remaining two architects were conducted between 7
th

 

August 2011 and 30
th

 October 2011. Prior to starting each interview session, permission 

was requested and given to tape-record the interview and write notes. Each interview was 

initiated by asking each of the five key informants to review and sign the University of 

Calgary’s Ethics Approval consent form (Appendix C). In addition, the participants’ 

freedom to withdraw from the study was also elucidated.  Four interviews were conducted 

and audio taped in the participants’ architectural offices. The fifth interview with Ammar 

Khammash was conducted at his home.   

Four of the interviews lasted for approximately 1 hour with the Khammash interview 

taking about 2.5 hours. Three interviews were conducted in Arabic with some English 

idioms and expressions. Two of the participants, Ammar Khammash and Rami Daher, 

preferred to conduct the interview in English. All five interviews were transcribed and 

analysed in English. As all five key informants are fluent in English, interpretations and 

analytical reflections were submitted to in English in order to ensure the integrity and 

consistency of meanings and interpretations.  

 

5.5 Synopsis 

An ethnographic approach is inductive in nature. Within the realm of architectural 

practice, it aims at discovering how the key informants understand and incorporate local 

cultural values and values of global culture into their architectural practice. The chapter 
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described the selecting of the key informants, and the process of conducting the interviews. 

The following chapter explores the results of the interviews and the extracted themes and 

subthemes.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

 

POST ENGAGEMENT: FINDINGS 

 
The way to learn to write an ethnography is to write an ethnography. 

Spradley (1979, p. 205) 

 

 

6.1 Introduction       

The purpose of this study is to explore the critical elements used by Jordanian 

architects to conciliate between local cultural values and global culture in contemporary 

architectural practices in Jordan. The exploration of these critical elements was conducted 

through ethnographic style interviews with five practicing Jordanian architects 

acknowledged for their experimentation in incorporating local and global cultural values in 

their practice.  Each of the interview participants represents their own personal perspective 

on the relationship between the local and the global. This chapter presents a synthesis of the 

results of the interviews. The interview results are organized in response to the primary 

purpose above and the three overarching questions:  

 What enduring values of Islamic culture and architectural traditions are 

represented in contemporary Jordanian architecture? 

 What values of global culture are represented in contemporary architecture in 

Jordan and/or could be represented?  

 What are the constraints and opportunities for incorporating local/global cultural 

values within the context of contemporary architectural practices in Jordan?  

The next sections of the chapter describe the post interview research process 

including: interview transcription, generating open codes, and identifying and selecting the 

themes related to the research questions (the enduring values of Islamic culture and 
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architectural traditions represented in contemporary Jordanian architecture, values of global 

culture represented in contemporary architecture in Jordan, critical elements applied to 

incorporate local and global cultural values, opportunities for incorporating local and global 

values within the context of contemporary architectural practices in Jordan, and the 

constraints facing this incorporation) 

 Finally, the chapter describes the focused codes that emerged through the process 

of analysing the interviews for each key informant. This includes comparing and 

contrasting the interviewees’ emergent codes and conclusive reflections which are 

presented in chapter seven.  

The complexity and terms of tacit knowledge concerning the emergent major 

themes along with explored sub themes are presented as follows using exhaustive 

descriptions that allow for preserving the integrity of participants’ original meanings in the 

context of the interview responses.  This enables the reader to construct his or her own 

understanding. This approach is intended to involve the reader into the design practice of 

the participating architects and capture the range of issues comprising the way local and 

global cultural values are articulated in contemporary architectural practice. At this point, it 

is important to note that as the ethnographic researcher, I was the medium through which 

the information from key informants was collected and represented. This involved me in 

the construction of meanings and interpretations of the key informants design experiences. 

As such, the explicit description of the informants’ experiences became a shared process 

between the key informants and myself since I was responsible for coding the interview 

contents and the informants were responsible for reviewing and checking the meaning and 

integrity of the interpretations extracted from the interviews. At the end of each 



 

153 

 

participant’s section, I will establish and examine the link between the architect’s 

explanations of his design process and one design project that each claimed to best reflect 

his design approach.       

 

6.2 Transcribing the Interviews 

The research experience of writing ethnography is launched with transcribing 

auditory records.  After the interviews were completed, I undertook the process of 

systematically listening to the recorded interviews and transcribing them fully into English 

as three interviews had been conducted in Arabic with the use of some English idioms and 

expressions. My fluency in both languages and experience with both languages in an 

architectural practice context enabled me to undertake the transcription process. Moreover, 

during the interviews this bi-cultural fluency enabled me to identify and understand 

nonverbal cues, which added to the researcher’s understanding of the informants’ 

experiences. However, this was also a challenge, as it was crucial to remain faithful to the 

story and integrity of the informants’ meanings. As a result, transcription required careful 

selection and pursuit of words that are the same or closest to each word in each statement 

made in Arabic. The idea was to convey meanings in English in the most expressive 

manner of the informants’ experiences.  As the researcher, I was careful to review the 

paraphrasing of each statement many times to ensure the meaning or intent of the original 

words were not lost.  The challenge was to make sure that the English translations were 

comprehensible yet faithful to the informants’ Arabic descriptions and expressions.  
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This challenge was also addressed by having the informants check the integrity of 

their meanings and expressions after I had finished transcribing and generating the open 

codes. This will be discussed further in the following section.   

 

6.3 Generating Open Codes  

After transcription of the interview recordings, the amount of information available 

was potentially overwhelming. As the researcher, I made a conscious decision to manually 

organize the material although software is available for this purpose. By having this direct 

relationship with the material and struggling through to organize and label it; the 

experience of going through this step-by-step process and moving back and forth every step 

of the way was a profound learning experience. I found this experience extremely 

beneficial in inductively building up the codes to a threshold level that lead to the findings.  

After finishing the generation of the open codes for each interview, I contacted the 

informants for a post-interview communication. This process was crucial to assure the 

integrity and authenticity of the informants’ meanings and intent and enabled the fine-

tuning of the generated open-codes.  Four of the five informants participated in this post 

interview review. Bilal Hammad and Mohammad Khaled had no modifications to suggest. 

However, Rami Daher participated in two one hour review sessions which resulted in only 

minor modifications. Specifically, he adjusted the open-code ‘rejecting capital 

accumulation at the expense of local community’ into ‘moderate capitalization.’ Ayman 

Zuaiter requested no modifications to the transcribed and coded interpretations. The fifth 

interview informant, Ammar Khammash, was contacted by phone but subsequently did not 

send or express the need for any alterations.  
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6.4 Selecting Themes 

This step in the analysis of interview results concentrated on the range of themes 

extracted through the previous step and related to the relevant ideas and strategies of the 

participating architects. This allowed for the further refinement of themes and the 

disregarding of themes of lesser concern. Moreover, it facilitated the generation and testing 

of linkages amongst the different themes; which in turn, also enabled further discarding of 

less relevant themes.   

  

6.5 Focused Coding 

This stage involved a line-by-line fine grained analysis of the five transcribed 

interviews relative to the themes identified in the previous stage. The following five 

subsections illustrate each infromant’s responses in the context of the identified themes and 

subthemes. 

6.5.1 Ammar Khammash 

6.5.1.1 Applied Enduring Values of Islamic Culture and Building Tradition in 

Contemporary Jordanian Architecture 

Within the context of this major theme it is crucial first to unveil Khammash’s view 

of the local. For Khammash ecology rather than culture is the ultimate architect; “I think 

the ultimate architect is ecology, is not religion, is not…actually not even culture because 

ecology shapes culture.” He further elaborates that what distinguishes one region over 

another is ecology; “Now the only thing is ecology, ecology will make me not make a New 

York house in Amman. So you have to be careful, I do not believe in style or Islamic or…it 
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is all nonsense.” He even goes further to suggest that within the context of global culture 

and dilution of variety, the only factor that will guarantee specificity is ecology: 

 I think what is going to happen with communication, more and more 

communication you would have a global melting pot that will sort a lot of 

stuff. I am saying the local vs nonlocal, I think the only thing will stay in 

the local is geography, our location, so we are Eastern Mediterranean, we 

will remain Eastern Mediterranean, we have the sea will remain the sea, 

the rift valley will remain the rift valley..we might fill it with water with 

the Red Sea, Red-Dead, but this is another thing, but in general the 

aridness, the scarcity of hydrology, the hydrological story of Amman will 

remain forever.  

As a result, Khammash is more interested in issues related to vernacular architecture. 

He sets several rationales for such interest. First of all, he views the vernacular as an 

integrative continuation of nature having survival value:  

So I am interested in the architecture of the common people …architecture 

that is a continuation of how  birds make a nest or how bees make their 

beehives, is a survival you know how we, how the humans have extended 

their fingers by inventing the tool and then we extend our body by making 

architecture. So, I like this row, you know, understanding of architecture, 

that is architecture to me. 

In addition to this, Khammash believes that nature and ecology are responsible for taking 

crucial design decisions: 

Why do we have arches? So I was interested to understand the availability 

of stone versus wood, so we have more arches to make wider span because 

wood covers smaller scale, you know smaller trunks, so this is how the 

landscape became the architect, how nature and ecology took design 

decisions and this is where I am now interested as well. 

Furthermore, he views the unique analogue between nature, especially botany, and 

architecture as a crucial source of inspiration:  

I think botany and architecture are very overlapped because the plant has 

its site. …but if you are an architect botany you know, botanist is a better 

friend, because a tree has a location, has an orientation, it does, you know, 
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it does, ah..a house and a tree are very similar, while a spider and a car are 

very similar, or a bird and an aeroplane are very similar, but architecture is 

more like a tree it is not like a goat! So botany is another interest of mine, 

on many layers all the way from the ideas it gives me for design, but also 

in the issues of anthropology, like the subject of ethnobotany … and also 

the issue of biomimicry, the way that plants could show us solutions. They 

were designing millions of years before we..I mean…actually plant 

kingdom is much more sophisticated than the animal kingdom and much 

older. I mean, I look at the biomass as one thing and I think that the plant 

kingdom is very exciting to me as an architect because it does deal with 

the light, the harvesting of the light, like what architecture should do, and 

will have to do in the future or collapse by the way. 

Moreover, vernacular practices are associated with a wider impact on the lives of a huge 

population; as Khammash explains:    

That is architecture to me, you know because this means mass application, 

it makes mass impact, you know I have to remember that, that in reality I 

think, I do not know, less than four percent of people in the world live in 

structure that has anything to do with architecture the way you understand 

it, you know? They are all homemade homes! So this is where I am 

interested, in the homemade house, self sufficiency of non-academic, non-

style, non-fashion architecture. 

Finally, he attributes his interest in vernacular architecture to the fact that nature is the main 

source of building materials:  

If you look at architecture in this part of the world it is 99.999% is geology, 

I mean this house is whole made of geology excluding the wood because 

concrete is geology, stone is geology, steel is geology, glass is geology, 

aluminum is geology. This is all geology, so geology is the big ware house 

to me that gives me all these materials. 

 

Adaptability and continuity 

Khammash argues that each site has a built-in intelligence that an architect must 

carefully listen to and consider: 
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I think an architectural intervention should listen and pick up and collect 

the maximum amount in terms of quality and quantity of what I call the 

intelligence of the site. Every site has a built in brain or intelligence, and 

often that site has more intelligence before you add an ugly building on it. 

This is a big problem of architects, they come to an empty site they think it 

is empty, for me it is much fuller before they touch it, in all kind of ways. 

Khammash elaborates further on this point: 

You have to have a tabula rasa, a clean board… because sometimes sites 

are very shy, they whisper they are not yelling, we are yelling and we do 

not listen to them, we are too loud as architects, so the site is crushed you 

know. 

For me the site is everything, you know for me in our office, we all say the 

site is the architect. I am not the architect, I am a draftsman, I listen to the 

site, I am working under the instruction of the site and the client. 

Nonetheless, architecture as a practice is never completely harmless. A certain cost 

has to be paid.  The major challenge is to avoid extreme practices that lead to 

unrecoverable consequences:   

Unfortunately, architecture is a sin but it is a sin that we have to live with 

it, I have to do it, like we have to eat so we have to kill the rabbit, but I do 

not like killing rabbits you know, and I wish we find other ways to eat 

without killing the animals, but bad luck and so architecture we have to 

kill nature to build, every time we build a house you are killing nature, I 

mean let’s face it. 

Diversity and variety 

 Khammash believes that respecting the intelligence of the site and listening to the 

stories of both people and the site are two major factors that lead to variety of places: 

So yes you do collect the story, if you want to call it, of a place which is… 

goes all the way from...oh…location, the bigger location, East 

Mediterranean, so you are not in South America. East Mediterranean 

means what eco system: is it Iranoterranean is it Mediterranean, what eco 

system, what climate you have, what height, so you start with this kind of  

bigger regional Eastern Mediterranean, and Eastern Mediterranean does 

not mean Arab, Arab, we are not Kuwait! We are not Dubai, so Eastern 

Mediterranean means thick tree, grapes, it depends, not the Jordan valley. I 

like to think always architecture of the grape architecture of the thick tree, 

or the Kharrob, vis-a-vis architecture of the banana or the palm, ok? And 

that is much better description than saying Islamic architecture, Christian 

architecture, it is not like that, so architecture I would rather link it to 
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ecology not to religion. I will give you an example, now a house in Ajloun, 

a house of a Muslim in Ajloun might look very close to a house in Cyprus 

of Christian family by chance, but very different from a house in Muscat. 

So for me, again, it’s like plants, the typology of village architecture 

spread in certain mountains like a thick tree spread, like the plant species 

may habitat. There are edges...and I would mark architecture with the 

edges of botany, personally.  

Innovation 

Khammash believes that innovation is multifaceted. For him it derives from 

different sources of inspiration ranging from anthropology, botany, and geology. For 

example, he stresses the analogical relationship between architecture and plants as 

important source of inspiration within the environmental challenges the world is currently 

facing:  

I think botany and architecture are very overlapped because plant has its 

site. I mean if you are designing cars and aeroplanes, you better have 

zoology friends, but if you are an architect botany is a better friend, 

because a tree has a location, has an orientation, it does, you know, it does, 

ah..a house and a tree are very similar, while a spider and a car are very 

similar, or a bird and an aeroplane are very similar, but architecture is 

more like a tree it is not like a goat! So botany is another interest of mine, 

on many layers all the way from the ideas it gives me for design, but also 

in the issues of anthropology, like the subject of ethnobotany, and 

medicinal herbs and all these stuff, also in the issue of biomimicry, the 

way that plants could show us solutions, they were designing millions of 

years before we..I mean…actually plant kingdom is much more 

sophisticated than the animal kingdom and much older, you know, I mean, 

I look at the biomass as one thing and I think that the plant kingdom is 

very exciting to me as an architect because it does deal with the light the 

harvesting of the light, like what architecture should do, and will have to 

do in the future or collapse by the way. 

Another facet of Khammash’s conception of innovation is his rejection of 

predetermined styles and the blind imitation of previous solutions. He describes this since 

he was a student of architecture: “I was against style because everybody was talking Le 

Corbusier and Frank Lloyd Wright, and I say no, you say Le Corbusier, and I say Umm 
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Mohammad.” Nonetheless, Khammash does not underestimate the past as an important 

source of inspiration that motivates provocative proposals that suit contemporary 

challenges and demands: 

If you come to me and you want me right now to make you a house 

inspired by the Mumluk architecture, I will do it..I go back to Mumluk 

books..I will do it and I will tell you on one condition, we are not 

Mumluks, we cannot do one hundred and one nights, but then let’s 

understand what was so special about the Mumluks in Jordan, so I would 

make you a Kerak Mumluk house. So I would look at the Mumluk stuff 

that has rubbed against the Jordanian ecology so I would not look at 

Mumluk in Cairo, I will look at the Jordanian Mumluk period because I 

am interested in history and for another bigger reason because I think you 

have the right if you want to live your life in that way and you have a 

dream you have the right to realize your dream and I will help you to build 

your dream. You know I cannot go and say, no you have to live in a 

modern house, ok? But another condition I would like or bargain with you 

or convince you is let’s not do a Mumluk house but let’s do a 

contemporary house inspired by Mumluk values. So it is a modern house 

at the end it is going to be built in 2013, we will never be Mumluk, we 

cannot put time back, but it can be inspired by, it can be reinterpreting 

Mumluk light, quality of light, or proportions, or material, or space or etc. 

anything or even ornaments even little details, fine and even fabric we can 

go in research and look what the Mumluks were doing.     

Khammash also conceives of innovation as stepping beyond the conventional and 

pushing the limits of experimentation with materials and with new design techniques:  

The experience of the material, the way pushing the material to new 

corners, new edges, new alleys that material never went, this I like very 

much, but that can be also inspired by the site, if it is urban, rural, if it is 

lime stone or basalt or flat or three dimensional, or a cliff or... 

I would really love to teach architecture for the blind where you use the 

touch and the smell and the sound of architecture all the senses but your 

eyes. And I would love to teach a whole course where I blind fold all the 

students and give them clay and let them actually shape forms out of clay 

when they are completely blind, so the idea of blind sculpture! You can be 

a blind sculpture but you cannot be a blind photographer or painter. 

I am interested in the touch and anthropology has a lot of that and in 

religion you have touch, touching the black rock, and there is one pillar in 

Palestine where people would put their spine on the pillar to get healed and 



 

161 

 

that makes a lot of sense because the spine has the main nervous 

electric..oh, it is in one of the books I have; but the whole idea of therapy 

by touching material, the idea of material having healing power, this is 

where architecture should understand, what material you use, it has 

resonance or it has vibration or it has a mission to you, is it radioactive is it 

etc. I am interested in this kind of architecture, the non visual architecture 

and the sound of architecture, how can you listen to a building, you have 

this in mosques when the Athan is calling the dome, this is where I like 

architecture used as a musical instrument, every building can be a chello or 

a violin or a flute. 

Unity 

Khammash argues against the idea of religious values as source of unity. He 

believes that ecology is the ultimate source of unity across different geographies. He 

elaborates; “in anthropology you have like you know cultural determinism, or that religion 

determines your decision or…and then I was completely against the whole idea of Islamic 

architecture and all this rubbish. I think the ultimate architect is ecology, it is not religion, is 

not…actually not even culture because ecology shapes culture.”  He goes on to explain: 

East Mediterranean means what eco system..is it Iranoterranean is it 

Mediterranean..what eco system, what climate you have, what height, so 

you start with this kind of  bigger regional Eastern Mediterranean, and 

Eastern Mediterranean does not mean Arab, Arab…we are not Kuwait! 

We are not Dubai, so Eastern Mediterranean means thick tree, grapes, it 

depends, not the Jordan valley..I like to think always architecture of the 

grape architecture of the thick tree, or the Kharrob, vis-a-vis architecture 

of the banana or the palm, ok? And that is much better description than 

saying Islamic architecture, Christian architecture, it is not like that, so 

architecture I would rather link it to ecology not to religion..I will give you 

an example… a house in Ajloun, a house of a Muslim in Ajloun might 

look very close to a house in Cyprus of Christian family by chance, but 

very different from a house in Muscat. So for me, again, it’s like plants, 

these typology of village architecture spread in certain mountains like a 

thick tree spread, like the plant species may habitat, I mean the eco system 

kind of spread, there are edges..and I would mark architecture with the 

edges of botany, personally. So we use botanical map to map architecture, 

traditional, I am saying vernacular not style. 
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Equity 

Khammash believes that an architect holds a social responsibility towards the larger 

population “I am interested in the architecture of the common people.” He sees this interest 

as driven by his desire to influence and fulfill the aspirations and needs of a wider range of 

users:  

I like this understanding of architecture, that is architecture to me, you 

know means mass application, it makes mass impact, you know I have to 

remember that, that in reality I think, I do not know, less than four percent 

of people in the world live in structure that has anything to do with 

architecture the way you understand it, you know? They are all homemade 

homes! So this is where I am interested, in the homemade house, self 

sufficiency of non-academic, non-style, non-fashion architecture. 

Modesty 

Khammash stresses that resources should not be over consumed in order to give 

Earth a chance to recover. He explains: 

I mean, if you milk the cow and cows can be milked they will not die, but 

if you over milk the cow it could die. So this is the problem with nature 

there is a level where you can do exploitation and extraction …so all the 

modern architecture I think is not sustainable…it is not a symbiotic 

relationship... it is parasitic on the Earth… before we were more symbiotic. 

So in general, architecture is a sin, what we are doing right now but…the 

idea now is to make the bill, the hidden bill, smaller if possible. 

Khammash postulates that the only way to achieve wise exploitation of resources is 

biomimicry: 

I think the environment will collapse if we continue this way and may be 

the only way out is that architecture mimics or learns the check list of 

functions that a tree does. So architecture has to, if it wants to survive, it 

has to do whatever a tree is doing, which is; trapping CO2, producing 

Oxygen, harvesting energy, harvesting water, collecting dust from the city, 

filtering the city from dust, reducing noise emissions, providing food for 

us and for the insects and for the birds..ah..self maintaining and drawing 
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providing shelter for us and for insects and for..so all this list if you put 

them, a hi-rise should do the same, and in the future all these surfaces, let 

me see that, now are hit by the sun, these are all lost opportunities, they 

should be farms, urban farms. 

Respect 

- Respect for the environment 

Khammash expresses a concern for the environment and describes this interest from his 

early years: 

Already at high school times I was interested in general landscape issues 

which included land form, the shape of the land, and what is on the land 

including architectural expressions and what people added in terms of 

architectural components as well as flora and geology so you know I do 

not separate the landscape it is continuum one living thing. 

He supports practices that incorporate the environment at the outset and is against practices 

that are apathetic to it.  To illustrate his point of view he stated: “Anytime you do anything, 

you are doing a hole somewhere else and you are shipping the material and you are making 

pollution.” He further expresses his dissatisfaction with contemporary practices that, 

according to Khammash, are causing severe damages to the environment: “I think the 

environment will collapse if we continue this way and maybe the only way out is that 

architecture mimics or learns the check list of functions that a tree does.”  

Khammash adheres to practices that respond sensitively to the circumstances of 

each locale and believes that architects need to understand what he refers to as the natural 

intelligence of a site:   

Why do we have arches? So I was interested to understand the availability 

of stone verses wood, so we have more arches to make smaller span 

because wood covers smaller scale, you know smaller trunks, so this how 

the landscape became the architect, how nature and ecology took design 

decisions this is where I, and this is where I am now interested as well.  
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I think an architectural intervention should listen and pick up and collect 

the maximum amount in terms of quality and quantity of what I call the 

intelligence of the site, so every site has a built in brain or intelligence. 

However, Khammash does not believe in a sentimental view towards the environment. He 

accepts the use of resources but expresses concerns for the limits of resource use:  

Unfortunately, architecture is a sin but it is a sin that we have to live with 

it, I have to do it, like we have to eat so we have to kill the rabbit, but I do 

not like killing rabbits you know, and I wish we find other ways to eat 

without killing the animals, but bad luck and so architecture we have to 

kill nature to build, every time we build a house you are killing nature. … 

So this is the problem with nature there is a level where you can do 

exploitation and extraction. 

Respect for humanity 

Khammash expresses the importance of social responsibility towards all societies. 

He expresses this through his areas of specialization: “I went to ethnoarchaeology which is 

a mixture of anthropology and archaeology but takes the archaeological tools and gives you 

another layer of the…you know, living rural community, nomadic community and 

understanding the ways of survival in their economy.” The economical aptitude of the 

common is widely celebrated in his architecture: 

I am interested in the architecture of the common people … architecture 

that is a continuation of how birds make a nest or how bees make their 

beehives, it is a survival you know, how humans have extended their 

fingers by inventing the tool and then we extend our body by making 

architecture. I like this understanding of architecture, this is architecture to 

me, you know because this means mass application, it makes mass impact. 

I have to remember that in reality I think, I do not know, less than four 

percent of people in the world live in structure that has anything to do with 

architecture the way you understand it, you know? They are all homemade 

homes! So this is where I am interested, in the homemade house, self 

sufficiency of non-academic, non-style, non-fashion architecture.  

He then describes projects he worked on in some villages: 

…so we teach the villagers how to go back and make a self-sufficiency or 

a house that is made from local economy not from the city [..] so every 



 

165 

 

decision I take, shall I get it from Amman with contractor or we build it 

locally, no, we build locally so it looks like this! So the decision of the 

shape had to do then with the socio-economic agenda not an architectural 

agenda. 

Khammash also supports practices that place the aspirations and needs of clients at 

the forefront. He is against practices that tend to celebrate the design excellence of the 

architect at the expense of the users’ welfare and comments on some of the buildings 

designed by local architects: 

[He designs the] huge sculptures and stuffs inside them the miserable life 

of the poor owner. I have a lot of friends who have houses like..Wedad 

Qa’war, suffering in darkness because they want to protect the art piece. It 

is very sad when architects become sculptures or artists and they behave 

and they do these castles. I was vocal and I was attacking them…this is 

rubbish, it is not right. 

6.5.1.2 Applied values of global culture 

 Khammash has a special conception of global values that ought to be adopted and 

applied at the local level. Utilization of modern technology is one of the main values he 

adheres to. He explains the relationship between ideas inspired by the past but built within 

contemporary times as follows:  

Reinterpret...which means you...reinterpret...it is everything...I mean if 

there is a beautiful idea you copy it...copy it, what do you mean by copy...I 

mean you have to build it now with our technology, you cannot trade your 

market that works on the Mumluk technology for construction for one 

project, so you have to use modern abilities in the market, and cutting 

machines and etc. 

He elaborates on the role of technology in shaping our modern environment and adding 

contemporary stamp to already common materials: 
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Now again I am into material, going back into the finishes and the 

materials like Wild Jordan (Figure 6.1) some recycling of 

material...ah...some concrete, how can you push concrete to the edge, I am 

trying to see, because now modernity, I am interested to see how stone 

could be cut into almost bladed cut, because stone, the Romans the 

Nabataeans stone, what is our stone now our stone can go into very fine, 

because we have much advanced technology of shaping stone so I am 

interested to push it to the edge, use it in a way that opens new dimensions. 

 

Figure 6.1 Wild Jordan exterior and interior, Amman. Client: The Jordan River Foundation, 

a private none-profit organization 

 

Source: Ammar Khammash Architects, http://www.khammash.com/Web/Default.aspx, 

retrieved, August 2011 

 

Adopting the latest communication technology is another value that Khammash 

adheres to in practice. He believes the utilization of such technologies will guarantee that 

the complexity of connections of different brains from around the globe will ultimately 

create one brain with an emergent intelligence surpassing the complexity of the individual 

brain: 

Now we have the internet so imagine all this as one brain, how 

complicated now that we have all these brains wired 24/7… now when we 

say invasion or culture forget it, it is finished, now what is happening is 

http://www.khammash.com/Web/Default.aspx
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that I might be much more related to somebody in New York and I might 

design online with somebody in New York.  

As a result of this communication revolution, Khammash views the domination of 

global culture and the dilution of localities as one value of globalization that is extensively 

spreading everywhere which is not necessarily negative: “I think what is going to happen 

with communication, more and more communication, you will have a global melting pot 

that will sort a lot of stuff. I do not know, I think sometimes we are over exaggerating the 

issue of local culture maybe? I think now there is going to be globalization, further 

globalization.”     

6.5.1.3 Critical elements used to conciliate between local and global cultural values 

It is important at this point to summarize the way Khammash views the relationship 

between the local and the global. For him the local is diluting within the global, and as a 

result, he believes that the only thing that is left is the global:  “I used to be conservative 

and protectionist, now I am the opposite.”  Although Khammash believes that globalization 

is sweeping local cultures for the sake of an international global culture he does not view 

this as necessarily negative: “I do not know, I think sometimes we are over exaggerating 

the issue of local culture maybe? I think now there is going to be globalization, further 

globalization.” As a result, he suggests the only local influence likely to survive is 

geography: “I think the only thing will be the site, I think the local it is nothing to do with 

the culture, what culture you know!? There is no culture anymore.” 

Khammash also identified the following as critical elements he adopts in practice to 

incorporate local and global cultural values: 
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1. Open-mindedness   

This element is deeply associated with an architect’s eagerness to know more 

about the interrelated layers shaping context rather than limiting him/herself to the layer of 

architecture. Khammash identified multiple facets associated with this element:  

Having multidisciplinary tools 

Khammash identified his multidisciplinary interest in landscape, land form, painting 

and architecture prior to his specializing in architecture: 

 Already at high school times I was interested in general landscape issues 

which included land form, the shape of the land and what is on the land, 

including architectural expressions and what people added in terms of 

architectural components as well as flora and geology so you know I do 

not separate the landscape, it is a continuum, one living thing.   

I was very young in high school, I became an artist or a painter and 

drawing and painting oh! Was for me a tool of seeing things so it was like 

to check my visual process or to check that I have seen things, I would 

draw them. So drawing was like a kind of inspection you know, 

scrutinizing the subject. If I want to understand the subject I would draw it. 

So I became a painter before I went to study architecture. 

Another discipline of interest to Khammash was ethnoarchaeology. It added a new 

tool to his understanding of the built environment and of vernacular context in which he is 

most interested: 

I knew I wanted more tools, and then I knew that architectural graduate 

school will not give me these tools. So I went to archaeology and 

anthropology so I went to ethnoarchaeology which is a mixture of 

anthropology and archaeology but takes the archaeological tools and gives 

you another layer of the…you know, living…rural community, nomadic 

community and understand the way survival in their economy. 

Geology also provided Khammash another layer of understanding of the environment. As a 

primary source of building materials, Khammash believes that geology is a key field that all 
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students and practicing architects should be aware of and describes his experience with 

geology as follows:  

Jordan became another country so I suddenly have the chance now to go 

back to all places that I thought I knew. Now I can go with new 

tools …which I am also using for architecture. 

That [geology] gave me a much more interesting thing, the landscape 

became three dimensional. With geology you start to get x-ray vision so I 

look at this mountain and I know all the x-ray, I know the layers, the bones, 

you know, for two kilometres or three kilometres, I can…in my head I 

know it, so when I see it, I see the whole pile up of sedimentation of the 

whole thing,...so geology is a fantastic fascination because the way it 

expands the landscape into time, millions of times more than archaeology, 

because archaeology is all about humans. 

Geology is the big ware house to me, that gives me all these materials and 

I can learn from the way geology designs, so I am interested in the geology 

shaping itself by construction and destruction, you know the metabolism 

of geological mechanism, of geological shaping, and…oh…there is no 

way that you use marble that you do not know where it comes from. 

Botany is the other discipline Khammash stresses in his architecture. He believes that 

architecture and botany are very interrelated in a way that architecture can and should 

actually be inspired by botany:  

I think botany and architecture are very overlapped because a plant has its 

site. So botany is another interest of mine, on many layers all the way from 

the ideas it gives me for design, but also in the issues of anthropology, like 

the subject of ethnobotany, and medicinal herbs and all these stuff, also in 

the issue of biomimicry, the way that plants could show us solutions, they 

were designing millions of years before we...I mean…actually plant 

kingdom is much more sophisticated than the animal kingdom and much 

older, you know, I mean, I look at the biomass as one thing and I think that 

the plant kingdom is very exciting to me as an architect because it does 

deal with the light the harvesting of the light, like what architecture should 

do, and will have to do in the future. 
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Inquisitiveness and research 

One important characteristic which distinguishes an architect with a mission of 

serving the local context and adding to it is the continuous inquisitiveness and questioning 

that adds new layers of understanding. Khammash describes his interest in accumulating 

additional knowledge as:  “So I read all the work and I take it further.” For example, he 

describes his interest in geology as one layer that shapes the built environment: 

In geology you are talking about 500-600 million years, so you have a 

huge span of time and space.  In terms of landscape, they normally see it 

as a surface, now I see it as a compilation. Then I can position us as 

humans, what we are doing now in architecture in this bigger picture. 

Khammash confirms the importance of this depth of contextual knowledge when he says: 

“you cannot just go and use the stone of Amman for buildings and you have no clue of 

what it is!” 

Experimentation 

Another aspect the open-minded criteria, is avoiding replicating oneself throughout 

the different projects and being open to different expressions. This means dealing with each 

new design challenge as an experiment in which the architect is discovering new issues 

related to the whole design process.  Khammash states: “I think we all experiment, I mean 

every design is an experiment, if you do not experiment you will get nothing new.” 

Khammash justifies his anti-style position on this basis:: 

The minute you have a style you do not think, and you are not critical, so 

even if you think you found the solution, and if you think this is the 

ultimate solution forever, then there is no critical reflection, that is the 

ultimate solution for that day for that project, and in two years, I should 

look back at it and say, oh...I should have done it better, or otherwise I am 

not moving anywhere. In two three years I am a different person, I have 
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seen more, and there are new technologies and new abilities and new needs 

it is a new world, if you freeze you die. 

2. Having a vision and believing in it 

Khammash identifies the importance of having a coherent vision that guides the 

architect through the different phases of practice. According to him, vision is associated 

with self-esteem, which is a key factor in believing in one’s capacity to practice and make 

changes as desired:   

I came back in 1988. I had no office, the only thing I had was a bag on my 

back, but I was already working in sites, so I would do fund raising 

and…so then I did Umm Qais, Biet Malkawi and Umm Qais Museum. I 

was doing Aqaba, Shrief Bin Ali house and Museum and then later 

Ma’daba and Dara al-Funoon.  So all these times I had no office, so I did 

lot of building without an office and I never worked for any other architect. 

Khammash also identifies working hard towards the application of his personal statement 

as another key factor in vision: 

… personally, probably I would like to do in the future examples on my 

own, so I might go a little bit developer, become a developer, so I pick a 

site or two every year and I make my own statement. It could be 

apartments’ buildings or studios, or offices whatever, and that means I am 

my own client and I do what I like. 

Interest in the local built environment is also central to Khammash’s vision: “I am 

the first person ever to say ok vernacular, let’s understand why it looks like this, abstract 

vernacular stuff … I wanted to understand why they make the wall like this, why the arch 

like that.”  
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3. Combining practice with academy 

Khammash is one of the few architects in Jordan successful in combining their 

practice with academic teaching.  Khammash has his own office where he focuses on his 

practice and teaches a design course for graduate students at the Graduate School of 

Architecture, Planning and Preservation, Columbia University, USA.   As a result, 

Khammash identified some advantages of this practice-academic relationship.  

Thinking outside the box 

Khammash suggests that architects should not limit themselves to conventional 

problem solving techniques. He believes architects should seek wider, more creative 

approaches. He illustrates this in his description of his teaching approach: “the idea was to 

push them to think outside the box, to think like physicians, like a doctor, an architect is 

like a doctor, problem solving and an architect should not be like an artist, should be more 

serious.” 

Anti-Intuitive approach 

Khammash also stresses that architects are not artists and that the work of the 

architect is concerned with the constraints and opportunities of the context rather than just 

intuitive stances of artistic genius. This serves to underlie his position that the site is the 

designer which is described in the following point.   
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4. The site as the designer 

Throughout his career, Khammash has always relied on the site for his design 

solutions: “…you listen to the site without pushing it.”  He further adds that sites are very 

sensitive and thus, an architect should pay close attention to what they say: 

If you want to listen to the site, to the story of the site so you have to have a 

tabula rasa, a clean board so the site can, because sometimes sites are very 

shy, they are very, they whisper they are not, they are not yelling, we are 

yelling and we do not listen to them, we are too loud as architects, so the 

site is crushed you know. 

5. Methodology not style 

Khammash believes architectural design is more about methodology than readymade 

classified styles. His describes his methodology as including the following six processes: 

Look for design precedents within a specific geography 

When a client is interested in a certain style, Khammash searches the past as an 

important source of inspiration, but he has his own way of dealing with the precedent which 

he describes as follows:   

I go back to Mumluk books, I will do it and I will tell you on one condition, 

we are not Mumluks, we cannot do one hundred and one nights, but then 

let’s understand what was so special about the Mumluks in Jordan, so I 

would make you a Kerak Mumluk house. So I would look at the Mumluk 

stuff that has rubbed against the Jordanian ecology so I would not look at 

Mumluk in Cairo. I will look at the Jordanian Mumluk period because I am 

interested in history and for another bigger reason because I think you have 

the right if you want to live your life in that way and you have a dream you 

have the right to realize your dream and I will help you to build your dream. 

You know I cannot go and say; no you have to live in a modern house, ok? 
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Reinterpreting design precedents 

Khammash does not believe in copying the past. He believes that the past represents 

the circumstances, needs, and technology of the time. Thus for him, to be inspired by the 

past means it has to be strongly related to the present:   

But another condition I would like or bargain with you or convince you is 

let’s not do a Mumluk house but let’s do a contemporary house inspired by 

Mumluk values. So it is a modern house at the end it is going to be built in 

2013, we never be Mumluk, we cannot put time back, but it can be inspired, 

it can be reinterpreting Mumluk light, quality of light, or proportions,  or 

material, or space or etc. anything or even ornaments even little details, 

fine and even fabric we can go in research and look what the Mumluks 

were doing.. 

He explains reinterpretation as follows: “I mean if there is a beautiful idea you copy it; 

what do you mean by copy? …I mean you have to build it now with our technology.”  

Dynamic nature of design methodology 

Khammash’s definition of the dynamic nature of design does not mean using a 

different process for every project (“… actually this is another headache, and it is a very 

bad business idea, that you invent the wheel every time, every client I have, every project, I 

go back erase everything that I know and I start from zero.”) and instead describes it as 

being driven by the site: 

I think that the site is a methodology and the site being an architect can 

lead you slowly and it will come up with a group of decisions you call 

them concept that is your problem, I do not know what I call them..I call 

them architecture, intervention, whatever…, so that is a methodology, 

because every time it is different.  
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Accumulated in nature 

Khammash also views the dynamic nature of design as a process of accumulation or 

layering, which builds iteratively upon previous knowledge and tools accumulated 

throughout an architect’s education and practice: 

I mean I keep my tools but I do not take results of these tools from other 

sites and apply them to this site so I use the tools, that are abstract tools, 

you know, and those get sharper and better in time, tools that pick data 

from the site and react to the listening to the site and all that stuff. 

For Khammash, this process is extremely accumulative: “… because for me I have all the tools, 

geology, hydrology, ecology, botany.” 

No concept 

Khammash does not support the idea of a design concept in any preconceived and 

objective way:  “I am very allergic to the word concept, it is a terrible word… every student 

will say my concept...I do not know, design without a concept, who cares!... I think 

listening to the site is a methodology not a concept …go to the site and do not worry about 

the concept.”  

Multidisciplinary expertise to be involved when needed 

Khammash acknowledges the contribution of special expertise to his projects design 

process whenever it was needed to inform his design process:  

 Sometimes I get help, sometimes, you know, like in Wild Jordan, we got a 

botanist to do surveys and they found like thirty, twenty something species 

of local indigenous Jordanian flora, […] you can get a group of botanists 

and they will do base line survey, what they call, which is instead of 

topography you have botanist and they actually look at the whole site and 

tell you these are the species that we found, so sometimes you get 

multidiscipline people to help you if you need more information. 
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6. Social responsibility 

Khammash stresses the architect’s commitment to social responsibility.  For him the 

architect should be dedicated to fulfilling the client’s aspirations and needs rather than 

exhibiting his own design excellence: 

I am working under the instruction of the site and the client, because at the 

end the client is paying. And I am not an artist, I am an artist actually but 

when I paint these paintings I own the canvas I own the color, but if you 

come to me and you want me to make you a house, I do not behave like an 

artist with your money, you should be in the driver’s seat I am co-pilot.  

Nonetheless, Khammash stresses that it is the responsibility of the architect to direct 

and provide sincere advice to the client: “I am the co-pilot; I make sure that you do not 

make an accident. And I make sure you and the site take all decisions.”  Another facet of 

social responsibility is responsibility towards the environment.  Khammash shows a huge 

interest and concern for issues related to water and green solutions: 

 I am more now interested in bigger issues like hydrology, water footprint 

for Amman the city and green, hydrology and botany and plants, which I 

think together can make better architecture. I am also interested a little bit 

in intelligent materials and also interested a little bit in manufacturing and 

labour and recycling. So if we could make something that uses extra stones 

in East Amman, I like trying to find a finish that is based on dumps and 

piles and piles of extra stones that are now thrown at the eastern side of the 

city. Recycle them and do something contemporary. The bigger thing is the 

issues of hydrology and grey water, and environment and energy.  It is not 

functional for an individual client, you have to have political will and  

government intervention where there is a political decision to lump or to do 

conglomerate  or group the whole neighbourhood, because if you do grey 

water for one house it is not enough.  But if the government says I will 

exempt you or I will buy back grey water from you, then this where I will 

be excited. I am interested in arranging a better working building skin. I 

think this skin is not working so we can do a better skin that sweats right, 

and cools and heats and does the blood circulations right, so this is where I 

will be excited much more. 
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7. Critical reflection 

Khammash’s interview responses reinforce the role of critical reflection in any work 

of architecture. He believes that it assists practicing architects in developing tools and 

knowledge: 

 Even if you think you found the solution, and if you think this is the 

ultimate solution forever, then there is no critical reflection, that is the 

ultimate solution for that day for that project, and in two years, I should 

look back at it and say, oh, I should have done it better, or otherwise I am 

not moving anywhere. In two three years I am a different person, I have 

seen more, and there is new technologies and new abilities and new needs 

it is a new world, if you freeze you die. 

In contrast, Khammash is critical of practitioners who freeze themselves within the mold of 

a particular style: 

I am worried about architects that found the flavour and now they give 

everybody the same dish every time because they have a style. But also 

envy them because they make a lot of money much more than I do, because 

they have drawers full of all the detailing and the elements and so every 

new client that comes actually, they take the program and shake the 

elements and instead of the balcony here it becomes here! I have the 

problem that I am not branded, I do not want to be branded into rubble 

stone or arches or.. 

6.5.1.4 Opportunities of incorporating local and global values 

When asked about the opportunities for incorporating local and global views, 

Khammash saw a number of opportunities that could make the incorporation process more 

effective.  Specifically, having a wider view of architecture is one major opportunity. 

Khammash believes limiting oneself to one specific style of architecture is short sighted 

and risks eventually falling behind fashion waves and fluctuations: 
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 I am leaving architecture, for a while, I am feeling not interested in 

architecture as a profession, I am not going to the office and I am a little bit 

critical of what is happening, because there is a lot of politics and there is a 

lot of business which I do not like and also I am leaving architecture 

because you have a lot of obsession in the image and then you have the 

green movement which also goes fanatic in the green, eccentric, so maybe I 

can see better while a little bit outside, so I am trying to leave a little bit 

and look from a distance at architecture. I am more now interested in 

bigger issues like hydrology, water footprint for Amman the city and green, 

hydrology and botany and plants. Which I think together can make better 

architecture. 

  Khammash also views materials, labour and recycling as potential but currently 

wasted opportunities within the context of local architecture: 

… also interested a little bit in manufacturing and labour and recycling so 

[for example] if we could make something that uses extra stones in East 

Amman, I would like trying to find a finish that is based on dumps and 

piles and piles of extra stones that are now thrown at the eastern side of the 

city. Recycle them and do something contemporary. 

6.5.1.5 Constraints  

Khammash also sees a number of constraints facing the incorporating the local and 

the global. For example, one major limitation he sees is inconsiderate architects who are 

insensitive to the context in which they are designing: 

I think an architectural intervention should listen and pick up and collect 

the maximum amount in terms of quality and quantity of what I call the 

intelligence of the site, so every site has a built in brain or intelligence, and 

often that site has more intelligence before you add an ugly building on it. 

This is a big problem of architects, they come to an empty site they think it 

is empty, for me it is much fuller before they touch it, in all kind of ways. 

Another major limitation Khammash identifies is clients. He stresses that in order to 

have a business as well  as respect for the clients’ aspirations and needs the architect may 

compromise some of the issues that he believes important and limit himself to the role of 
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the guide. As a result, Khammash is currently thinking of doing his own projects and, thus, 

can represent his own statements to the public: 

…personally, I probably would like to do in the future examples on my 

own, so I might go little bit a developer, become a developer, so I pick a 

site or two every year and I make my own statement, which is, it could be 

apartments buildings or studios, or offices whatever, and that means I am 

my own client and I do what I like. 

Another constraint Khammash identified is the lack of visionary governmental 

agencies: “I think the main constraint is the political system, I do not have patience, 

sometimes I am asked for opinion by the mayor, but I do not think that they have the 

patience, they are very short sighted.” He describes one incident that happened with him 

during one of his projects to illustrate his point: 

I remember a funny reaction, because once I was doing one of these vaults 

in Bella and of course we use local stones and everything, and then of 

course we plaster them, and then somebody came from the ministry and he 

said: how stupid you plastered the beautiful stone, I said stone is not 

beautiful, I do not care, you know, it is structural!      

Similarly, he also has concerns about collaboration with governmental agencies in 

recycling projects that are directed for the public benefit: 

The bigger thing is the issue of hydrology and grey water, and environment 

and energy, it is not functional for an individual client, you have to have 

political will and government intervention where there is a political 

decision to lump or … to group the whole neighbourhood.  Because if you 

do grey water for one house it is not enough, but if the government says I 

will exempt you or I will buy back grey water from you, then this where I 

will be excited.     

Khammash also identified planning policies and regulations as another major constraint 

that hinders the incorporation of the local and the global: 

I think in fifty years we will be doing what we are doing now which is 

shaped by a lot of stuff mostly by silly things like urban planning land 
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divisions and housing types … and setbacks. …Most of the architectures is 

done already by this, done by the municipality. So you have your piece of 

land with its regulations and now inside you fill in your master piece 

ok…but it is too late you know, because you have the assigned piece of 

land and you have the regulations, so you already have the shape of it. 

Finally, the most significan constraint Khammash thinks is affecting the contemporary 

architectural practice scene in Jordan, and the world in genera,l is the dominancy of real-

estate developers and the related spread of fashion driven architecture:  

I am feeling not interested in architecture as a profession, I am not going to 

the office and I am a little bit critical of what is happening, because there is 

a lot of politics and there is a lot of business which I do not like and also I 

am leaving architecture because you have a lot of obsession in the image 

and then you have the green movement which also goes fanatic in the green, 

eccentric.. 

My dream is to be given a good part of the poorest part, Zarqa, Wehdat, 

where we buy water from the sinks in the kitchens and we have a beautiful 

line of Euokilibtus trees and we see the mosquitoes, and then we start in 

that neighbourhood harvesting the leaves and do Euokilibtus oil which is 

beautiful material for soap and shampoo and sell it for medical company. 

That’s where I like, that’s where architecture should be in terms of town 

planning, government policy, and botany and ecology altogether not a 

matter of arch or square it is not fashion. 

6.5.1.6 Synopsis 

This section summarizes this key informant’s responses to the five areas of concern 

into the key themes identified for each area.  The following table (Table 6.1) will also be 

used in chapter 7 along with the other 4 key informant responses as a means to contrast and 

compare their different views and to facilitate extracting the general lessons and 

conclusions. 
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Table 6.1 Ammar Khammash  

Areas of concern Key Themes 

 

1. Applied enduring values of 

Islamic culture 

 

Adaptability and continuity 

Diversity and variety 

Innovation 

Unity 

Equity 

Modesty 

Respect (for the environment and for human)  

2. Applied values of global 

culture 

Utilization of modern technology 

Latest communication technology 

3. Critical elements used to 

incorporate local and global 

cultural values  

Open-mindedness 

Having multidisciplinary tools 

Inquisitiveness and research 

Experimentation 

Having a vision and believing in it 

Combining practice with academia 

Thinking outside the box 

Anti-intuitive approach 

The site as the designer 

Methodology not style 

Look for design precedents within a specific geography 

Reinterpreting design precedents 

Dynamic nature of design methodology 

Accumulated nature 

No concept 

Multidisciplinary expertise is involved when needed 

Social responsibility 

Critical reflection 

4. Opportunities  Having distant wider scope view over architecture 

Materials, labor, and recycling  

5. Constraints  Inconsiderate architects 

Client 

Lack of visionary governmental agencies 

Planning policies and regulations 

The dominancy of real-estate developers and the wide spread of 

image based architecture 

 

 Khammash suggested that his “Wild Jordan” project was the building that best 

reflects his design approach.  The project was initiated through a long process of 
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researching and establishing a knowledge base for the project.  He described his project as 

involving knowledge from botany, urban studies as well as architecture.  Khammash sought 

the input of specialized botanists who surveyed the vegetation on site.  He emphasized the 

role of the site “as the designer” through his learning from numerous site visits at different 

times and in different seasons.  His site visits were intended to capture a wide spectrum of 

information associated with the characteristics and personality of the site. The building was 

left on an exposed column structure reflecting the value of respect for the natural 

environment. The architect decided to avoid disturbing the already existing biological 

system. As a result, the building stood humbly using the local stone and the cubical form of 

the surrounding built context. Energy efficiency was taken into consideration through 

careful consideration of the building’s orientation and the ratio of openings. Moreover, the 

interior was carefully designed using recycled materials.  

6.5.2 Ayman Zuaiter 

6.5.2.1  Applied enduring values of Islamic culture and building tradition in 

contemporary Jordanian architecture 

Adaptability and continuity 

 Driven by his interest in local culture and sensitivity to the uniqueness of each 

locale, Zuaiter believes that this is a natural reflection of Islam’s conception of cultural 

differences.  As stated in his previous writings (Zuaiter (2002, p. 1) : 

 It should be borne in mind that any effort to define Islamic architecture as a 

style will not be useful. It is rather “architecture of space.” The diversity of 

expression in the Islamic world, as I believe, is due to how Islam perceives 

the cultural differences between people as a sign of God’s tremendous and 

infinite creativity. We read in the holy Quran; “O mankind! We created you 
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from a male and a female, and made you into nations and tribes, that you 

may know each other. Verily the most honoured of you in the sight of God 

is he who is the most righteous of you.  

 Zuaiter believes new tools developed in contemporary times are means not ends in 

themselves. He explains that tools are there to serve by enhancing designs that respect and 

respond to the challenges and peculiarities of each local context: 

The architect owns or has the contemporary tools of architecture. The 

tools of design and construction, he has to have a deep and profound 

understanding of it. These have to be tools but not aims or targets by 

themselves; to produce architecture that suits the peculiarity of the place 

he is designing in. Look architecture is a sort of container of human 

activity, this human activity is special in accordance to the place, cultural 

background, an architect has to answer this question, having the 

contemporary tools and his deep understanding of it will give a better 

product, which is not a blind imitation of, or museum-ized piece, at the 

same time his understanding of our local culture will emerge a successful 

project, people will not feel alienated from it.   

  For Zuaiter, adaptability entails respecting new emerging challenges within the 

local context. He described one of his projects, Abu Darwish Plaza, in Amman, Jordan, 

where he was faced with challenges regarding the existing urban fabric:  

There was something called Amman Commission formed by the mayor 

with a number of consultants one of them was Ammar Khammash. He 

advised that Amman has very beautiful scenes from above, so we take out 

one of the houses here and to have a terrace they call it viewing window on 

the city. I suggested a children’s library, then the mayor told me let it be a 

children’s cultural center. Its shape was like that enclosing the space with 

this; buildings were shaped like this so a very beautiful plaza was shaped.  

It was turned into a pedestrian plaza with the terrace we designed here. 

There was a Waqf school that is associated with the mosque and the 

mosque was renting it to the Ministry of Education for young children; and 

the rent covered the expenses of the mosque. The project was going to 

cancel it but we insisted on maintaining it, now when we opened, a very 

interesting thing, when we removed this building, it had no value, in order 

to open the very beautiful view we discovered that the third floor of the 

school is blocking the view, so we decided to remove this floor and 

compensate them with the space under the terrace. So I compensated them 

with a beautiful courtyard. I removed the undesired floor and opened the 
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view. It was like a surgery. I feel myself a lot like a cook, when I work on a 

certain image putting certain element, how the cook tastes the spices and 

ingredients..Exactly like this… as an architect I feel myself a lot as a cook 

par excellence. 

Diversity and variety 

 As indicated above, Zuaiter believes that diversity is central to the principles of 

Islam as it is a natural reflection of Islam’s conception of cultural differences. Zuaiter 

indicates that new contemporary tools are not meant to eliminate diversity: 

The architect owns or has the contemporary tools of architecture. The 

tools of design and construction, he has to have a deep and profound 

understanding of it. These have to be means but not ends or targets in 

themselves; to produce architecture that suits the peculiarity of the place 

he is designing in. look architecture is a sort of container of human 

activity, this human activity is special in accordance to the place, cultural 

background, an architect has to answer this question, having the 

contemporary tools and his deep understanding of it will give a better 

product, which is not a blind imitation of, or museum-ized piece, at the 

same time his understanding of our local culture will produce a successful 

project, people will not feel alienated from it. 

Zuaiter does not negate the necessity of openness to other cultures. But such openness does 

not imply ignoring the integrity of the local. Zuaiter prefers a more balanced and mature 

interaction:  

The whole issue is that belonging to my culture does not imply enclosing 

from the other at all, and openness to the other does not imply diluting in 

him. I appreciate the tremendous contributions and proposals of the west 

in architecture, but I have my own specificity, I make use and learn from 

their experience, I have to be very open.    

Innovation 

 Zuaiter (2002, p. 1) has previously postulated that creativity and innovation are 

encouraged in Islam as a reflection of god’s creativity in creation: “The diversity of 

expression in the Islamic world, as I believe, is due to how Islam perceives the cultural 
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differences between people as a sign of God’s tremendous and infinite creativity.” 

According to Zuaiter, innovation is related to openness to other cultures and the discovery 

of new tools that will allow for experimentation and the evolution of creative solutions.  

Unity 

 In reviewing a number of different Islamic architectural precedents, Zauiter found 

that despite their variety, they have some common traits that can be traced. These 

commonalities included “the unique harmony and unity of its tissue, open spaces and nature 

and covered spaces with all its elements; walls, ceilings, arcades..etc.” (Zuaiter 1999, p. 1). 

Zuaiter has also previously identified other traits through his practice (2002, p. 2):  

Generally speaking, in Islamic planning, the axes of movement are 

different and free from the organizational axes. This concept is rarely 

utilized by architects in our region. This leads us to what I call 

phenomena apparent across the Islamic World, and that is that “spaces of 

transition” the existence of that space, though rarely noticed by practicing 

architects, plays a major role in the timeless beauty of this architecture. 

 

Similarly, in his previously published work (Zuaiter,1999, p. 1) he describes this  

as “the neighbourhood space contains some of the traits and aesthetic values of 

traditional planning; approach, indirect entrance axis, and gradual discovery and 

exposure of architectural elements.”  

Equity  

Zauiter stresses that promoting equity and sense of community amongst the different social 

strata is a crucial trait characteristic of traditional Islamic urban fabric. He describes this in 

the context of one of his visits to Morocco (Figures 6.2 and 6.3): 
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The rich and the poor live in the same neighbourhoods and the richness of 

the rich is expressed in the interior. So from the exterior the alleys and the 

doors of the houses look very similar. In my last visit to Morocco, it is my 

first visit by the way, I ascended to the roof of one of the houses and I 

started to take photos of the urban fabric and observe it. I observed some 

of the courtyards of some houses, I took photos of them, there is this 

small square yard with lavish ornamentation as if it was a piece of 

Andalusia and close to it there was this other courtyard characterized to 

be very simple, bleaching and very simple. So I personally witnessed the 

internal expression of wealth. It is obvious that the first one has the 

money to spend on ornamentation and the other one didn’t but they both 

have their private part of the sky. This is very important value, the rich 

and the poor are adjacent. It shows how the community is strongly related, 

when an individual is out of his house he is part of that bigger whole. 

 

 

Figure 6.2 to the left, court 

yard in Morocco-ornamented 

Figure 6.3 to the right, court 

yard in Morocco-simple 

Source: Ayman Zuaiter, 

visit to Morocco, 2011 

 

Accordingly, Zuaiter is more interested in projects that speak to the larger public 

realm and which are directed to serve the less fortunate strata of society. He described this 

intent in one of his projects: 

Abu-Darwish pedestrian plaza was the first pedestrian plaza in Amman 

and we were assigned to design it. It is a case of something that was 

designed for the local people of the area. Behind the mosque there is a 

very chaotic urban space, they decided to develop it into the first 

pedestrian plaza in Eastern Amman in order to do something for the area 

and not always have the designs for Western Amman.     
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Modesty 

Zuaiter views modesty as including the wise exploitation of the potential of building 

materials. He sees every project is an opportunity to experiment with materials and expose 

a new characteristic that adds another layer to how a material can be treated and 

implemented.  In his previous publications (2002, p. 1) he states: “in early decades, it was 

essential for a builder or “master mason” to acquire knowledge of the capabilities and 

limitations of the variable building material. Those rules were just a platform for unlimited 

variety of designs.”  This concept is illustrated by Jordan River Foundation in Figure 6.4, 

which is one of his projects in Aqaba: 

In the elevations the harsh sun of Aqaba and they, as a foundation, are 

dealing with handicrafts. For example, they have workshops for the 

leaves of banana they do baskets and screens and they employ women to 

do this, they use the leaves of Halfa (Cattail Reeds), it grows at the Jordan 

Valley area, they use it to make baskets and chair seats, we thought to 

have screens on the elevations to screen the strong sun using their work 

(handicrafts).  They are also dealing with Bani Hamida rugs, the idea was 

to make screens from the same materials, threads of rugs that they use, 

but it appeared that this material might not bear the climate outside, so we 

moved to Halfa (Cattail Reeds) leaves, but they need to water it every 

once and a while. It is now built, the main skeleton is steel structure, and 

we will soon insert wooden frames wrapped with Halfa (Cattail Reeds) 

[…] it is all local material, wood, the Halfa leaves but with contemporary 

expression, to use these things in architecture to screen the sun is an 

important experiment to us, to pursue the idea. 
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Figure 6.4 Jordan River Foundation, Aqaba. Client: The Jordan River Foundation, a 

private none-profit organization.    

Source: Ayman Zuaiter, personal interview, 2010 

 Furthermore, Zuaiter views simplicity as another asset of modesty. He describes one 

of his projects, the Insurance Buildings in Amman (Figure 6.5) as follows:  

The idea of insurance we thought of it as an envelope of split stone 

(untreated stone-you bring a block of stone and you hit it and it splits). 

This is one of the attempts to exhibit the aesthetics of the Jordanian stone 

that is not exploited yet. It has lots of potentials that are not exploited yet 

in my opinion, so we thought of making a skin of this split stone, big 

courses of stone envelopes a glass box. Here comes the idea of insurance, 

insurance of something fragile through the stone. So it is a very simple 

expression, and in my opinion the strength of design is its simplicity and 

in the materials used. The stone enveloping the glass will give a very 

powerful contrast.  
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Figure 6.5 The Insurance Building, Amman. Private client 

Source: Ayman Zuaiter, personal interview, 2010 

Respect 

- For the environment 

Zuaiter believes that respect for the environment entails the use of local building 

materials that will cause no harm to the environment during the building life cycle 

(construction stage, life span and demolition).  

- For humanity 

Zuaiter believes that respect for humanity entails several aspects. For him, one of 

the most important aspects is related to having a sense of social responsibility towards  

society as a whole. Through his projects, Zuaiter demonstrates his concerns for 

representing the local community, its work and life and how this, in turn, can fosters  

relationships between local buildings and users.  In the majority of his projects, Zuaiter 
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attempts to create a micro-urban space with a main circulation hub to facilitate an 

interactive friendliness among the users and the buildings. He describes this concept in the 

context of one of his projects, The Jordan River Foundation as illustrated in Figure 6.4: 

We said that we wanted to protect from the strong sun, and we want to use 

local material from their work-handicraft. This was the major concept of 

our work; it is to have the color of straw. Within the grid of the steel 

structure we insert the wooden frames. We experimented a lot with the 

screens. This is an image that expresses the crack within the city which 

achieves a sort of friendliness between the user and the building this is 

something main in all our work. 

Privacy 

Zuaiter suggests in previous publications that there are a number of characteristics 

of the traditional Islamic city that are rarely noticed and thus not utilized by contemporary 

practicing architects. For example, Zuaiter (2002, p. 2) states: 

This leads us to what I call phenomena apparent across the Islamic World, 

and that is “spaces of transition” the existence of that space, though rarely 

noticed by practicing architects, plays a major role in the timeless beauty of 

this architecture. 

These “spaces of transition” allow for a sort of hierarchy in the transition between the 

different realms of space from public, semi-public, semi-private and private.  Zuaiter (2002) 

describes these spaces as playing a very important role in isolating yet connecting the main 

spaces. He suggests these principles of approach, indirect entrance axes, and gradual 

discovery and exposure of architectural elements can be applied in many contemporary 

architectural spaces. 
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6.5.2.2 Applied values of global culture 

Zuaiter believes the different values that affect the local context and from which 

local practitioners can benefit can be incorporated into construction technologies and 

structural systems around the globe: 

I think that reality imposes dealing with certain values that are becoming 

shared between all cultures like, for example, it is mainly technical 

structural systems, for example, that are shared among the globe and 

became also common in our society like concrete, now the steel. 

 Zuaiter also identified planning principles and social factors such as work and family 

organizational structure as factors affecting cities around the world: work organization and 

family structure: 

The nature of functions that the clients ask us to design for is also 

becoming global values; open space planning of the offices, the vanishing 

of the extended family and the evolution of the nucleus family all of this 

affect design. Social change is one of the factors that affected architecture, 

yet it is not the only one. 

Zuaiter also views design language or expression as tools.  For example, in the he Jordan 

River Foundation project (illustrated in Figure 6.6) Zuaiter describes this:  

If you are walking here you can feel that at a certain point in the crack you 

can see the city. It has to do with the gradual exposure of the traditional 

city as you gradually discover the space, and it is also a way in dealing 

with the site, I feel this way has to do with echoing the traditional values in 

planning, same time the lines are very much contemporary. If you look at it 

there are free standing walls, voids, the stair and how it is suspended 

between two walls all of these you can feel as contemporary tools of design 

basically we have no problem, we use these tools but with the spirit that 

belongs to us.  
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6.5.2.3 Critical elements used to conciliate between local and global cultural values 

Zuaiter identified several elements that he adheres to in order to incorporate local 

and global values. These are described as follows.                                                                

1. Obtaining profound knowledge of latest design and construction tools 

According to Zuaiter, in order for an architect to successfully manipulate the local 

and the global, he or she should function on both levels:  

The architect owns or has the contemporary tools of architecture. The tools 

of design and construction, he has to have a deep and profound 

understanding of it. These have to be tools but not aims or targets by itself; 

to produce architecture that suits the peculiarity of the place he is designing 

Figure 6.6 The crack in Jordan River Foundation building, Aqaba 

 

Source: Ayman Zuaiter, personal interview, 2010 
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in. look architecture is a sort of container of human activity, this human 

activity is special in accordance to the place, cultural background, an 

architect has to answer this question, having the contemporary tools and his 

deep understanding of it will give a better product, which is not a blind 

imitation of, or museum-ized piece, at the same time his understanding of 

our local culture will emerge a successful project, people will not feel 

alienated from it. 

He stressed that “conciliation is the use of contemporary tools and architects must be totally 

be open to it, without feeling inferior or underestimating one’s own local culture.” For 

Zuaiter, this entails a number of sub themes.  The first sub theme Zuaiter identifies is 

experimentation with local materials, as new technologies give the architect new tools to 

discover the potentials of materials. He illustrates this by describing his Jordan River 

Foundation (Figures 6.4 and 6.6) project in Aqaba: 

We decided that we wanted to protect from the strong sun, and we want to 

use local material from their work-handicraft. This was the major concept 

of our work; it is to have the color of straw. Within the grid of the steel 

structure we insert the wooden frames. We experimented a lot with the 

screens […] it is all local material, wood, the Halfa leaves but with 

contemporary expression. To use these things in architecture to screen the 

sun is an important experiment to us, to pursue the idea. 

In another project, the Insurance Building (see Figure 6.5), he describes his 

experimentation with stone: 

Of course we want a local flavour which will be created using stone at the 

same time we thought of the idea of insurance as an envelope of split stone 

(untreated stone-you bring a block of stone and you hit it and it splits) this 

is one of the attempts to exhibit the aesthetics of the Jordanian stone that is 

not exploited yet, it has lots of potentials that are not exploited yet in my 

opinion. So we thought of making a skin of this split stone, big courses of 

stone, as if it envelopes a glass box, here comes the idea of insurance, 

insurance of something fragile through the stone. So it is a very simple 

expression, and in my opinion the strength of design is its simplicity and in 

the materials used; the stone enveloping the glass will give a very powerful 

contrast. 

The Jordanian stone is there and here the local context is strongly present; 

very powerful expression, same time the glass inside. It has this 
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conciliation. It has a sort of mix between the two. We have no problem in 

fighting with it to conciliate with it. This is very important; to feel that I 

have a problem and I want to deal and reach a compromise with it; to 

conciliate with it.  

2. Profound understanding of the context  

Zuaiter suggests an understanding of context is a critical source of inspiration in 

developing design solutions.  Zuaiter believes a project’s context, function, vision and site 

should be wisely explored and exploited in order to provoke creative design solutions. To 

illustrate his point, he described his Raghadan Bus Terminal project (illustrated in Figure 

6.7) as follows: 

Raghadan Bus Terminal, was to be a bus terminal and same time it will 

have shopping and restaurants in downtown, you have the huge Roman 

Theatre and there is the smaller theatre and there is what they call the 

Hashemia Plaza now it has been all removed and they are doing a renewal 

to it as a park. Here there was a bus terminal but it was so chaotic in a bad 

situation. So the project was to design the building that has the restaurants 

and shops, at the same time the ground floor is left free for the circulation 

of transport. The site has a slight curve and it has a mosque. There is a 

regulation that whatever mosque you remove you have to build another one 

on the same site. With the negotiations and discussions with the Japanese 

we decided to have a linear project on the street elevation; a linear building, 

so we took a section here and another one here and at the middle we had a 

piazza that connects the two sections since they are very linear and here is 

the street and this the Citadel Mountain (Jabal Al-Qala’a) which has 

Amman Citadel at the top. Now it was discovered that tourists like to have 

a walk in downtown across the Roman theatres and then they ascend to the 

mountain to discover the Citadel. So we had two intersecting axes, this was 

one axis and there was another intersecting axis and here there was a one 

level difference between this level and this other one and here there is al-

Joufeh Mountain. It is very folk, people ascend from it they cross the street 

and they can go to the Citadel Mountain. We considered this as an 

important pedestrian axis crossing through the project. So we designed a 

plaza here. Now here there is car movement, it is lifted on columns and the 

access to the city from beneath. So we freed the upper and lower ground 

floors for the movement of cars and now we have a void to down. Now 

here there is a stair and there was a pedestrian bridge, steel bridge that 

crosses from here to the other side.. there is a connection and there is a stair 

here that ascends to the citadel… so we designed the joint that when 

someone reaches here he either continue to the stair or descends to the city, 
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but this pedestrian bridge solved the problem of the people who want to 

cross without crossing the street and linked the project with the existing 

tissue. The challenge in these projects is how to connect with the edges of 

the city.. I feel that the architect is doing stitching; this is how I like to call 

it. Here we have a pedestrian plaza, users can get up by the stair to cross 

the bridge to the other side of the street having continuity with the two 

mountains through our project, and this forms a plaza of interconnection 

between the different axes. Here there is a stair from the opposite street and 

crosses through a pedestrian bridge to the upper level. There are several 

stairs that connects the people above and creates another circulation spine. 

We located the mosque here, it is a small mosque, and being located in a 

big plaza, so we imagined it as a small jewel that sets nicely within the 

plaza. An important architectural point is that when we wanted to deal with 

the elevation which is very long and being so it fulfiled our ambition for an 

effective elevation that affects the city. If we decided to leave it in one 

piece, we felt that it is too bulky, too long and taking into consideration the 

urban texture of the surrounding buildings, we have divided it into series of 

terraces that sometimes overlook this side and in other times they overlook 

the other. So we sliced the building into masses and voids; succession of 

open covered spaces. It fragments the mass of the building in order to have 

more harmony with the surrounding urban texture same time visually when 

you move it opens to either sides so there is always a visual connection […] 

we have used stone and the architectural language has light arches that 

interacts with our local culture and it had fair face concrete, columns, 

beams, so it was a combination of fair face concrete and stone architecture. 

In large span spaces we had fair face, rounded columns; we did not tend to 

fabricate something traditional in large spans that tend to be a bit strange.  
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Figure 6.7 Raghadan Bus Terminal, Amman. Client: Ministry of Public Transport   

Source: Ayman Zuaiter, personal interview, 2010 
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3. Profound understanding of local culture and openness to other cultures 

  A third critical element of conciliation identified by Zuaiter is an understanding of 

one’s own culture and openness to other cultures.  He argues that “incorporation entails the 

use of contemporary tools and to totally be open to it without feeling inferior or 

underestimating one’s local culture.” He laments the distrust shown by some local 

architects and intellectuals towards their own culture: “let me tell you something, we should 

start to see ourselves with our own eyes not the eyes of the others. A French philosopher 

told an Arab once that you should start to see yourselves with your eyes not the eyes of the 

others.” For Zuaiter, this means making a serious effort to understand the individuality and 

uniqueness of one’s local culture, yet be critically open to fertilization from other cultures: 

The whole issue is that belonging to my culture does not imply enclosing 

from the other at all, and openness to the other does not imply diluting in 

him. I appreciate the tremendous contributions and proposals of the west 

in architecture, but I have my own specificity, I make use and learn from 

their experience, I have to be very open.  

Zuaiter suggests this critical element can be found through critical understanding of 

design precedent and stated that his travels in a number of traditional Islamic cities has had 

an influential effect on his architectural practice. For example, he describes in a previous 

publication ((2002, p. 2) his response to the Al-Hambra Palace in Spain: 

The famous “Al-Hambra” in Andalusia, Spain, is discussed here from a 

different point of view. It is a group of interlocking outdoor-indoor spaces. 

It is an asymmetrical composition of rather symmetrical spaces. We 

notice that the main halls occupy the ends of the organizing axes. Hence 

the entry points are not obvious; they are almost hidden, which implies a 

calm contained and tranquil space open only to the sky above. 
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4. Social responsibility 

The other critical element Zuaiter identified is the social responsibility of the architect but 

stresses that this depends on the architect: 

It depends on the architect, how much he believes that he has a message, 

how much confidence he has in himself, and how much he is ready to 

sacrifice. It happened with us in some instances; an architect tries to 

negotiate and conciliate or reach a compromise. He tries to give the client 

what he wants but in a way that does not contradict his beliefs, and his 

responsibility in shaping the built environment, his role in the cultural 

identity. 

The lack of awareness among the public of the importance of architecture 

as an important facet of civilization; it is decreasing with time but in 

general the public does not have enough awareness of the importance of 

architectural work. This is one now concerning tradition, there is a sort of 

superficial view, shallow, image-based conception of tradition. This is 

more dominant than the social content of traditional architecture. Our 

architecture has the social content and this is the most important 

component. So sometimes we are asked to design certain compositions or 

extremes we do not believe in. I feel that our job is not image-making or 

surface treatments of the elevations, it is deeper than that. As a result it 

does not fulfill the aspiration of these clients and owners who want us to 

do that for them. The other extreme are those clients who want the 

building to be so shiny that has no relation what so ever with us […] 

Architecture is not like that, architecture is something that is suitable for 

the present, the place, it borrows from here and there, genuine with no 

fabrication.  

5. Dialogue and negotiation  

Dialogue and negotiation with the client is a facet social responsibility that Zuaiter 

adheres to and insists that an architect is responsible for enlightening the client in issues of 

local specificity: 

So the architect has to try to negotiate and conciliate because this is part 

of awareness, sometimes it is a challenge to give him what he aspires but 

at the same time suits the place. Sometimes it does not work, but most of 

the times they respect us and they respect our vision.   

Zuaiter also suggests that this also entails negotiation with public policy makers.  
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We are also faced with the building regulations. It makes a problem 

sometime but an architect can manoeuvre with these issues; if you submit 

something to the authority and if it was convincing they would urge you 

to apply it. There is a way out of this rigidness; if you have something 

different, the committee will have a meeting and make exceptions. We 

have tried it in some issues and it worked with us; if the person in front of 

you is convinced that this does not harm the neighbourhood but it exceeds 

the setbacks they will approve it. 

6. Dissatisfaction with the urban experience in contemporary cities 

Zuaiter believes that contemporary cities lack a comprehensive rich experience 

and as result he attempts to provide that experience in his projects: 

The idea is that we always like to make a micro-urban space in our 

projects. We have a way of thinking which I think affects us is that with 

the absence of a powerful good urban space in our cities we exploit our 

projects to create our own urban atmosphere. I felt that I have this in the 

way I think; I miss the comprehensive urban experience in our cities. I 

feel it is a major problem. So in our projects we try to create a micro-

urban experience within the project. 

7. Critical reflection 

  Zuaiter identified continuous introspection and critical reflection of one’s own 

architectural work as an essential act in developing practice and thought. He describes this 

process in a project context: 

I have discovered this lately when I re-analyse how we think. The idea is 

to have two masses each one is to take a direction with the site affected 

by the shape of the site and the irregularity is absorbed by the atrium 

public space that gathers the users and since it is not a space for a lecture 

or it does not have the need to be regular as a space at the first place and 

at the end you can feel that you have entered a city. 

6.5.2.4 Opportunities for incorporating local and global values 

Zuaiter identified a number of opportunities to facilitate the process of conciliating 

the local and the global. The first opportunity is when architects can contribute critically to 

the local environment by remaining open to the latest on the global arena: 
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Did you see Bilal’s Jordan-Kuwaiti Bank, I think it is the best public 

building in Amman, cause you look at it, you feel that it is contemporary 

yet it is friendly. It is a case that proofs that we can conciliate the local and 

the global without sacrificing our identity […] there are these experiments 

that face this challenge and they come up with good results.   

6.5.2.5 Constraints     

One of the major constraints identified by Zuaiter is the misconception of modernity 

amongst both the architects and the public: 

Take glass and steel for example, there is a contemporary belief that in 

order to be modern go to the extreme and use glass and steel. This is 

superficial. This is associated with ignorance of our history and values 

from which one can be richly inspired. In my opinion, these emerging new 

buildings create a sort of alienation between the human and the building as 

well as the building and its context. 

Another important constraint identified is the lack of belief among local officials in the 

competency of local architects to design key projects: 

They brought a Danish planner his name was Jan Gehl; he did an urban 

strategy study and we were assigned the design mission so we met with 

him and we discovered lots of beautiful and effective things that he has 

done but at the same time we discovered that there are lots of things that he 

did not pay attention to in the site.  

When we finished our work, General Amman Municipality sent it to the 

Danish expert asking for his opinion and he was very happy. They wanted 

to make sure that we were doing the right thing! 

This constraint also entails the need for reforming both the political and educational 

systems in which priority is given to global theories and design cases: 

We also have a problem both at the political and educational levels we like 

the west to admire us, sometimes this is reflected even on our architectural 

expressions. All of these things are reflected on the architecture of the 

country. 

Planning and building regulations are another constraint Zuaiter identified: 
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Planning and building regulations did not take into consideration the social 

individuality and specificity, and it did not even take into consideration the 

specificity of the city that we are living in.. it was imported and aimed at 

the quick solution of cars, parking and the number of apartments, it did not 

take the city as an urban tissue into consideration. There has to be a 

revision and rethinking of a lot of them.  

In the same vein, Zuaiter argues that a primary constraint is the lack of a comprehensive 

vision sensitive to the peculiarity of the city: “…what do we want from the city? I think this 

has to be preceded by a vision of the city, its identity and what is a city;  do we want a copy 

of Dubai?”  

 Zuaiter also identifies the unprecedented flux of global images tin media broadcasting 

everywhere as a constraint: 

We are affected by the flux of images by media, so we are constantly being 

bombarded with lots of images, films, with values, with music with arts, 

whatever. We are living this propaganda and media hurricane. So we 

cannot proclaim that we are not affected by it, it does affect us. Now the 

western civilization is the dominant, and is attracting the attention of 

people and the young in particular. 

Another associated constraint is the dominancy of investors and capital in building 

construction activities.  For example, Zuaiter describes the situation of a number of office 

and apartment towers which were being proposed while a number were under construction 

and others were frozen: “the construction in a number of the proposed towers was stopped 

due to the current economical crisis not rethinking the vision unfortunately.”  

 Zuaiter also perceives the client as a constraint. He describes one incident he faced with a 

client as follows: 

There is a client once who asked for an English cottage but I could not do it 

for her, I refused the project. An English cottage in Amman! We tried to 

negotiate it a bit but it did not work, this is one example. There are some 

projects that were sent to us to design; fashion driven. We could not work 



 

202 

 

on it, our character, belonging to the place with our open mindedness, we 

just could not! 

This also speaks to the lack of awareness among the public of the importance architecture, 

its tradition and appreciation of it: 

The lack of awareness among the public of the importance of architecture 

as an important facet of civilization, it is decreasing with time but in 

general the public does not have enough awareness of the importance of 

architectural work. This is one thing, now concerning tradition there is a 

sort of superficial view, shallow, and image-centered towards tradition 

more than as a social content. 

 

6.5.2.6 Synopsis 

This section summarizes the second architect’s interview responses and views for 

the five areas of concern organized around the key themes for each area of concern. The 

following table (Table 6.2) will also be used in chapter 7 along with the summary tables for 

the other architects as a means to contrast and compare their different views and to 

facilitate the extraction of the general lessons and conclusions.  

Table 6.2 Ayman Zuaiter   

Areas of concern Key Themes 

 

1. Applied enduring values of 

Islamic culture 

 

Adaptability and continuity 

Diversity and variety 

Innovation 

Unity 

Equity 

Modesty 

Respect (for the environment and for human)  

Privacy 

2. Applied values of global 

culture 

Utilization of modern technology and structural systems 

Planning principles 

Design language, expression and tools 
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3. Critical elements used to 

incorporate local and global 

cultural values  

Profound knowledge of latest design and construction tools 

Experimentation with local materials 

Profound understanding of context 

Profound understanding of local culture and openness to other 

cultures 

Understanding of previous design precedents 

Social responsibility 

Dialogue and negotiation 

With the client 

With policy makers 

Dissatisfaction with the urban experience in contemporary cities 

Critical reflection 

4. Opportunities  Architects with awareness  

5. Constraints  Misconception of modernity 

Lack of belief in one’s self 

Planning  and  building regulations 

Lack of comprehensive vision of the city 

Flux of global images 

The dominancy of real-estate developers and investors over 

building construction activities 

The client 

 

Using his project, The Jordan River Foundation in Aqaba, Jordan, to explore his 

design approach, the architect re-called the experience of the traditional Islamic urban 

settings: the gradual exposure of the interior public court around which all other functions 

are organized. Moreover, after thorough study of the context, the building melted within the 

existing urban tissue connecting the two streets through the interior court. Concomitantly, 

using new technologies, the architect was experimenting with local materials to discover its 

new potentials. The materials used in the sun breakers were inspired by the local materials 

used in the handicrafts. New technologies were also implemented in the transparent bridge 

that connects the two parts of the project as well as the vertical circulation system.  
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6.5.3 Bilal Hammad 

6.5.3.1 Applied enduring values of Islamic culture and building tradition in 

contemporary Jordanian architecture 

Adaptability and continuity 

Hammad considers adaptability to character of place as the core element of 

architecture: “I so much believe in the character of a place.” According to Hammad, this 

entails respecting building conventions in each locale: “One should not make something 

that contradicts conventions.” Furthermore, Hammad suggests this entails an ability to 

fulfill and comprehend the emerging needs of each time.  He illustrates different prototypes 

not available in traditional architecture, yet they are emergent in current times: 

So this prototype, the theatre, we need to learn from other civilizations 

how to do it. A hospital, airport, we have to look for precedents of those 

who are ahead of us. I look in humanity; I do not look in differences 

between cultures and the like. And any nation who is leading in 

something, it is ok for others to learn and make use of it.    

Diversity and variety 

Hammad’s belief in the respect for the individuality of each place contributes to his 

view on diversity and variety as described in one project in which the client required a 

pitched roof: 

I do not feel that it is associated with the Jordanian environment. I worked 

on a project in Ramallah which has a lot of pitched roofs since the 

beginning of the century and, hence, it became a characteristic of its 

architecture. So I did it with confidence. 

 Innovation 

Hammad believes that innovation fulfills contemporary needs and aspirations, yet 

respects the past; “I consider myself that I digested the traditional architecture and now 
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capable of producing architecture that belongs to the time. Belongs to the contemporary 

times, and it does not turn its back to tradition and history.”  Hammad aspires to 

architecture that does not fade with time: “how to design architecture that after 20 years it 

can still be modern and does not get washed away as being old or produced 20 years ago. I 

am trying and I feel that I have the tools.” 

Equity and sense of community 

Hammad is a strong believer in respect for sense of community:  

If I want to speak about my practice I am adopting the cause of 

community; the social cause in architecture. I do not feel happy to design 

a villa for the elite, when the municipality assign me in designing a public 

space I feel that I am doing something for the people and the city. I feel 

more enthusiastic, more willing to do the job than designing something 

for an individual. 

Modesty 

Hammad believes moderation is a primary component of modesty: 

I consider something basic in a Muslim life is moderation, moderation in 

more than one meaning; not try to contradict nature, but being symbiotic 

and sympathetic with nature or best be called harmony with the powers of 

nature. One of them, when I build with glass in hot regions and depend on 

artificial air conditioning with the excuse that electricity is 

cheap…yah…this is something rejected. Using local building materials, 

all of this we learnt from our ancestors. 

In this context, Hammad considers moderation as the wise exploitation of the potentials of 

building materials. He describes this in the context of one of his projects, the Jordan-

Kuwait Bank illustrated in Figure 6.8 below.  
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Figure 6.8 Jordan-Kuwait Bank, Amman. Client: Jordan-Kuwait Bank 

Source: Bilal Hammad, personal interview, 2010 

 

I gave them an elegant building but a bit casual. It has a local taste and a 

new contemporary taste, it has this mix; it has the new stone, it has 

heaviness, its goldish color shines with the sun set. The project also has 

the structural logic that I told you about before that you find at the bottom 

a heavy stone base, as you get higher the materials get to be lighter. And 

there are new materials, we used the glass as a layer to cover the old 

building; spider system glass, we had steel canopies on the upper floor, 

now the upper floor did not cover the entire floor area but we exploited 

the remaining area as a garden in front of the offices. 

Respect 

- For the environment  

Hammad identified being symbiotic with nature as one critical facet of traditional 

Islamic architecture: 

I consider something basic in a Muslim life is moderation, moderation in 

more than one meaning; not try to contradict nature, but being symbiotic 

and sympathetic with nature or best be called harmony with the powers of 

nature. One of them, when I build with glass in hot regions and depend on 

artificial air conditioning with the excuse that electricity is 

cheap…yah…this is something rejected. Using local building materials, 

all of this we learnt from our ancestors. 
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- For humanity 

Hammad prefers to do architecture in the context of community and the public 

realm: 

I am adopting the cause of community; the social cause in architecture. I 

do not feel happy to design a villa for the elite, when the municipality 

assign me in designing a public space I feel that I am doing something for 

the people and the city. I feel more enthusiastic, more willing to do the 

job than designing something for an individual.  

6.5.3.2 Applied values of global culture 

Hammad identifies a number of values related to internationalism that are applied 

within contemporary local architecture. Modern prototypes are one of the major values that 

local architects seek through openness to the global. Hammad illustrates through his project 

the Al Hussien Cultural Center (see Figure 6.9), which constitutes a multi-functional 

theatre: 

In our history a theatre has never been part of Arabic culture, when I 

designed Al-Hussien Cultural Center, I met with experts in theatres, I told 

them that our civilization is related to poetry while your civilization is 

related to theatres, you took it from Greek. We do not have theatres in our 

civilization so we do not have historical origins, so we learn from you and 

it is for sure that this function is developing for hundreds of years […] So 

this prototype, the theatre, we need to learn from other civilizations how 

to do it. A hospital, airport, we have to look for precedents in those who 

are ahead of us. I look in humanity; I do not look in differences between 

cultures and the like. And any nation has a leading in something, it is ok 

for others to learn and make use of it.    
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Figure 6.9 Al-Hussien Cultural Center, Amman. Client: Greater Amman Municipality 

Source: Bilal Hammad, personal interview, 2010 

The use of new materials and technologies is the other international influence Hammad 

identifies and he describes it in the context of the Jordan-Kuwait Bank building (Figure 6.8): 

It has a local taste and a new contemporary taste, it has this mix; it has 

the new stone, it has heaviness, its gold-ish color shines with the sun set. 

The project also has the structural logic that I told you about before; that 

you find at the bottom a heavy stone base, as you get higher the materials 

get to be lighter. And there are new materials, we used the glass as a 

layer to cover the old building; spider system glass, we had steel canopies 

on the upper floor, now the upper floor did not cover the entire floor area 

and we designed a garden in front of it. 

 

6.5.3.3 Critical elements used to conciliate between local and global cultural values 

For Hammad, the reconciliation between local and global cultural values is a by-

product of the design: 
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This is not my topic, this is not my problem! It is produced just like that, a 

by- product which surfaces by itself. What concerns me is that I have a 

site and I want to solve the problems of it. I want to solve it. 

Regardless, Hammad, through his practice, illustrates a number of critical elements that 

contribute to the process of conciliation.  

1. Openness  

For Hammad, openness to other cultures as a major element: “with the wind of 

globalization affecting the region, I am no more into or adhere to enclosing or isolation.” 

Travelling and being exposed to the different experiences of architects and works of 

architecture at both the regional and international levels is important: “travelling itself is 

enlightening; it does give you a sort of awakening.” Hammad describes one such 

experience as follows: 

I visited so many historical cities in the Arab world and I came out with a 

tremendous amount of slides, I used to take pictures during my visits. I 

visited Damascus, Aleppo, Fas, Qairawan, Cairo, Baghdad; all I was 

searching for is the historic cores of these cities. Even in Palestine. I can 

say that this spung has absorbed so much of the soul of traditional, 

Islamic architecture, if you would like. I also had many visits to European 

cities. Old Italian cities; this also had opened our eyes to contemporary 

architecture at that time like the architecture of Mario Botta, …ah…I 

mean the architecture of middle and southern Europe. We used to go in 

lots of visits having the theme of tracing the architecture of a certain 

architect. I also came out with a tremendous amount of slides. This 

exposure was of great benefit. And it started to influence my work. 

 Moreover, Hammad suggests that this element also entails inquisitiveness and 

open-mindedness to different possibilities through which the architect discovers and 

profoundly understands the different variables of the local as well as the global. He 

described one influential article he read on this as follows: 

 I once read a paper about car design, and it influenced me so much, I 

read it probably in the ‘80s. It stated that the Japanese car after one or two 
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years becomes not trendy. Whereas a Range rover or a mini, despite being 

produced 25 years ago, are still contemporary or trendy. This paper 

affected me so much and I started to think of it so often; how to design an 

architecture that after 20 years it can still be modern and does not get 

washed away as being old or produced 20 years ago. I am trying and I 

feel that I have the tools. 

This element, according to Hammad, requires constant experimentation with design 

languages, building materials and technologies: 

 Let us take the Mashrabiyya, for example, I do not mind of reinterpreting 

and renewing it; to have a modern version of it. It is a box extruding out 

of a building and overlooks both sides of the street. I am experimenting 

with it.  

2. Research to establish the knowledge base 

Hammad argues that the ‘pre-design’ phase is a critical stage for paving the way to 

successful design solutions:  

Sometimes I can be inspired with an idea from bad designs. I was asked 

to design a mosque once, I used to pray in a certain mosque, but since 

then I started praying in a different mosque each time not necessarily that 

I will find what to do but I may find or learn what not to do, a person has 

to do research when designing. You have to look and look, sometimes 

you look in books and sometimes you look in live cases.  

3. Believing in one’s self 

Hammad identifies believing in one’s self as one of the critical elements that 

contributes to enhancing an architect’s experience by pushing him or her past conventional 

limits: 

I feel that I have the tools and lately my self confidence is starting to 

increase in my design skills and abilities. I used to consider myself as an 

architect lately I started to feel that I have a high artistic sense. I started to 

get to know myself more. When I have a job that requires producing an 

expressive architecture I feel happy.   

Within the same vein, Hammad considers himself to be a ‘sculptor’ interested in 

manipulating his compositions: 
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Let me tell you, I am a sculptor, I do composition, I sculpt, so I innovate 

intuitively. Listen, I love a building to be a diagram, to be legible from 

the exterior. I love basic forms and when you have to build on a large area, 

20,000 m2 for example, when you build it with one building it becomes 

very heavy and bulky, so I like to turn it into pieces. I start searching for 

the distinct function that can be separated in an independent mass. 

Hammad believes that a competent architect should be capable of working with challenging 

sites: 

I love to work within constraints, I feel that the work comes up creative 

when there are lots of constraints, it is not wrong, sites with lots of 

constraints emerges breathtaking projects. But if you take a site in the 

middle of nowhere how the project will evolve? A project on slopes of 

land is always better, more beautiful. 

4.  Dialogue  

Hammad considers conducting negotiations with the client as enlightening with 

respect to different factors of the design and stresses that “in most cases we feel like a 

social reformer or we are educating the client? If we feel that he needs awareness we tell 

him.” 

5. Profound understanding of the context 

Hammad identifies understanding context as a critical factor in a project that both 

respects the local yet allows the creative fertilization from the global: 

If we want to design a public building here in Jordan, my problem is what 

is the Jordanian character? What is the elevation that reflects the Bilad al-

Sham? It is not easy; we have the stone that helps us a lot. 

He explains this in the context of his approach to the Greater Amman Municipality 

employees building (see Figure 6.10) which was one of his projects:  
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The Greater Amman 

Municipality employees 

building was linear but it 

was intended to include 

or form an enclosure to 

the city hall and we also 

have done certain 

articulations to divide 

the building into smaller 

masses, cubicals that 

reflect the surrounding 

buildings in the context 

and to reduce the 

heaviness of the building. 

 

. 

6.5.3.4 Opportunities  

Hammad identifies one major opportunity that contributes to facilitating the process 

of incorporating the local and the global as clients who believe in the architect. According 

to Hammad, an architect should exploit this opportunity to deliver his message. To 

illustrate this point, he described his experience with the client for the  Jordan-Kuwait Bank 

project: “the story is simply that the client gave me the chance to do what I wanted; just as 

simple as that.  Despite the fact that it was not a new building, but an addition to an already 

existing building; I did what I wanted; it was a good client, you seldom have such a client.” 

6.5.3.5 Constraints  

Despite his enthusiasm about working with some clients, Hammad identifies clients 

as a potential constraint: “the main limitation is the client, this is the main limitation … 

sometimes the client feels that you and him are not meeting so he just would not come back. 

Sometimes clashes happen in different stages of the design or even construction since a 

Figure 6.10 The Greater Amman Municipality Employees 

buildings, Amman 

 

Source: Bilal Hammad, personal interview, 2010 
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client cannot read plans.” Hammad also identifies rules and regulations as another 

constraint: 

I see the most influential factor is building regulations. It is even more than 

the client and the architect. When you say or impose certain setbacks from 

four directions, street systems and…it is finished…you have imposed a 

certain character of the city. Even if he was the most genius architect, he 

will not be able to change a lot of the environment of the city as long as 

there is someone who held the T-square and decided the area of the land 

and building regulations to be applied there. 

The other constraint identified by Hammad is architects who sometimes can be 

inconsiderate of the local context: “The architect sometimes is selfish that he wants to show 

off his muscles.” Hammad also views the dominancy of real estate developers and the wide 

spread of homogenous housing developments as a major setback in the architecture of the 

city: “Even villas now are decreasing; now it is all apartment buildings. Oh my god, those 

residential housing developments, how much it has affected and ruined the city!”   The final 

constraint Hammad identified is the involvement of governmental agencies and their lack 

of comprehensive vision: “The architect’s views sometimes are faced with other more 

powerful views; the officials.”  

6.5.3.6 Synopsis 

This section summarizes the third architect’s responses and views concerning the 

five areas of concern organized into the key themes for each area of concern. The following 

table (Table 6.3) will be used in chapter 7 along with Tables developed for each key 

informant to contrast and compare their different views and to facilitate extracting the 

general lessons and conclusions.  
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Table 6.3 Bilal Hammad   

Areas of concern Key Themes 

 

1. Applied enduring values of 

Islamic culture 

 

Adaptability and continuity 

Diversity and variety 

Innovation 

Unity 

Equity 

Modesty 

Respect (for the environment and for human)  

 

2. Applied values of global 

culture 

Modern prototypes 

The use of  modern materials and technology  

3. Critical elements used to 

incorporate local and global 

cultural values  

Openness 

To other cultures 

Inquisitiveness and open-mindedness 

Experimentation 

Research to establish the knowledge base 

Believing in one’s self 

Dialogue and negotiation with the client 

Profound understanding of context 

4. Opportunities  The client who believes in the architect 

5. Constraints  The client 

Building rules and regulations 

The architect 

The dominancy of real-estate developers over building 

construction activities 

Governmental agencies 

 

The Jordan-Kuwait Bank building is one of Hammad’s unique examples of 

incorporating the local and the global. The building is an expression of how each can 

contribute to reinforcing the other in a poetic manner. Hammad suggested the stone base as 

a strong connector to the ground line as a sign of connecting to the local, yet, and with high 

sensitivity the building transforms to the lightness of glass and steel in an expression of the 

flexibility in embracing the global. The use of tensile structure and material as well as the 
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clear cut stone, suggests that technology is one main global asset incorporated locally. In 

addition, the use of roof garden and the modernist space plans suggest that exposure and 

inspiration by modern prototypes is also one value to be locally carefully studied and 

incorporate.    

6.5.4 Mohammad Khaled 

6.5.4.1 Applied enduring values of Islamic culture and building tradition in 

contemporary Jordanian architecture 

Adaptability and continuity 

Khaled identified the importance of adapting to local context specificities and 

circumstances. As an example, he describes his experience with the Greater Amman 

Municipality employees building which was a project he did with Bilal Hammad. The 

entire building was generated as a response to local surroundings: 

We intended to design a project that has local character without copying 

or imitating any style through relating to the distinguished characteristics 

of the locale, the Amman River, the linearity of the site, and relating to 

the already existing city hall.  

Diversity and variety 

Khaled believes that each project should be treated differently according to its 

context: “each case has its own conditions and circumstances.”  Using the Princess Salma 

District in the Orient City in Zarqa (see Figure 6.11) which was one of his projects, Khaled 

asserts that it is context that produced the result:  

The vaults are inspired by both the traditional architecture and the 

hangers of the military which spreads widely in Zarqa. We tried to be 

inspired by the nature of the context in which the project to be built. 
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Figure 6.11 Princess Salma District, Zarqa. Client: private sector 

Source: Mohammad Khaled, personal interview, 2010 

 Innovation 

For Khaled, innovation depends on the nature of the project he is designing as well 

as the context in which he designs: “each case has its own conditions and circumstances.”  

Again, Khaled used the Princess Salma District in the Orient City in Zarqa project (Figure 

6.11) to discuss innovation: “for example, in the Orient city in Zarqa, sometimes we had 

half a vault and sometimes three quarters, then we had skylights in certain orientations for 

lighting purposes, this was not conventional articulation.”   

Respect 

-For the environment 

Khaled supports practices that respect the environment and do not ignore its 

thresholds: “when we say that Islamic culture respects the environment, this is central 

because the goal is that human beings construct the Earth so we must not harm or damage 

the environment. Extreme practices that harm or damage the environment are not 



 

217 

 

considered part of religion.” However, he is concerned that current practices to respect the 

environment are not sincere: 

The recent consideration for the environment is new and I do not view it 

the same as the genuine treatments motivated by the old value of 

respecting the environment. It is like people started to realize the damage 

we caused to the environment and started to adhere to its consideration in 

away to amend/pretend to amend a bit of what we ruined.  

The value of respecting the environment also entails the use of local materials. Khaled 

identified  stone as a very distinguished local material that architects can continuously 

exploit and discover its potentials: “The stone imposes certain type of architecture or gives 

certain or distinguished character to a building especially if you deal with it and employ it 

the right way, to give it its dignity.” Khaled used a mosque in Madaba (see Figure 6.12) as 

an example of a project in which he substituted 

an-unavailable material with local one:  

If you have seen Ottoman Mosques, they 

use lead but in this case the context of 

Madaba…first of all it is not available 

material, moreover it is more expensive 

and how can we get it. Furthermore, what 

technologies can be used?  

6.5.4.2 Applied values of global culture 

Khaled identified a number of 

international values applicable within the local 

context.  Technology was one Khaled stressed 

but identified a lack of genuine local production 

of technology as a concern: 

Figure 6.12 A mosque at Madaba. 

Client: private sector 

 

Source: Mohammad Khaled, personal 

interview, 2010 
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Pursuing latest technology produced by the west is one value, but the 

issue is that we do not care about the process, we are not concerned of 

researching latest technology, we wait for technology to be produced and 

we import the final product. The value in here is that we do not appreciate 

the value of research; we only search for the final product.  

Khaled also identified concerns with the extremist practices that technology has enabled 

and that have caused environmental damage: 

For example in traditional societies because of the limited technology 

they had, especially when we consider the vernacular architecture you 

will never find anyone who cut the mountain and build, as we now do, 

they will do terracing and stagger with the topography. Presently, we cut 

the whole mountain and we build 10 stories and then we say that, yeah we 

are building green architecture, planting the terrace and using new air 

conditioning system, using modern imported materials and we say that 

yes we are doing green architecture, but this is not green architecture! The 

first damage we made is cutting the mountain, we did not respect the 

topography, the second damage is that we are imposing population 

numbers more than we are normally used to thus imposing more needs for 

water and drainage and all other elements that causing stress on the 

environment. 

 The other issue Khaled identified was the adoption of modern planning theories and 

regulations.  He argues that these theories and regulations have created conflicts with the 

existing urban fabric in local contexts: 

When we look at the city of Amman, as an example, at certain times of its 

history it was all residential with different regulations; housing A, B, C. 

these regulations of setbacks and heights organize the relationship 

between the different buildings. And there are other sectors of the city 

with other regulations, that is; villas. When the municipality allows 

building apartment buildings in the sectors of the villas, that creates a 

problem and the respect between humans is neglected this way as those 

who are living in the apartment are intruding the privacy of the single or 

two storey villas. As a result, in such areas most of the times it passes 

through a stage of transformation from the villa type to apartment 

buildings, Swiefieh and some parts of Abdoun are examples of such 

phenomenon. What is worse than this is when permission for building 

more heights was given. The Housing Bank building built on the Ministry 

of Interior Affairs Circle was built in a context of two storey buildings, 

this is another example of buildings of single or two storey heights were 
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and are being demolished for the sake of building more heights. Al-Burj 

building, La Royal, Jordan Gate Towers are also causing damage not at 

the architectural level only but on planning level as well. So the value of 

respecting humans and challenges associated to it are more pressing on 

planning level. On the architectural level it is even more difficult, you 

cannot make an introverted apartment building that does not overlook 

anyone. 

Entertainment was identified as another global value affecting local context: 

The issue of entertainment is probably one of the new values that are 

affecting the whole globe. The issue of entertainment is widespread in 

daily, weekly and yearly bases. There is this significance of the sea and 

the city’s relation to it. Strangely, when you look at traditional cities, the 

sea is close to the city but it is not open to it, it does not have any 

relationship with the sea. They do not have the concept of entertainment 

by opening to the sea; its view…all of this is not there in traditional cities. 

Khaled also identified the issue of aesthetics arguing that the local society is being highly 

affected by global aesthetics of abstraction: 

When we compare modern architecture with master pieces of traditional 

one, we will find a difference in the way surfaces are treated. For us 

surfaces are empty pages, while in traditional architecture there is no 

empty page; it has to be full with pattern or calligraphy or any element to 

fill this emptiness, there is no empty surfaces. For us we are used to 

viewing empty surfacing as modernists. We consider pattern as too much, 

but when you see the architecture of Northern Africa in Morocco, for 

example, we will find patterned wood, patterned plaster and patterned 

Zallege; three materials with different textures, colors, and patterns but 

with unique unity and homogeneity. We cannot do that now! 

Standardization was also identified as a factor and discussed as follows:  

The issue of systematic production was a result of the industrial 

revolution. Now it might have changed, but there is something now called 

standardization and this standardization as a result of the machine being 

able to produce identical objects, this has affected all people. The first 

thing we think of always is what is the cheapest product? … Despite the 

fact that now even in computerized technology we still can have different 

products with different sizes…etc., and thus having the same value (price) 

just like the standardized ones. But this has become part of our culture, 

we are used to standardization as being the cheapest, not only cheap but 

the general conceived idea that this is more organized and appropriate. 

They have to be the same otherwise there is something wrong! 
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This view towards mass production is a distinct part of our contemporary 

culture at all levels not only in architecture; and in architecture it is one of 

the elements that is always implemented. For example, when someone 

thinks of the structure the first thing that comes to mind is that the spans 

should be similar. Or as long as the spans are similar then the columns 

and spaces are of similar size. Despite that we can have variations and 

still it remains valid and economical, but standardization became one of 

the elements that we implement and it strongly reflected in identical 

planning schemes or developments which have identical units such as 

housing projects, hospitals, hotels, schools, in these projects repetition is 

the most important organizing factor. 

Khaled also argues that time is the most important factor behind this continuing adherence 

to standardization: 

Part of considering standardization is associated with saving time whether 

in the production stage or even in the design and thinking stage. It is 

widespread and it is distinct part of our culture and probably you find it 

more in engineering than in architecture. It is much harder to convince 

structural engineers that you can have different spans and still compatible 

with the contemporary age. 

Social transformation was another value identified by Khaled: 

Look at the transformation from the single family houses to apartment 

buildings. The peak was in the 80s due to migrations, conflicts, prices, or 

all of these factors which affected the evolution of the apartment building 

instead of the single family house. This single family house allowed 

different social relationships with the neighbours, the extended family. 

With the evolution of apartment buildings, we had very different 

relationships whether in the nature of the neighbourhood or the 

relationship between the buildings. The ability to change or modify in an 

apartment is very limited. 

The final value identified by Khaled was work structure: 

A significant part of what we took from the west is associated with the 

structure of the work, work organization or firm’s structure and the way 

work is conducted. On this base we had the office building and the 

organization whether it was conventional offices or the open plan. 
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6.5.4.3 Critical elements used to incorporate local and global cultural values 

Khaled argues that the global refers to ‘the West’ and emphasizes that it is a 

natural phenomenon for other cultures to be affected by the culture that dominates the 

global arena: 

All what we are doing is defining the other as if it was us and them, I do 

not know if we can do it this way or not, because what happens is why 

Western culture is the base because they are in control, the defeated 

always follows the winner. China may be one of the rising forces that still 

have a bit and it will be followed. 

 

1. Rejecting the blind imitation 

Khaled identified this element as double-edged. On one side, it rejects the blind 

imitation of the past: “nowadays most of the architects are copying the old, we need to 

figure out a way to revive these splendours without copying old proposals and ideas.” But 

on the other, it entails the blind imitation of the modern: 

In our times things are becoming mixed, most of our contemporary 

aesthetic values are inspired or borrowed from western culture this is why 

we cannot go backwards with it, we just cannot! On the contrary now 

there are people adhering to classical architecture, columns, pediments, 

and other elements and they find it of more value.  

 

2. Inspiration from past precedents 

Khaled suggests that the past should be a source of inspiration for evocative 

contemporary solutions, and not be a source of samples for copying.  He provides an 

example of this from his Princess Salma District in the Orient City in Zarqa project, in 
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which he was inspired by the Al-Rabat housing typology widely adopted in North Africa 

and Europe: 

We tried to be inspired by the nature of the context in which the project to 

be built. It is a residential project but we did not make it in apartment type 

we made it like Al-Rabat, Rabat Sosa, and others in northern Africa. In 

this type you have a huge courtyard surrounded by buildings you can also 

find it in Europe the row housing around an internal space. 

According to Khaled, this requires the documentation of visual materials related to 

elements and spaces of the surrounding context.  For one of his projects in suburban 

Marrakesh, Morocco he stated: “We have collected a lot of visual material of elements and 

spaces available in Marrakesh.”  

3. Postmodernist approach 

  Khaled believes that incorporating modern spatial experience with traditional image 

is one way to achieving conciliation: 

Our contemporary Islamic architecture is associated with postmodernist 

school of thought not traditional, that is; it is the same idea of respecting 

history, we can go to any era, it is associated with the manner of the client 

or the architect. There are lots of variables that interfere in taking such 

decision more than associating architecture with local context.  

Khaled argues that this approach is helpful in combining the traditional and the modern 

since there are those new emerging spatial requirements that cannot be fulfilled using the 

traditional alone. He illustrates this by using the Institute of Islamic Arts (see Figure 6.13) 

in Amman, Jordan; which was one of his projects: 

You have a project that’s aim is to serve the Islamic arts but the final 

organization is modern. When we look at the Waqfiyya, the spatial 

organization is modern it constitutes a number of offices and workshops, 

even some of them are open plan. So it is a mix between the two, when 

you go to the basement where you have the workshops and car parks, 
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there are some elements which cannot be applied or incorporated within 

the traditional theme, so you have to go through a process of balancing 

the two.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.13 Plans of the ground and first floors and elevation of Institute of Islamic Art 

project, Amman. Client: private sector 

Source: Mohammad Khaled, personal interview, 2010 

Khaled suggested that despite the modern spatial organization, the project can have a 

traditional flavour by using manipulations and articulations of the elevations:  

In the ground floor you can say that there is traditional theme, but 

principally there is quite a struggle between the image and the spatial 

organization. The spatial organization is more associated with the nature 

of the project and its requirements and in most cases these requirements 

are difficult to be approached with the traditional language. Probably here 

we had some space for this but in other cases it is more difficult which 

may lead us to postmodernist solutions, and this in turn have a sort of 

split between the interior or spatial organization and the architectural 

language of the exterior envelop.  
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This issue in particular is one thing associated with values of modern 

architecture that we adopted. In classical and traditional architecture it is 

not a must that the spatial experience to be reflected on the exterior 

elevation. But this was a must in modern architecture and it became a 

main rule for us as we studied ‘the plan has to be reflected in the 

elevation, or the section is reflected in the elevation’ that we can read the 

interior space from the exterior, what I am saying is that when people are 

judging the concept itself, they are using the modernist lens, that the plan 

and the elevation should be a reflection of the same idea, and that..ah..in 

modern architecture, for example, we start with a plan and then the 

elevation is a reflection to what is going on in the plan or the spatial 

experience. In the postmodern stage, it is not a must to start with a plan, 

you can start with an image, and the image itself is to dictate what will 

happen next or completely separate and the spatial experience is another 

part. In deconstruction you start with compositions it is not necessary to 

start with spatial organization or elevation, they both emerge as a result of 

compositions which can be sculptural. So this debate, I believe that in 

certain cases you can have the split. 

4. Profound understanding of the context 

Khaled believes that each project is unique in terms of its requirements and in 

terms of the context in which to be conducted. Hence he identified that researching the 

context is a crucial pre-design activity to understand how to intervene with the new project: 

“Each case has its own conditions and circumstances.”  

5. Openness  

Khaled postulates that openness to the experiences and expertise of the others is a 

very crucial element to enhance local architectural expertise: “the current openness leaves 

the room for exchange of experiences and even business.”   

6. Dialogue 

This is the last element Khaled identifies and conceives it as dialogue with the 

client as well as government policy makers. He believes that if the need for a specific 
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spatial arrangement or detail emerges, the architect can get exemption from some 

regulations: “a person can go to the municipality and get an exception and they will agree 

for the change.” 

6.5.4.4 Opportunities  

Khaled described one opportunity that facilitates the incorporation of the local and 

the global is economic recession because it allows for careful reconsideration of new 

development schemes: “…because of the worldwide recession, there is more time for 

people to reconsider where they are standing rather than rushing things up. The 

development was fast paced and people did not consider their steps.”  

Constraints  

Khaled identified a number of constraints that might hinder the process of 

conciliating the local and the global. The first constraint was a lack of the critical 

intellectual effort to critically analyze and understand the local context.  He views the 

different transformations that have taken place within the local scene were not self 

motivated as a result of a conscious will; but rather motivated by the blind drift behind the 

global wave: 

During the ‘50s and ‘60s most of the Arab countries gained independence, 

after independence the proposal was associated with development and 

how our societies catch up with modernity. The proposal was not how our 

societies will develop its identity and locality. The main proposal was to 

catch-up with modernity so the main plan was development. At the end of 

the 60s with the global rejection of the premises of modernity, we started 

to notice the need to pay attention to other factors and values than 

technology and that local cultures have specific significance. This trend 

started to influence us. From mid 1990 up to now this trend of locality is 

not currently the dominant. Because when most of the Arab countries 

signed the international trade treaty/agreement and with this economical 
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openness, the issue of local identity and locality is not relevant anymore 

which basically entails how we can capture the global wave again!      

Another constraint identified by Khaled is the lack of local architectural historians and 

critics to participate in developing the design thinking: 

I tell you what, especially in our countries more, the problem is that this 

issue specifically has to have critics; we do not have architectural 

criticism. You have history and you have criticism, these two are not 

available locally probably there is some area for historians but we do not 

have architectural critics. Now, architectural criticism is the one 

specialization that is able to discuss and exhibit this issue through 

publications. How, in most cases and with practice the design process 

becomes internal to the architect, in order to make it external a critic is 

the one to do this by having a debate with the architect and second of all 

by publications. These two are not available locally.  

The lack of appreciation for the value of research and innovation is another constraint 

identified by Khaled. He views societies as primarily consumers of rather than producers of 

new knowledge and innovation: 

Pursuing latest technology produced by the west is also another factor, 

but the issue is that we do not care about the process, we are not 

concerned of researching latest technology, we wait for technology to be 

produced and we import the final product. The value in here is that we do 

not appreciate the value of research; we only search for the final product.   

If you want to do architecture right, there has to be a research that gives 

feedback. The infrastructure does not support conducting research, even 

in offices the time frame for the project does not leave time for research.  

The dominancy of real-estate developers over construction activities and the shrinking role 

of the architect is another constraint Khaled identified: 

The architect’s role is currently shrinking compared to the role of real 

estate developers. He is currently a follower more than an initiative 

inaugurator. Now the fashion of having a foreign design is coming back 

from the 60s with minimum role played by local architects or firms. The 

80s was probably the most important in which local architects had a main 

role. Now we are experiencing the 60s phenomenon of having foreign 

designers and firms having the main role even if it was to initiate the 
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design concept and then the local architects will have the second role of 

completing the work. Whoever was the client of these projects whether it 

was a private venture or the government this is the main theme, this is the 

fashion nowadays. Especially in the main projects, it has to be a 

‘starchitect’ whose mission is to design an iconic building or signature 

architecture.  

Khaled also identifies a concern for revenue and indifference to other values associated 

with international investments as a constraint: “when we take a look at the new wave of 

development and investment taking place, they do not adhere to this value, their main value 

is revenue no matter of the means.”  

The misuse of technologies that exceed the thresholds of the environment and, thus, cause 

harm, is another constraint identified by Khaled: 

The main problem or challenge is that in contemporary or modern times, 

technology allowed us to invade the thresholds of the environment 

causing more damage. And in most cases we consider damage as 

development or we call it reconstruction despite the fact that when we 

think deeply or of a distance we find lots of damage. 

Similarly, Khaled identified a lack of awareness amongst local societies of the importance 

of architecture in their lives as another constraint: 

There is a tremendous ignorance in architecture and people are taking it 

lightly despite the fact that architecture is probably one of the most 

constant and influential things in humans and society but we as architects 

cannot alone change, the range of change we can make is becoming 

tighter and tighter. For example, when Le Corbusier was working he 

could change because back then the architect was the master, but now not 

even the starchitects, they do not initiate rules but they work within the 

rules. They are influential in media and image but no other topic.  

Khaled also identified current building rules and regulations as primary constraint to 

conciliation:  

We should not behold the architect responsible for everything. The 

architect cannot change the values, he can push towards something but he 
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cannot change. Especially that changing values needs long time. 

Authority and regulations can change them but the highest level the 

architect can elaborate on is the level of interpretation of these values. 

 

6.5.4.6 Synopsis 

This section summarizes the fourth architect’s responses and views to the five areas 

of concern organized around the key themes for each area.  The following table (Table 6.4) 

will be used in chapter 7 together with the Tables for the other key informants to contrast 

and compare their different views and to facilitate extracting the general lessons and 

conclusions.. 

Table 6.4 Mohammad Khaled   

Areas of concern Key Themes 

 

1. Applied enduring values of 

Islamic culture 

 

Adaptability and continuity 

Diversity and variety 

Innovation 

Respect (for the environment)  

2. Applied values of global 

culture 

Modern technology 

Modern planning theories and regulations 

Entertainment 

Aesthetics 

Standardization 

Social transformation 

Work structure  

3. Critical elements used to 

conciliate between local and 

global cultural values  

Rejecting blind imitation 

Of the past 

Of the modern 

Inspiration from past precedents 

The documentation of visual materials related to elements 

and spaces of the context 

Postmodernist approach 

Profound understanding of context 

Openness to experiences and expertise of others 

Dialogue with client and policy makers 

4. Opportunities  Recent recession 
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5. Constraints of conciliation The lack of critical intellectual effort that critically analyses and 

understands the local context 

The lack of local architectural historians and critics 

The lack of appreciation of the value of research 

The dominancy of real-estate developers over construction 

activities 

Targeting revenue and indifference to values 

The misuse of technology in practices that harm the 

environment 

The lack of awareness amongst local societies of the importance 

of architecture 

Building rules and regulations 

 

In his Institute of Islamic Arts in Amman, the architect was keen on reflecting the 

modern plan and spatial configuration. This was crucial for him in order to reflect the need 

for a new spatial language that hosts the new arising functions (classrooms, theaters, etc.). 

Nonetheless, and in an association with the nature of the project, Khaled reflected his 

sympathy with the local through the facades. During the design phase, Khaled and his 

design group conducted research of the different Islamic eras for elements, materials, 

proportions, etc. to be adopted in the project. For Khaled, the relationship between the local 

and the global is achieved through the modern plan that corresponds to modern needs, and 

the local exterior language that is inspired by the local.   

6.5.5 Rami Daher 

6.5.5.1 Applied enduring values of Islamic culture and building tradition in 

contemporary Jordanian architecture 

Adaptability and continuity 

Daher emphasized that adaptability entails rejecting freezing the past and the blind 

imitation of developed cultures: 
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I wrote about the gated communities for example along the airport 

highway, and how, again this brings us back to the local and the global, 

you know you might see that these houses have certain, I call it 

paraphernalia, of surfaces of local culture such as mashrabiyya or 

whatever wooden things that are plastered on the façade, but in reality if 

you actually tear these surfaces apart you have the American house in the 

suburb with the basketball ring and everything. 

In the Abdali project for example, there is what I call the oriental vision 

of the occident instead of the occident vision of the orient, and I think 

many of these projects they are producing either is a very Disney-fied and 

uncritical versions of what local architecture is or is a complete imitation 

of the occident in the high rise buildings and so on, which have a lot of 

problems.  

For Daher, adaptability means embracing the evolution of a place and the 

continuity of its different layers with special emphasises on the layer of Modernity 

representing the recent past:  

I personally would go for a contemporary architecture, a very 

contemporary architecture. The gated communities are double coded, 

high rises are very contemporary, but what I do not like is their lack of 

response to the environment. I work on heritage conservation, but when I 

build something new I would like it to carry a contemporary stamp, not to 

imitate the past. I do preserve the past, but when I do something in 2011 it 

has to carry a contemporary stamp because the way I see the practice of 

architecture like a palimpsest, any place you work with it has its own 

meaning and interpretation, you have to continue that story and not to 

freeze it basically. Unfortunately, there are a lot of projects that are 

emerging, cafes here and there, that are what I call: one thousand and one 

night, or Bab al-Hara (the Gateway of the neighbourhood) syndrome, this 

wooden blasted all over wood, you know, Ablaq (a kind of local stone) 

facades blasted all over original stone facades, the mashrabiyyas, the 

lighting fixtures, you know, it is like we are going 2000 thousand into the 

Haroon al-Rashid (one Caliphate) era, why do we have to do that!? They 

are all over the downtown, just go and see them. It is ugly and it reflects a 

very uncritical nation that should be embracing modernity. And it reflects 

also a very uncritical client, unfortunately! 

Daher believes that Islamic architecture is not about a frozen predetermined style, to the 

contrary, he views it as about being sensitive to each locales dynamics and circumstances: 
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I think that the Islamic world has specificity, definitely. Not in the 

physical form as much as in the values that are imbedded and I give you 

examples, because if you are only just concentrating on the physical form, 

Islamic architecture, or produced, the way I define Islamic architecture is 

architecture produced by Muslims from all over the world. It has no 

specific form basically, so if you look at China it is very different from 

Morocco very different than Bilad al-Sham very different than Egypt and 

so on. 

What I am trying to say is that, yes there are guiding principles that do not 

enforce a particular style or a particular time period by the way, you can 

be very contemporary in your design but you can actually abide by these 

values that I talked about. 

Daher illustrated these views using one of his projects, “the hanger”, which is a 

multipurpose hall and a gallery as shown in Figure 6.14: 

The tangible values, contributing resources of historic industrial 

significance: building, vistas, equipment, and structural system: the 

existing structural system is very important it is reflected into the double I 

beams, features, building elevations. So I was always, when I did 

presentation, asked if this is conservation of heritage, where is the stone? 

I told them what stone are you talking about? This is a building that was 

built in the 30s in concrete and this is part of our heritage, modernity is 

part of our heritage. And I am not going to put stone and to clad stone on 

top of that building. If you want stone bring another architect. Adapting 

industrial architecture in the Arab world, how it was in the post colonial 

state; nation building was based on embracing modernity and 

industrialization, I am talking about fifties and sixties and even earlier 

than that in some countries such as Egypt and Iran and Turkey for 

example. So, this was a lesson in critical definition of heritage, that this is 

part of our heritage, and it was a lesson in stating to the world how I 

practice architecture, so when I add, I add a new layer, I continue the 

meaning I preserve the structural system I preserve the columns but I 

created a visual connection with the outside as you will see and with my 

new building, this is a completely new building replacing the offices 

which were in a very bad structural condition and not of significant value, 

they were demolished. I wanted to create and this is a value that is linked 

to Islamic values but also linked to localism, this is Jabal al-Nadeef and 

this is Ras al-Ain and the other mountain is al-Muhagereen, I wanted to 

create a building that is humble very humble and its like the houses of 

Jabal al-Nadeef are cascading down and meeting the hanger with a plaza, 

I did not want to create an iconic monument, I wanted to create something 

that..it is a very humble addition to the site. I felt that this is an 

opportunity to break the barrier between east and west Amman, so I used 
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collestra, which is forgotten, no body uses it anymore, and it is beautiful 

as you can see, but the original structural system is all grey, the new 

structural system is rustic red. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.14 The Hanger Project, Amman. Client: Greater Amman Municipality 

Source: Rami Daher, personal interview, 2011 

 

Diversity and variety 

Daher believes, as illustrated in the preceding quotes, that each place has its own 

individuality that necessarily distinguishes it from any other place: “I believe that each 

place has its own narrative or narratives for that matter.”  

Innovation 

Daher emphasized the role of creativity and innovation in contemporary practice. 

He rejects freezing the past and reducing it to superficial scenographic backdrops and 

illustrates this view by describing his office’s vision of the practice of architecture: 

Practicing architecture is primarily on a genuine understanding of place. 

Its social production, how is this place produced, who are the stake 

holders that played a role in the production of that place. Local dynamics 

and politics, sometimes places are under interests by some people, for 

example, certain investors see in certain places, for example, a cash cow 

they can benefit from sometimes this contradicts with the vision of the 
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preservationist or the local community who live there or the 

neighbourhood around it, so you have to understand the politics of that 

particular place. Emerging discourses and continuous evolution, each 

place continuously evolves, and we have to understand that. The role of 

the architect then becomes an affirmation to creatively locate new 

meaning for that place in order for it not to be frozen in time. Only then 

place emerges as a palimpsest of constant change and transformation. A 

palimpsest is a word that describes in ancient times the cloth of animals 

and how they used to write on it, and, it is not that whenever they wanted 

to write something they would kill an animal and skin head another 

animal, no, they would use the previous skin, using the stone they will 

erase the previous writing so it is not completely erased so you have 

traces of the previous, this is how I look at places. And the challenge of 

the practice of architecture evolves into the meticulous management of 

that change and transformation. How are you going to manage change, it 

is not how you are going to stop change. This is why when I see one 

thousand and one night architecture I cry, I cry for my society and I cry 

for my nation who is at a standstill, not embracing all concepts of 

technology and modernity and even beyond modernity for that matter. 

And I hate it when they attach themselves to simply forms and surfaces 

and it is very sad! 

Daher provides an example of this situation using his Faisal Street renovation project in 

downtown Amman which is illustrated in Figure 6.15: 

When I worked on Faisal Street, I understood exactly the meaning of 

Faisal and I was calling for contemporary additions, instead some of the 

local clients did their one thousand and one night, I was very sad. I 

wanted to link the fact that Faisal tells the story of the nation, that you 

have from the very old Ammani three bay houses to the international style 

through, for example, The Bank of Jordan, which is downtown in Faisal, 

and in between you have all the arrays of change in between and how this 

street was done to embrace modernity when it was done in the early 20s 

and 30s, why now freeze the past and go back, no let the street embrace 

modernity again, so when I use the lighting fixtures, tiling everything is 

very modern 

Unity 

As discussed previously, Daher views the underlying values of Islamic 

architecture as unifying principles that connect this architecture around the globe: “there are 

certain universal concepts that are specific to Islam; concepts of privacy for example, 
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concepts of humility, meaning humbleness, basically, ah…that your architecture should not 

be pretentious, issues and concepts of addressing the environment which is very 

important.”  

Daher does not believe in adherence to a certain style in his work: “It has no 

specific form, so if you look at China it is very different from Morocco very different than 

Bilad al-Sham very different than Egypt and so on.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.15 Faisal Street Renovation, Amman. Client: Greater Amman Municipality 

Source:http://bidounsukkar.2.forumer.com/index.php?s=23d9deb09ae0777de710fa193a60

9c70&showtopic=20&st=75, retrieved June 2012 

 

Equity 

Daher admits to a long reputation of being very critical of  neo-liberal capital 

being directed to real-estate developments targeting the upper class at the expense of  other 

social strata within the different cities of the region: 
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You have to understand we are going through a process of neo-liberalism 

in the building construction and in the real estate movement and it is 

really very scary for several reasons, you have read my article in the book, 

the Evolving Arab City, were I talk about my critic of neo liberal 

investments and urban restructuring in the city of Amman but also 

elsewhere in the Arab world. My critic primarily is why is this capital, 

this surplus capital of the oil, is now coming to cities like Beirut, Cairo, 

Amman, Karachi, Lahore, Istanbul, Tunis, Rabat, all over, you know? 

Before it did not! And why is it been spent on stupid real estate 

development that are catering for the upper, upper, upper middle class 

causing more segregation in the city that already is faced with segregation 

between east and west Amman,  

Also my other argument is that the process of this real estate boom 

appropriating land that is in reality public land or land that is owned by 

the government to be given to private investors at a very low prime rate 

and also to give them all these subsidies, you know, it is like the state is 

subsidising real estate development for these investors instead of the state 

playing its regular role of subsidising education, agriculture, water 

management, whatever. 

As such, Daher believes architecture is a public good that is threatened and compromised 

for the sake of profit and capital accumulation of investors: 

So the public good, that’s the key issue, the public good within this 

formula between the local and the global gets lost. Public space is no 

longer a priority, inclusive public space is no longer a priority, and if 

there is going to be public space it is very corporate oriented, and it is 

very elitist oriented, public amenities such as head services, education is 

no longer a priority and so on and so on. So the relationship becomes a bit 

scary. 

Daher describes his vision in the context of his Rainbow Street renovation project 

(illustrated in Figure 6.16) in which he worked to create a public space that is inclusive, 

Daher stated he is “trying to create more spaces for the public that are more inclusive.” He 

stresses concepts of equity and community as demonstrated in “the hanger” project: 

I did not want to create an iconic monument, I wanted to create something 

that..it is a very humble addition to the site. I felt that this is an 

opportunity to break the barrier between east and west Amman, so I used 

Collestra, which is forgotten no body uses it anymore, and it is beautiful 

as you can see […]when I wanted to use collestra, it was intended to 
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bring Ammanis together. Collestra is a material from the fifties, it is a 

hollow block, that is used by the elite in the villas in Shmeisani but also 

old money elite were not pretentious, very humble, and on the 

Intercontinental before its remodelling, on the cinemas, but it is also used 

by the middle class their stairways, on the terraces, and so on. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.16 Rainbow Street Renovation, Amman. Client: Greater Amman 

Municipality  

Source: The researcher, 2011 

 

Modesty 

Daher identified modesty is one of the main values of Islamic architecture: “there 

are certain universal concepts that are specific to Islam. Concepts of privacy for example, 

concepts of humility, meaning humbleness, basically, ah…that your architecture should not 

be pretentious,” For Daher, modesty has different facets. It is related to the wise use of 

resources: “not to be excessive in your use of resources and materials, whether it is building 

material, water, whatever, basically.” It is also associated with the wise distribution of 

investments for the benefit of all social strata not just the elite.  He stated his criticism of 

the surplus oil capital that has been directed to investments targeting upper middle class: 
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 My critique primarily is why is this capital, this surplus capital of the oil, 

is now coming to cities like Beirut, Cairo, Amman, Karachi, Lahore, 

Istanbul, Tunis, Rabat, all over, you know? Before it did not! And why is 

it been spent on stupid real estate development that are catering for the 

upper, upper, upper middle class causing more segregation in the city that 

already is faced with segregation between east and west Amman. Also my 

other argument is that the process of this real estate boom appropriating 

land that is in reality public land or land that is owned by the government 

to be given to private investors at a very low prime rate and also to give 

them all these subsidies, you know, it is like the state is subsidising real 

estate development for these investors instead of the state playing its 

regular role of subsidising education, agriculture, water management, 

whatever. 

Daher illustrates this view by using his “the hanger” project (Figure 6.17): 

I wanted to create a building that is humble very humble and its like the 

houses of Jabal al-Nadeef are cascading down and meeting the hanger 

with a plaza, I did not want to create an iconic monument, I wanted to 

create something that...it is a very humble addition to the site. I felt that 

this is an opportunity to break the barrier between east and west Amman, 

so I used collestra, which is forgotten no body uses it anymore, and it is 

beautiful as you can see. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.17 A sketch by Daher illustrating his conception of the relationship 

between the building and context 

Source: Daher, personal interview, 2011  
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Respect  

- For the environment  

Daher identified the environment is one of the major values Islam adheres to and 

as such teaches “not to be excessive in your use of resources and materials, whether it is 

building material, water, whatever ....”  

- For humanity 

Daher identified respect for humanity, associated with concern for equity and 

respect for all social strata as a key concept in his architectural practice.  

6.5.5.2 Applied values of global culture 

Daher identified a number of global values applied within the local context. 

Critical to this process is understanding the contemporary condition. Daher stated he has 

always practiced and supported educating locals on how modernity is only one crucial 

period of the recent past that facilitates the understanding of contemporary status. He 

argues: 

 I think we as an Arab and Islamic nation we have to understand 

Modernity, this is something that is very important, we have to 

understand the culture of the enlightenment, Modernity, the concepts of 

Modernity in the nineteenth century and twentieth century what happened 

in Europe during these times as a bases to understand the contemporary 

society, thousands of years our ancestors read the Greek philosophy, 

thousand years or couple of hundred years later the Europeans read 

Islamic philosophy it is our time to read western philosophy, political 

economy, critical theories in order to understand this notion of cultural 

change from modernity to postmodernity, the enlightenment, and so on, 

and I believe this is a must for any sort of awakening in the Arab world. I 

am not saying to simply imitate as much as just understand how did the 

west were able to achieve what they have achieved through this 
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awakening through this enlightenment and through the shift through 

modernity in thinking and so on, it is important and then you take from it 

whatever you want, but you have to go through it as an Arab and as a 

citizen of the world basically.  

The other global value Daher identified was pedestrianism. Daher was one of the first 

architects to re-design some main circulation routes as pedestrian space:  

The Greater Amman Municipality, for example, they believed in my 

vision. So when I worked on Rainbow Street. They believed in what I 

was doing that is; trying to create more spaces for the public that are more 

inclusive. 

Daher identified the adoption and application of cutting edge technology as another value 

widely adopted locally: “I look at the global as a source of information of up-to-date and 

technological advancement.” Caring for the environment and the adoption of green 

solutions are also values identified by Daher: “you have to embrace global values 

especially, and I will emphasise one particular aspect we all share is the environment this is 

extremely important, water, energy, approach to building that is more green.”  

For Daher, one important global value is the adoption of a critical definition of heritage as a 

continuing story of place not one frozen in time: “when I add, I add a new layer, I continue 

the meaning.”  

6.5.5.3 Critical elements used to incorporate local and global cultural values 

Daher identified a number of critical elements which contribute to incorporating 

the local and the global in his practice and he describes them as follows: 
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1. Combining academia with practice 

 Daher identified the value of combining academic work with practice and 

expressed concern about local influences that forbid an architect from conducting the two 

roles: “what I mean by practicing is bringing into practice a vision that is basically 

supported by your academic research.” This entails keeping track of up-to-date knowledge 

of both the local and the global to creatively conciliate between the two. Daher stated that 

the circle of feedback also runs from practice to academia which participates in 

enlightening the students: “in my teaching as an academician I try to benefit from my 

experience as a practitioner and convey that to the students.” 

2. Open-mindedness  

According to Daher, this element is deeply imbedded in the desire to know more 

about the interrelated layers shaping context and entails being open to new ideas: 

“sustaining an enlightened mind whose open to new ideas, this is very important.”  Daher 

identified multiple facets associated with this open-mindedness which are described as 

follows.   

Having multidisciplinary tools 

Daher stated that in order to have a better understanding of the built environment; 

an architect should have knowledge of other discipline that enhance his understanding and, 

thus, the way he practice architecture: 

During my graduate work, and also starting with my undergraduate work 

I realized that the social sciences can contribute a lot to architecture and 

to our understanding of the built environment so I was really very much 

interested in anthropology in history in political science and so on, and 
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especially history of the recent past and how they can actually shed light 

on our understanding of the built environment and the cultural landscape, 

so my minor emphasis areas at the graduate level were cultural 

anthropology and cultural geography and they really made me feel the 

built environment in a completely new way. 

He further explained his position as: “The architect has to put on many hats. And this is 

why social sciences become extremely important in understanding what to do with the built 

environment.” 

Broader understanding of influences that affect the local built environment 

Daher identified the importance of understanding practice in the wider context as a 

means to understand the broader factors affecting the built environment:  

You have to understand we are going through a process of neo-liberalism 

in the building construction and in the real state movement and it is really 

very scary for several reasons, you have read my article in the book, the 

Evolving Arab City, were I talk about my critic of neo liberal investments 

and urban restructuring in the city of Amman but also elsewhere in the 

Arab world. My critic primarily is why is this capital, this surplus capital 

of the oil, is now coming to cities like Beirut, Cairo, Amman, Karachi, 

Lahore, Istanbul, Tunis, Rabat, all over, you know? Before it did not! 

And why is it been spent on stupid real estate development that are 

catering for the upper, upper, upper middle class causing more 

segregation in the city that already is faced with segregation between east 

and west Amman. Also my other argument is that the process of this real 

estate boom appropriating land that is in reality public land or land that is 

owned by the government to be given to private investors at a very low 

prime rate and also to give them all these subsidies, you know, it is like 

the state is subsidising real estate development for these investors instead 

of the state playing its regular role of subsidising education, agriculture, 

water management, whatever. So, this is a major problem. 
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Critical understanding of modernity, western philosophy, political economy and critical 

theories 

Daher stated that throughout his career he has emphasized the necessity of a 

critical understanding of how the West went through the enlightenment and thinking about 

modernity as a base for understanding contemporary societies and future iterations: 

I think we, as an Arab and Islamic nation, have to understand Modernity. 

This is something that is very important. We have to understand the 

culture of the enlightenment, Modernity, the concepts of Modernity in the 

nineteenth century and twentieth century what happened in Europe during 

these times as a bases to understand the contemporary society, thousands 

of years our ancestors read the Greek philosophy, thousand years or 

couple of hundred years later the Europeans read Islamic philosophy it is 

our time to read western philosophy, political economy, critical theories 

in order to understand this notion of cultural change from modernity to 

postmodernity, the enlightenment, and so on, and I believe this is a must 

for any sort of awakening in the Arab world. I am not saying to simply 

imitate as much as just understand how did the west were able to achieve 

what they have achieved through this awakening through this 

enlightenment and through the shift through modernity in thinking and so 

on, it is important and then you take from it whatever you want, but you 

have to go through it as an Arab and as a citizen of the world basically. 

Dialogue between East and West 

Daher believes that openness to initiating relationships with specialists from 

different cultures is a key factor in achieving a better understanding of those cultures. 

Furthermore, he identifies the importance of exposing local practitioners to the expertise of 

other cultures to advance practices at the local level by “keeping the dialogue between East 

and West open. I have a lot of foreigner friends; architects, anthropologists, and the 

dialogue with them continues.”  
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Travel and discovering the experiences of the others 

Another facet of open-mindedness identified by Daher is  travel  and  exposure to 

the experiences of others. He considers it very important to open new horizons for 

practitioners: 

… I think travel is the most important educator. I always organize trips 

for my students, every couple of years because they take a lot of energy 

from me. 2004 I did a trip for my students to Damascus, very 

enlightening, 2006 we did Lebanon, 2008 we did Barcelona with my 

students at AUB. You cannot imagine how much we benefited from that. 

Inquisitiveness 

Daher identified inquisitiveness as part of research and research as part of his 

design process: “Our design process is very much research based. He further explained this 

as: 

In general what makes our company very unique and special the fact that 

it is very much research based, we do a lot of preliminary research on two 

aspects. First of all, on the locale itself its narratives, its evolution and so 

on and also on the issues, certain projects carry with them certain issues; 

the environment, public participation, heritage whatever, so we also 

research that aspect very much and in depth. 

In the same vein, Daher stated that since each project emphasizes certain values 

and different issues; the involvement of other disciplines is important: 

Our design process attempts to involve, in certain cases not in all the 

projects whenever needed, the different disciplines that are needed for a 

particular project, archaeology, geography, anthropology, history, so we 

spend a lot of money in order to engage different disciplines when needed 

in certain projects, in the public projects mostly and sometimes in the 

private. So we are not stingy we are very generous in how much we spend 

on the project in terms of time. 

Furthermore, he emphasized the importance of wanting to know more about the built 

environment through reading in different disciplines to enhance understanding of the built 

environment.  
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3. Bringing a vision to practice 

Daher identified the way he practices architecture focuses on bringing a vision into 

practice: “what I mean by practicing is bringing into practice a vision that is basically 

supported by your academic research.”  He described his vision as based on a critical 

understanding of the dynamics of place to enable managing change and  generating new 

interpretations: 

Practicing architecture is primarily a genuine understanding of place. Its 

social production, how is this place produced, who are the stake holders 

that played a role in the production of that place. Local dynamics and 

politics, sometimes places are under interests by some people, for 

example, certain investors see in certain places, for example, a cash cow 

they can benefit from sometimes this contradicts with the vision of the 

preservationist or the local community who live there or the 

neighbourhood around it, so you have to understand the politics of that 

particular place. Emerging discourses and continuous evolution, each 

place continuously evolves, and we have to understand that. The role of 

the architect then becomes an affirmation to creatively locate new 

meaning for that place in order for it not to be frozen in time. Only then 

place emerges as a palimpsest of constant change and transformation. A 

palimpsest is a word that describes in ancient times the cloth of animals 

and how they used to write on it, and, it is not that whenever they wanted 

to write something they would kill an animal and skin head another 

animal, no, they would use the previous skin, using the stone they will 

erase the previous writing so it is not completely erased so you have 

traces of the previous, this is how I look at places. And the challenge of 

the practice of architecture evolves into the meticulous management of 

that change and transformation. How are you going to manage change, it 

is not how you are going to stop change.  

Daher stated that by critically understanding the different layers that formulate a place he  

is able to distinguish the contemporary layer in an attempt to keep the integrity of the 

previous layers as well as celebrate the contemporary: “when I add, I add a new layer, I 

continue the meaning.” He illustrated this process using his “the hanger” project: “… you 
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can see, for example, how the original structural system is all grey, the new structural 

system is rustic red.”  

4. Rejecting the blind imitation of the past and the modern   

Daher does not agree with blind imitation of the past: “I do not want to imitate the past; I 

might be inspired by the past, but not imitating. When a client comes to me and he says I 

want a Moroccan style house, I do not do that.”  However, he is also against the blind 

imitation of the modern: 

I am not saying to simply imitate as much as just understand how did the 

west were able to achieve what they have achieved through this 

awakening through this enlightenment and through the shift through 

modernity in thinking and so on, it is important and then you take from it 

whatever you want, but you have to go through it as an Arab and as a 

citizen of the world basically. 

Similarly, he expressed his rejection of image-based expressions of the past: 

I wrote about the gated communities for example along the airport 

highway, and how, again this brings us back to the local and the global, 

you know you might see that these houses have certain, I call it 

paraphernalia, of surfaces of local culture such as mashrabiyya or 

whatever or whatever or wooden things that are plastered on the façade, 

but in reality if you actually tear these surfaces apart you have the 

American house in the suburb with the basketball court and everything. 

5. Dialogue 

Daher identified dialogue as a key factor to getting work done. He supports public 

engagement in design and he considers one of his conservation projects, Umm Qais, as a 

successful example of public participation. Daher also provided another example of how he 

negotiates and educates the client: 

We had a client, she insisted on classical motifs and neo-classical 

architecture, and I said: I do not do that, and I sat with her, she did not 

come back, to be honest, but I sat with her for hours and I am explaining: 
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why do you want to do that? Explaining to her: this is (new-rich) money 

which is not critical, you know it is adding these cornices and these 

capitals, I said: I would do whatever you want, but capital on top of 

columns, no!  

Dialogue with government officials and policy makers is another facet of this 

element and Daher stated he has always been willing to negotiate and convince 

officials of his points of views: 

I convinced the government to change their approach to tourism 

development where there were three values emphasised; genuine 

involvement of the locals, telling the story of the site, which means, 

conserving the site in perpetuity, conserving and telling the story of the 

site and of the local community, and delivering good quality tourism 

services. And ministry of tourism is primarily interested in number three 

only. So I convinced the ministry to take into consideration the other two.  

Daher also added a third facet to this element when he identified the importance of dialogue 

with the contractor: 

You have even to educate your contractor, you know this is something 

very important, not only educating your client but also your contractor 

and this brings another twist of a link between academia and practice. 

Whenever we win a project I set with the contractor, and he would say: 

oh..no I know everything. I said: yes, you know everything in terms of 

construction documents, but you do not know the architectural evolution 

and the conceptual evolution of how this project emerged. So I set with 

this contractor and say: good you have done your work, you have studied 

the construction documents for contractual purposed and for 

implementation purposed but now we are going to talk about the spirit of 

this project and we set for hours sometimes more than one session, and 

they are very cooperative, you know, they have nothing to lose because 

always at the beginning of each project there is one month, sometimes 

less, mobilization period. It takes a lot of effort on my behalf, because 

you know, I do not like always to talk about my projects, sometimes you 

get bored, but if it is about educating the contractor, I do not mind, 

because at the end a good contractor might kill or not kill a project.  

6. Critical reflection 

Daher identified the role of critical reflection in his practice: 

Critical reflection plays a very important role. There are certain things 

that we do differently now. In general we work with a passion so we 
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already very sincere. But this does not deny the fact that there is also self 

reflection. 

6.5.5.4 Opportunities  

When asked about the opportunities for incorporating the local and the global, 

Daher was rather pessimistic and noted there were “very little”.  Nonetheless, Daher did 

identify opportunities to facilitate conciliating the local and the global.  He is convinced 

that one major opportunity is sincere devotion to preparing a future critical generation of 

architects: 

I am trying to convey to the students that they have to be aware of what is 

going around them; they have to go outside the discourse of architecture 

in order to understand what is happening in the built environment. 

Daher also identified the importance of a client who believes in the architect as a major 

opportunity: “sometimes the client listens to you, sometimes when the client believes in 

you and he or she listens to you it gives you more freedom to actually implement your 

vision, this is very important.”   

6.5.5.5 Constraints  

Daher identified a number of constraints to incorporating local and global cultural 

values.   This time he identified the client is one of the constraints: “you know sometimes 

with clients it is a bit difficult.”  Investor dominance in construction activities was also 

identified as a constraint: 

Previously we had municipalities, governorates that are governing our 

city, now it is companies, corporations, it is capital, it is E’mar, Mawared, 

it is Nakheel it is whatever, that indirectly are having and making 

decisions on behalf of our municipalities and our cities. So, it becomes 

very scary who is accountable. So the public good, that’s the key issue, 

the public good within this formula between the local and the global gets 
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lost. Public space is no longer a priority, inclusive public space is no 

longer a priority, and if there is going to be public space it is very 

corporate oriented, and it is very elitist oriented, public amenities such as 

head services, education is no longer a priority and so on and so on. So 

the relationship becomes a bit scary. 

Similarly, Daher identified local policies oriented towards investors rather than the 

general public as another constraint: 

The process of this real estate boom appropriating land that is in reality 

public land or land that is owned by the government to be given to private 

investors at a very low prime rate and also to give them all these subsidies, 

you know, it is like the state is subsidising real estate development for 

these investors instead of the state playing its regular role of subsidising 

education, agriculture, water management, whatever.  

Social media which leads to the circulation of global images and superficial knowledge was 

also identified as another major constraint: 

With this global circulation of images, everything is attainable you can 

get anything through the media and so on and I think the relationship 

between the local and the global becomes uncritical because of the social 

media. The social media has benefited a lot you know you go and search, 

knowledge is more accessible than before, nobody denies that, people are 

keeping in touch through Facebook, through twitter through whatever, no 

body denies that, but the dangerous of that is there is no critical thinking 

it’s all short messages, no body reads any more the long assays and the 

knowledge becomes terminology and superficial knowledge and this is 

very scary, and it opens up a lot of parochial uncritical critic.  That’s why 

it is very, very scary.  

Daher also identified the lack of libraries and up-to-date resources as a constraint: “We do 

not have good libraries compared to other Arab countries …. and even if we do, the books 

in them are outdated.” Daher suggests a lack of teachers greatly magnifies this challenge: 

“we do not have dedicated good teachers in architecture, not all of them, some of them 

are.” Finally, Daher identifies the internet as a constraint to a sincere search for knowledge: 

“the new generation is internet generation, there is not very much in-depth search for 

knowledge.” 
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6.5.5.6 Synopsis 

This section summarizes the fifth architect’s responses and views on the five areas 

of concern organized into the key themes identified. The following table (Table 6.5) will be 

used in chapter 7 together with the other 4 synopsis tables from the interviews as a means 

to contrast and compare these different views and extract general lessons and conclusions.   

Table 6.5 Rami Daher   

Areas of concern Key Themes 

 

1. Applied enduring values of 

Islamic culture 

 

Adaptability and continuity 

Diversity and variety 

Innovation 

Unity (in underlying values) 

Equity 

Modesty 

Respect  

For the environment 

For human 

2. Applied values of global 

culture 

The thought of modernity 

Pedestrianization 

Technology 

Caring for the environment and green solutions 

Critical definition of heritage/managing change  

3. Critical elements used to 

conciliate between local and 

global cultural values  

 

 

 

Combining academia with practice 

Open-mindedness 

Multidisciplinary tools 

Broader Understanding of influences that affect the local 

built environment 

Critical understanding of modernity, western philosophy, 

political economy, and critical theory 

Dialogue between east and west/friendship relations 

Travelling discovering the experiences of the others 

Inquisitiveness 

Bringing a vision to practice 

Dialogue 

With the client 

With policy makers 

With contractors 

Critical reflection 

4. Opportunities of 

incorporation  

Sincere devotion to preparing a future critical generation of 

architects 

 A client who believes in the architect 
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5. Constraints of incorporation The client 

The dominancy of investors over construction activities 

Local policies 

Social media 

Lack of libraries 

Lack of dedicated teachers 

The drift of new generations towards the internet 

 

In his project, “the hanger,” which is a rehabilitation of an electrical hanger that 

belongs to the ‘30s with a new addition of a gallery halls building, Daher was keen on 

emphasizing the role of the research phase at the beginning of the project which aims at the 

profound exploration of the history and evolution of both the building and its surrounding 

context. The research yielded certain important considerations that influenced the 

architect’s design decisions. First, the project is located within the eastern sect of Amman, 

that is: the poorer section. This context witnessed the evolution of the city of Amman at the 

end of the 19
th

 Century and the beginning of the 20
th

. Second, the surrounding urban tissue 

is comprised of cubical buildings descending gently on the terrain. This was a main factor 

that affected the geometry of the new building in which the architect reflected the 

simplicity and humbleness of the context through adding another cubical unit to the whole. 

Daher was also very sensitive through his choice of materials. As a result, the architect 

applied the Collestra (a material that was used during the ‘30s by the rich and now is 

widely used within the eastern section of the city). Nonetheless, Daher also introduced 

glass in order to assure the spatial flow between the inside and the outside. As for the 

already existing hanger, Daher, was very sensitive to the different evolving layers that 

shaped the history of the building. As a result, color coding was used to differentiate the 

different eras and represent the added new layer.     
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6.6 Summary  

This chapter presented the participating architects’ interview responses and views 

for the five major areas of concern.  Each architect’s view was presented using thick 

descriptions in order to enable readers to engage with the participants’ responses and derive 

their own interpretations.  

The next and final chapter will focus on the findings of the key informant 

interviews and present some the implications for practice and education, and future 

research.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

DISCUSSION AND CRITICAL REFLECTION 

Two important things can be learnt from contemporary cultural studies: 

that the group’s story should be told from its members’ point of view, and 

that ethnographers should step into the scene and write themselves into 

their accounts. 

(Cuff, 1991, p. 6) 

7.1 Introduction   

This study was born out of the researcher’s experience of the context of 

contemporary architectural practices in Jordan and her interest in the wider context of 

contemporary Islamic architecture.  Being multifaceted and within the current conundrum 

of interaction and openness between local and global cultures in the Middle East, including 

Jordan, all this induced the motivation to discover the nature of such interactions  from the 

perspective of practicing Jordanian architects.  The intent of this research is to the critical 

elements used by Jordanian architects to incorporate local cultural values and global 

culture in contemporary architectural practices in Jordan. This also involved an intention to 

better understand if enduring values of Islamic culture and architectural tradition as well as 

the values of global culture are represented in contemporary Jordanian architecture.  As 

such, this provided an opportunity to identify some of the opportunities and constraints 

facing practitioners in conciliation of the local and the global.  

In its scholarly approach to such objectives, the study adopted a qualitative research 

stance.   As Macpherson, Brooder, Aspland, and Cuskelly (2004, p. 99) stress “rigor in this 

sort of research must be defined differently from the way it is defined in positivist forms of 

research; it should remain a contested notion with which we continue to struggle in our 

defining.”  Moreover, Cuff (1991, p. 247) has argued “as with much social science 
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research, experience leads not to an experimentally testable hypothesis but to a series of 

perplexing questions about what is going on in a given situation.”  Eventually, this research 

was conducted through key informant style in-depth interviews with five recognized 

Jordanian architects.  

This final chapter is divided into four main sections. The first section discusses 

interview results two ways.  First, the synopsis tables for the five interviews are compared 

and contrasted around the five research questions:   

1. The enduring values of Islamic culture and architectural tradition represented in 

contemporary Jordanian architecture. 

2. The values of global culture represented in contemporary architecture in Jordan. 

3. The critical elements applied by the participating architects to incorporate local and 

global cultural values. 

4. The opportunities for incorporating local/global cultural values within the context 

of contemporary architectural practice in Jordan. 

5. The constraints facing this incorporation. 

The second section identifies the findings to be drawn from these results and draws some 

implications for architectural theory, practice and education. Finally, some 

recommendations for future research are suggested.   

 

7.2 Interview Results Discussion  

7.2.1 The Participating Architects’ Responses Contrasted and Compared  

Based on a comparison of the synopsis tables created for each of the five interviews, the 

results are compared and contrasted for each of the initial research questions.  
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7.2.1.1 The Enduring Values of Islamic Culture and Architectural Tradition 

Represented in Contemporary Jordanian Architecture and the Way They Are 

Represented. 

  Based on the first section of tables (6.1, 2, 3, 4, and 5), Table 7.1 has been 

developed to illustrate the differences and similarities of the key informants’ responses.  

Table 7.1 The participating architects’ responses to the enduring values of Islamic culture 

and architectural practice applied in contemporary Jordanian architectural practices. 

 

Architect The enduring values of Islamic culture and architectural 

tradition applied in contemporary Jordanian architectural 

practices 

 

6. Ammar Khammash 

 

Adaptability and continuity 

Diversity and variety 

Innovation 

Unity 

Equity 

Modesty 

Respect  

For the environment  

For human  

7. Ayman Zuaiter Adaptability and continuity 

Diversity and variety 

Innovation 

Unity 

Equity 

Modesty 

Respect  

For the environment  

For human 

Privacy 

8. Bilal Hammad Adaptability and continuity 

Diversity and variety 

Innovation 

Unity 

Equity 

Modesty 

Respect  

For the environment  

For human 
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9. Mohammad Khaled Adaptability and continuity 

Diversity and variety 

Innovation 

Respect  

For the environment (differs from the original value in 

Islamic culture) 
10. Rami Daher Adaptability and continuity 

Diversity and variety 

Innovation 

Unity (in underlying values) 

Equity 

Modesty 

Respect  

For the environment 

For human 

 

 Based on the above results, there are a number of enduring values identified that 

the participating architects believe are applicable within the context of contemporary 

practice in Jordan as well as those values that are not.  In Table 7.2 below the enduring 

values identified and the architects who agreed on its applicability are identified. 

 

Table 7.2 Contrasting the architects’ responses to the enduring values of Islamic culture 

applied in contemporary architectural practices in Jordan 

 

Architect The applied enduring value  

 

Ammar Khammash 

     Ayman Zuaiter 

     Bilal Hammad 

     Mohammad Khaled 

     Rami Daher 

 

Adaptability and continuity 

Diversity and variety 

Innovation 

Respect for the environment 

      

     Ammar Khammash 

     Ayman Zuaiter 

     Bilal Hamma 

     Rami Daher 

 

Respect for humanity 

Unity 

Equity 

Modesty 

   

     Ayman Zuaiter                         

 

 

Privacy 
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 The results in this table suggest that the five participating architects collectively 

agree there are three enduring values of Islamic culture applied within the context of their 

contemporary practice in Jordan: adaptability and continuity, diversity and variety, and 

innovation.  Respect for the environment, also appears to be a point of consensus. 

However, as was presented in chapter 6, Khaled does not believe that this value is 

associated with the original Islamic value of protecting and being sensitive to the 

environment.  Rather, he views it as a sort of a reflexive response to insensitive 

contemporary practices that damaging the environment.  

  The table also illustrates that four of the five architects believe that the values of 

respect for humans, unity, equity, and modesty are pursued in their contemporary practices.  

Khaled, however, does not agree based on his view of the complexity of contemporary 

societies and power relations: 

Power relations impose themselves and control relations. It descends 

even to the smallest and less significant relations. For example, who pays 

the garbage collector more will be served first, or will be served three 

times a week while others will be served once.  

 

 With respect to privacy, four of the five architects agreed that this value is 

marginalized in contemporary practices.  In chapter 6, their responses suggest this could be 

attributed to the huge planning and societal transformations that have taken place since the 

middle of the last century and driven by the adoption of Modern techno-rational planning 

and its master narrative which divided cities into similar size blocks of houses oriented 

outwards instead of the traditional inward orientation of houses that guaranteed more 

privacy for its residents.  
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 It is also obvious from the table that none of the architects’ responses reflected 

aesthetic value. As described in chapter four, this could be because aesthetic appreciation 

cannot be standardized and is highly relative, dynamic, and to a great extent a matter of 

personal appreciation.  It could also be due to the fact that the application of the other 

values serves to achieve the desired quest for aesthetic appreciation.  Nonetheless, as will 

be discussed further, only Khaled considered contemporary aesthetic appreciation to be 

highly influenced by global taste.  

7.2.1.2 Applied values of global culture 

 Using the second section in tables (6.1, 2, 3, 4, and 5), the architects’ viewpoints 

on the applicable values of global culture within the contemporary local context are 

contrasted and compared in Table 7.3 below. 

 

Table 7.3 The participating architects’ responses to the applied values of global culture 

within contemporary local practices 

 

Architect Applied values of global culture in contemporary local 

practices 

 

1. Ammar Khammash 

 

Utilization of modern technology 

Latest communication technology 

2. Ayman Zuaiter Utilization of modern technology and structural systems 

Planning principles 

Design language, expression and tools 

3. Bilal Hammad Modern prototypes 

The use of  modern materials and technology 

4. Mohammad Khaled Modern technology 

Modern planning theories and regulations 

Entertainment 

Aesthetics 

Standardization 

Social transformation 

Work structure 
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5. Rami Daher The thought of modernity 

Pedestrianism 

Technology 

Caring for the environment and green solutions 

Critical definition of heritage/managing change 

 

 Contrasting the architects’ responses to this theme yields the shared opinions 

concerning a number of values.  Similarly, Table 7.4 summarizes a comparison of the 

results.  

Table 7.4 Contrasting the architects’ responses to the applied values of global culture in 

contemporary local practices   

 

Architect Applied  values of global culture 

 

Ammar Khammash 

     Ayman Zuaiter 

     Bilal Hammad 

     Mohammad Khaled 

     Rami Daher 

 

Modern technology 

      

     Ayman Zuaiter 

     Mohammad Khaled 

 

Planning theories and principles 

   

     Ammar Khammash                       

 

Communication technology 

     Ayman Zuaiter Design language 

     Bilal Hammad Modern prototypes 

     Mohammad Khaled Entertainment 

Aesthetics 

Standardization 

Social transformations 

Work structure 

    Rami Daher Thought of modernity 

Pedestrianism 

Caring for the environment 

Critical definition of heritage 

 



 

259 

 

 The tables show the five participating architects as agreeing on imported modern 

technology ss the main value of global culture adopted and applied within the 

contemporary local context of architectural practice. Despite the high cost of some these 

technology applications, it is viewed as worthwhile.  As discussed in chapter 3, this might 

be attributed to the fact in order to attract both international investments and visitors it is 

critical for a city to be technologically connected.  

Two of the participating architects agree that modern planning theories and 

principles have a significant applied global value within the contemporary local context. 

Other identified values include: design language, modern prototypes, entertainment, 

aesthetic appreciation, standardization, social transformations, work structure, thought of 

modernity, pedestrianism, caring for the environment, and finally, the critical definition of 

heritage.  Such diversion might be attributed to the different interests of the architects 

within the context of local architecture projects. 

7.2.1.3 The critical elements applied by the participating architects to incorporate 

local and global cultural values 

 Using the third section of tables 6.1, 2, 3, 4, and 5, Table 7.5 illustrates the 

responses to this major theme. 

 

Table 7. 5 The critical elements applied by the participating architects to incorporate local 

and global cultural values 

 

Architect Critical elements applied by the architect to incorporate 

local and global cultural values 

 

1. Ammar Khammash 

 

Open-mindedness 

Having multidisciplinary tools 

Inquisitiveness and research 

Experimentation 

Having a vision and believing in it 
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Combining practice with academia 

Thinking outside the box 

Anti-intuitive approach 

The site as the designer 

Methodology not style 

Look for design precedents within a specific geography 

Reinterpreting design precedents 

Dynamic nature of design methodology 

Accumulated nature 

No concept 

Multidisciplinary expertise is involved when needed 

Social responsibility 

Critical reflection 

2. Ayman Zuaiter Profound knowledge of latest design and construction tools 

Experimentation with local materials 

Profound understanding of context 

Profound understanding of local culture and openness to other 

cultures 

Understanding of previous design precedents 

Social responsibility 

Dialogue and negotiation 

With the client 

With policy makers 

Dissatisfaction with the urban experience in contemporary cities 

Critical reflection 

3. Bilal Hammad Openness 

To other cultures 

Inquisitiveness and open-mindedness 

Experimentation 

Research to establish the knowledge base 

Believing in one’s self 

Dialogue and negotiation with the client 

Profound understanding of context 

4. Mohammad Khaled Rejecting blind imitation 

Of the past 

Of the modern 

Inspiration from past precedents 

The documentation of visual materials related to elements 

and spaces of the context 

Postmodernist approach 

Profound understanding of context 

Openness to experiences and expertise of others 

Dialogue with the client and policy makers 

5. Rami Daher Combining academia with practice 

Open-mindedness 

Multidisciplinary tools 

Broader Understanding of influences that affect the local 

built environment 

Critical understanding of modernity, western philosophy, 
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political economy, and critical theory 

Dialogue between east and west/friendship relations 

Travelling discovering the experiences of the others 

Inquisitiveness 

Bringing a vision to practice 

Dialogue 

With the client 

With policy makers 

With contractors 

Critical reflection 

 

Similarly, Table 7.6 (below) illustrates the result of comparing and contrasting the different 

architects’ responses to this theme and the points of convergence and divergence. 

 

Table 7.6 The critical elements applied by the participating architects to incorporate local 

and global cultural values 

 

Architect Critical element applied by the architect to incorporate  

the local and the global 

 

Ammar Khammash 

     Ayman Zuaiter 

     Bilal Hammad 

     Mohammad Khaled 

     Rami Daher 

 

Open-mindedness 

       Inquisitiveness and research 

       Experimentation 

     Ayman Zuaiter 

     Bilal Hammad 

     Mohammad Khaled 

     Rami Daher 

Dialogue with the client and stake holders 

   

     Ammar Khammash 

     Ayman Zuaiter 

     Rami Daher                         

 

Critical reflection 

 

      

     Ammar Khammash 

     Ayman Zuaiter 

     Mohammad Khaled 

 

Re-interpretation of design precedents 
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    Ammar Khammash 

    Ayman Zuaiter 

Social responsibility 

      

     Ammar Khammash 

     Rami Daher 

 

Having a vision and believing in it 

 

      

     Ammar Khammash 

     Rami Daher 

 

Having multidisciplinary tools 

Combining practice and academia 

 

 Table 7.6 identifies agreement that having an open mind willing to indulge and 

inquire about other cultures around the globe is a central element to any attempt to 

incorporate the local and the global.  Another facet of open-mindedness was associated 

with experimentation.  According to the participants this entails discovering the potentials 

of local materials using modern technology as a means to push them to new edges, or the 

use of new imported materials, or combining them together. This also involves 

experimenting with structural systems, design language and elements, environmental 

solutions, etc.  

Four of the five architects agreed that initiating a continuous dialogue and enlightening the 

client, public policy makers and contractors, is another key element that facilitates the 

process of conciliation.   This is achieved through sessions of convincing the different 

parties of the ideas and proposals of the architect who is conducting his experiments to 

create a better understanding and thus incorporation of the local and the global.  

 Three of the five architects agreed design precedents were a source of inspiration 

for contemporary solutions. Critical reflection, is the other central element three of five 

architects agreed was essential in the conciliation process.  This process of introspection 
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enables architects to enrich their accumulated knowledge base, techniques and vocabulary 

and preventing problems from being repeated in future work.  

  Two of the five architects agreed having a vision and believing in it; or as Daher 

prefers to express it “bringing a vision into practice” is critical element. It tends to reframe, 

transfer and adapt global concepts and ideas in a local context.  Similarly, two participants 

emphasized the importance of the social responsibility the architect holds towards all social 

strata of society as another critical element.  Two of the five architects identified 

combining practice and academia as a critical element in the process of conciliation.   This 

particular element was identified because of the interaction between up-to-date emerging 

knowledge and experimentation in practice and feedback from practice to enrich 

architectural theory.   The same two architects also identified enriching and widening the 

scope of an architect’s knowledge and skills through indulging in other disciplines as 

providing an architect with a different lens with which to view architecture.  This in turn 

enables architects to develop a deeper understanding of both the local and the global and 

the nature of the relationship between the two in every project to be conducted.  
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7.2.1.4 Opportunities for incorporation 

 Using section four in tables 6.1, 2, 3, 4, and 5, table 7.7 was developed. 

Table 7.7 The architects’ conception of the opportunities of incorporating the local and the 

global 

Architect Opportunities of incorporation 

 

1. Ammar Khammash 

 

Having distant wider scope view over architecture 

Materials, labor, and recycling 

2. Ayman Zuaiter Architects with awareness  

3. Bilal Hammad The client who believes in the architect 

4. Mohammad Khaled Recent recession 

5. Rami Daher Sincere devotion to preparing a future critical generation of 

architects 

 A client who believes in the architect 

 

 Contrasting and comparing the five responses to this theme yielded the points of 

consensus summarized as follows in table 7.8. 

 

Table 7.8 Opportunities for conciliation 

Architect Opportunities for conciliation 

 

Ammar Khammash 

Ayman Zuaiter 

 

 

Having distant wider scope view over architecture 

Architects with awareness 

Bilal Hammad 

Rami Daher 

A client who believes in the architect 

Ammar Khammash Materials, labor, and recycling 

Mohammad Khaled Economic recession 

Rami Daher Sincere devotion to preparing a future critical generation of 

architects 
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 This table illustrates a pessimist view of the opportunities for  incorporating local 

and global cultural values within the context of contemporary architectural practice in 

Jordan.  It is also identifies that the main opportunity lies within the realm of the architect 

and the client.  Two of the five architects agreed that an architect with awareness and 

dedication is a key opportunity and two of the five architects agreed that a client with 

awareness who believes in the architect and his message is another key opportunity. 

7.2.1.5 Constraints to Conciliation 

 Using section five of tables 6.1, 2, 3, 4, and 5; table 7.9 was developed to 

summarize responses related to constraints on incorporating the local and the global culture 

within the context of contemporary architectural practice in Jordan. 

 

Table 7.9 The architects’ conception of the constraints on incorporating the local and the 

global  

Architect Constraints of incorporation 

 

1. Ammar Khammash 

 

Inconsiderate architects 

Client 

Lack of visionary governmental agencies 

Planning policies and regulations 

The dominancy of real-estate developers and the wide spread of 

image based architecture 

2. Ayman Zuaiter Misconception of modernity 

Lack of belief in one’s self 

Planning  and  building regulations 

Lack of comprehensive vision of the city 

Flux of global images 

The dominancy of real-estate developers and investors over 

building construction activities 

The client 
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3. Bilal Hammad The client 

Building rules and regulations 

The architect 

The dominancy of real-estate developers over building 

construction activities 

Governmental agencies 

4. Mohammad Khaled The lack of critical intellectual effort that critically analyses and 

understands the local context 

The lack of local architectural historians and critics 

The lack of appreciation of the value of research 

The dominancy of real-estate developers over construction 

activities 

Targeting revenue and indifference to values 

The misuse of technology in practices that harm the 

environment 

The lack of awareness amongst local societies of the importance 

of architecture 

Building rules and regulations 

5. Rami Daher The client 

The dominancy of investors over construction activities 

Local policies 

Social media 

Lack of libraries 

Lack of dedicated teachers 

The drift of new generations towards the internet 

 

 

Table 7.10 below summarizes the results of contrasting and comparing the different 

architects’ viewpoints on this major theme. 

Table 7.10 Constraints on incorporation 

Architect Constraints of the incorporation 

 

      Ammar Khammash 

      Ayman Zuaiter 

      Bilal Hammad 

     Mohammad Khaled 

     Rami Daher 

 

The Client 

The dominancy of real-estate developers over building 

construction activities 

Ammar Khammash 

Ayman Zuaiter 

Bilal Hammad 

Rami Daher 

Governmental policies 
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Ammar Khammash 

Ayman Zuaiter 

Bilal Hammad 

Mohammad Khaled 

Building rules and regulations 

 

Ammar Khammash 

Ayman Zuaiter 

Mohammad Khaled 

Rami Daher 

The wide spread of image-based architecture 

Ammar Khammash Inconsiderate architects 

Ayman Zuaiter Misconception of modernity 

Lack of belief in one’s self 

Mohammad Khaled The lack of critical intellectual effort that critically analyses and 

understands the local context 

The lack of local architectural historians and critics 

The lack of appreciation of the value of research 

The misuse of technology in practices that harm the 

environment 

Rami Daher Lack of libraries 

Lack of dedicated teachers 

The drift of new generations towards the internet 

 

 This table supports the view that both the client and the dominance of real estate 

developers over construction activities are the two main constraints to  incorporating local 

and global culture.  This implies that incorporation would be drive by fashion and profit at 

the expense of deeper profound understanding.  

 Four of the five architects also identified governmental policies that lack a 

comprehensive vision as another major constraint. This is attributed to the dominant 

tendency to facilitate profit motivated developments as a means to attract investments and 

tourism as discussed in chapter three.  Four of the five architects also identified building 

rules and regulations as another major constraint.   Four of five architects also identified 

the widespread and easy access to global image-based architects as another key constraint.    
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7.2.2 Critical Reflections 

 These findings direct attention to several critical factors that should be taken into 

consideration in Jordanian architectural practice.  These results are intended to facilitate 

exploration of the context for professional practice in Jordan. Openness and 

communication is key factor for development and prosperity of any culture.  Such 

development never resides at either of the two extremities of enclosure on oneself or total 

dilution within the global, but rests somewhere in the middle.  Pallasma (2007) has 

concluded that cultural isolation and protectionism do not provide a successful recipe for 

unique architecture. Mumford (2007, p. 1) also concludes: 

As far as sociologists can find out, there has never been a human culture 

that was entirely self-contained in both time and space: those cultures 

which have been nearest to this condition have been extremely primitive 

and have ranked low in their capacity for self-development, 

 

Every regional culture necessarily has a universal side to it. It is steadily 

open to influences which come from other parts of the world, and from 

other cultures, separated from the local region in space or time or both 

together. 

 

Frampton (2007, pp. 314-15) also agrees that “all cultures, both ancient and modern, seem 

to have depended for their intrinsic development on a certain cross-fertilization with other 

cultures”.  Lefaivre and Tzonis (2001 b, p. 28) stress the necessity of openness and contact 

between the different cultures in order to take advantage of the wide scope of experiences 

and, thus, achieve maximum exploitation of local resources: 

 As with a human being, every culture must both be itself and transcend 

itself; it must make the most of its limitations and must pass beyond them; 

it must be open to fresh experience and yet it must maintain its integrity. 

In no other art is that process more sharply focused than in architecture. 
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 There is no recipe of ideal or correct ingredients of the local condition as opposed 

to the global. This is due to the fact that there are two dynamic entities continuously 

evolving. This presents a problem for concerned architects to continuously and 

simultaneously experiment with both in terms of materials, design language, technology, 

structural systems, etc.  Thus, any attempt to incorporate the local and the global is, using 

Eggeners (2002, p. 398) words, “more or less independently realized in a variety of 

locations.”   

 Establishing a good knowledge base (hard and soft resources), facilitating 

accessibility to resources, and encouraging research is one critical factor that can help 

architects set their vision and widens their scope of practice.  It is the responsibility of the 

governmental, educational, and professional sectors to support research within the field of 

architectural practice and criticism as a necessary step for development of the local built 

environment.  

 It is also noteworthy that the five architects’ views on the enduring values of 

Islamic culture in their architectural practice did not go beyond those initially presented in 

chapter four.  This suggests the need for further research to explore the concept both in 

theory and practice. Moreover, it is important to note that two of the participant architects 

didn’t view culture as a driving factor in the design process. For them, it is either the 

environment or the intuitive design excellence of the architect that guides the design and 

nurtures differentiation. One of the two architects-Ammar Khammash- considers global 

culture as replacing the local and the only factor to emphasize locality is geographic 

context.     
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 As the findings suggest, the architects saw few opportunities to facilitate the 

incorporation of the local and the global as opposed to many constraints. One key 

component of this dilemma appears to be the client. Another factor seems to be the 

influence of government agencies as strong proponents of the adoption of the global image 

and development.  The architects’ identified their dissatisfaction with the current wave of 

development projects taking place in Jordan due to its indulgence of importing the global 

at the expense of the integrity of the local. 

Integrating practitioners into the educational process at universities in Jordan is 

crucial for exposing and preparing students’ to take on real world practice challenges. This 

exposition is critical for several reasons. First, qualitative studies that venture beyond the 

comfort zone of the positivist territory into the complex world of practice can be highly 

informative to architectural education. It ventures into the realm of indeterminacy which, 

while characteristic of practice, is not simulated or captured in conventional studio 

approaches; as Schon (Gaston, 1994, p. 2) states: 

Leading practitioners and educators in these professions have become 

aware of the crucial importance of indeterminate zones of practice which 

do not lend themselves to the theories and techniques derived from the 

normative professional curriculum. Their attention has turned to the 

dilemmas of practice under conditions of complexity, uncertainty, and 

uniqueness. In face of increasingly strident criticisms from the lay public, 

and from within their own professions, they have become attentive to 

issues of value-conflict and morality. They have begun to shift their 

attention from technical expertise to artistry and from problem-solving 

to problem-setting. And, with this shift of attention, they have begun to 

question the adequacy of the normative professional curriculum as a 

preparation for a life in the professions.  

 

Secondly, it is within the realm of professional practice that significant part of 

students of architecture will dwell for the rest of their professional lives. Bringing forth 
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situations and expertise of professionals in dealing with everyday design challenges and 

indeterminate zones of practice will assist in bridging the gap between the academy and 

practice.  A reciprocal relationship between theory and practice can enhance both the 

academy and practice; as Gaston (1994, p. 113) states: 

Practitioners dominate the professional societies and associations where 

continuing professional education finds support. The practitioners are in 

the swamp, working in the indeterminate zones of practice daily, and 

they can provide real case studies and ideas for useful hypothetical 

situations which academicians remaining on the high ground have not 

experienced. Through their own participation in designing [design 

studios] for the university level, these practitioners will begin to make 

higher education as more relevant. The professional schools can learn 

from practitioners, refining practice without reproducing its shortcomings. 

It is an iterative cycle which leads to reflective practice and 

improvements in higher education through lifelong learning in the 

professions.   

 

Therefore, practice can be as informative as theory because  as Hall and White (2005, p. 

389) suggest:  “By attending to how work is done, rather than to how it should be done,” it 

can participate in developing and enhancing channels of dialogue between practice and 

research in a way that improves both . Rees (2008, p. 315) argues that a practitioner as 

theorist “may inspire a new path of theory development and expand the repertoire of 

strategies for knowledge production.” As a result, practice can be as effective and critical 

as research in developing the realm of knowledge       

 

7.3 Recommendations for Future Research 

Throughout the course of the thesis several possible research opportunities 

surfaced. The first pertains to exploring experiences of more locally practicing architects to 

further understand the relationship between local culture and the global in a wider scope of 
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practicing architects.   Further comparative cross-cultural research with two or more groups 

of practitioners belonging to different cultures could be done to explore how they conceive 

the relationship between the local and the global would enable further insight into this 

relationship.  It would aim at identifying what specific cultural influences may affect 

conception of the local and the global in architectural practice.  

Further research could also focus on exploring possible gender differences in 

conceiving of and conciliating the local and the global and the relationship between the two 

as expressed in practice.  Future research could address how practicing architects view 

academic curricula in different schools of architecture to investigate its potential for 

equipping future practitioners with the means and knowledge necessary to deal with the 

major challenges they will face in practice.  

Understanding how ethnographic research can contribute to understanding how 

experts in specialized fields of practice understand and organize their world views and 

make meaning can make a significant contribution to understanding the dynamics of the 

theory practice nexus in a number of fields that affect the public.  Much of the research in 

architectural theory to date has focused on buildings rather than the architectural practice. 

However there needs to be a greater understanding of practice and buildings in the context 

of practice to advance our understanding of architecture as cultural expression and the 

creation of form as meaning.  This dissertation and related research is one step in this 

direction.   
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APPENDIX B 

 

Interview Guide for the Participating Architects 

Describing the Contemporary Architecture of Jordan 

1. How do you describe the contemporary architectural scene in Jordan since 1990s 

up-to-date? 

2. Jordan has experienced and still experiencing an unprecedented building boom 

since the 1970s: 

a. How do you characterize this boom, please elaborate more on the period of the 

1990s up-to-date?  

b. Where do you see regional architectural practice within the overall context of 

this boom? 

c. What do you think of the recent development projects like down town al-Abdali, 

Rainbow Street, and al Wakalat Street, down town Salt and Ma’daba? Can you 

please explain why do you think so? 

d. What do you think of Skyscrapers like Jordan Gate, Living Wall, and Limitless 

Tower? Can you please explain why do you think so? 

e. What do you think of Amman’s future master plan? 

f. What do you think of the wide spread of glass and steel sheeting of exteriors? 

Can you please explain why do you think so? 
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Local Cultural Values 

6. According to you, what are the enduring values of Islamic culture applied in 

architecture?  

7. Do you intend to incorporate these values in all your projects? If not, what factors 

affect your selection of values to be incorporated? 

8. How do you incorporate the enduring values of Islamic culture in you architecture? 

9. How do you describe the relationship between the past and the present? And the 

future? 

Values of Global Culture 

10. What values of global culture do you incorporate in your projects? What factors 

affect your identification of these values? 

Incorporating Local and Global Values 

11. In an age of openness and globalization, how do you describe the relationship 

between local cultural values and global culture in architecture? 

12. How do you incorporate local cultural values and global values in your projects? 

Can you give some examples from your projects? 

13. How do you describe your design strategy? Could you illustrate that by steps and 

examples? 

14. Throughout the different stages of your career, what were the factors that affected 

the development of your design process? 

15. Which of your projects best resembles your design approach of incorporating local 

and global values? Why? 
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Opportunities and Constraints 

16. What are the opportunities of incorporating local and global cultural values in 

contemporary architectural practices in Jordan? 

17. What are the constraints? 

Interview guide for the Participant Islamic Scholars 

1. What are the enduring values of Islamic culture that can be applied in architecture? 

 

 

 


