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ABSTRACT 

 

Hassan Fathy started to his architectural practice at a time when modernism was becoming 

increasingly popular and widespread all over the world, and drew attention with his attitude 

towards this ‘new’ global style, which does not pay attention to concepts such as history, culture, 

tradition and locality. To locate Fathy in his era, he was 31 years younger than Frank Lloyd Wright, 

13 years younger than Le Corbusier, and 2 years younger than Louis Kahn. Although he started his 

architecture practice relatively after the famous pioneers of the modern movement, he opposed the 

general discourses of the period and gave importance to an architectural approach that was fed by 

traditions, local culture and history. Use of local natural materials and sustainability have been at 

the forefront both in the techniques and methods used in Fathy’s architecture. Although Fathy's 

architecture was not widely accepted in his early periods, later on, his work and philosophy made 

quite an impact around the world. Especially with the publication of his book "Architecture for the 

Poor, an Experiment in Rural Egypt", was published in Cairo in 1969 and USA in 1973, the whole 

world got to know Fathy and his doctrines. In his designs and discourses, he sought answers to how 

the experience and knowledge from the past would illuminate present day’s expectations and the 

requirements. 

 

When Fathy's discourse and doctrines are examined in his pursuit, it is seen that three basic 

principles are at the forefront; the affordability of the buildings, the involvement of the local folk in 

the production process and energy efficiency. Fathy’s architecture stands out with its traditionalist, 

ecological and sustainable features that benefit from vernacular culture and experience. Although 

ecology and sustainability have been the fields that have been studied intensively in recent years, 

the fact that Fathy became aware of these concepts at a time when the whole world focused on 

modernism and did not care about these concepts shows that he developed an innovative and 

original approach besides his traditional character. 

 

Within the scope of the study, Fathy's architecture was tried to be analyzed, especially through the 

buildings he designed in Egypt, within the concepts of ecology, sustainability and energy 

efficiency. Along with physical analysis and evaluations through his buildings, his teachings and 

phylosophy were also examined with a critical view, especially through the texts he produced, and 

tried to be interpreted in the context of the dynamics of today's architectural environment. 

Afterwards, projections for the future were expressed, considering that Fathy's farsighted teachings 

were not actually a periodic attitude and approach. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  

 

Hassan Fathy, who lived between 1900 and 1989, is one of the most important figures of Egyptian 

architecture (Figure 1). He graduated from the Polytechnic School of Architecture in Cairo's 

University in 1926 and has done his architecture practice for over 60 years (1). He was born in a 

family of high socio-cultural level in Egypt and grew up in Alexandria and Cairo. He has traveled 

to Europe, and even worked as a guest lecturer in some schools after he became famous. He has 

never been to the rural areas of Egypt before designing in those areas. Although he was given an 

architectural education in the Beaux Arts school, it is seen that Fathy's designs were excluded from 

the influence of this dominant and classical tradition in the 19th century. 

 

  
Figure 1a. Fathy’s portrait (left) b. Lawrence Durrell (left), Dimitri Papadimos and Hassan 

Fathy (right), in Cairo (Url-1) 
 

During the periods when European-origin movements were widely accepted in non-European 

countries, Fathy sought an architectural practice that was nourished by his own origins instead of 

adopting these movements that did not care about local culture and traditions. Fathy's architectural 

thought has a critical and distinctive character that cannot be directly reduced to a particular 

architectural movement. Fathy became famous all over the world, especially with the publication of 

his book, which was published in Egypt in 1969, in America in 1973, and his ideas and doctrines 

began to be discussed. In his book "Architecture for the Poor", he sought answers to how the 

experience and knowledge from the past would respond to today's expectations and the 

requirements of the age, through the architectural practices in the village of Gourna. When Fathy's 

philosophy is examined, three basic principles draw attention in the design and construction to be 

made in the countryside; low energy consumption, low cost of structures and public involvement in 

the production process. Particularly, the participation of the public in the construction process of 

the buildings is very important for Fathy. According to Süha Özkan, these sensitivities of Fathy 

were noticed too late in Europe. Years later, Fathy's book was published in French as "Construire 

avec peuple", which means building with the people, instead of "Architecture for the Poor" (2). The 

same book was published by the Chamber of Architects in Turkey in 2010 as "Participatory 

Architecture" (Katılımcı Mimarlık). 

 

Fathy's philosophy of architecture and social approaches attracted attention especially with the 

publication of his book in America after 1973. The modern movement, which was subjected to 

intense criticism after the second half of the 20th century in Europe, was criticized and rejected 

much earlier in Fathy's thought. From this point of view, it is obvious that Fathy was a pioneering 

architect with a philosophy far ahead of his time. The approach of Fathy architecture, inspired by 

the traditional, valuing local culture and accumulation and rejecting global approaches, has come to 

the fore again with concepts such as vernacular architecture, ecology and sustainability, which have 

been spoken frequently in the architectural community recently. Fathy has become an important 
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architectural figure, first in the Islamic geography and then all over the world, both with his stance 

against global discourses and his farsightedness. 

 

In the last few decades, the concepts of ecology and sustainability have become the topics of 

intense debate in the field of architecture as a result of the depletion of energy resources, global and 

climatic crises, and people's inclination towards the natural and sustainable as a result of living 

spaces that are far from natural. The term "ecology"was coined in 1866 by the German scientist 

Ernst Haeckel, and it became a rigorous science in the late 19th century. The concept of 

sustainability was first expressed as a forestry term in 1713 by Carl von Carlowitz in his book 

Silvicultura Ecológica. Although the concepts of sustainability and ecology are concepts that 

entered the literature in the 18th and 19th centuries, respectively, it can be considered relatively 

new that this subject has become controversial in the architectural environment. The concept of 

sustainable design emerged after the World Building Congress in Gävle, Sweden in 1988. In the 

report called Agenda 21 (Agenda 21 on Sustainable Construction) prepared by CIB (Fr: Conseil 

International du Bâtiment: İng: International Council for Building), a classification was made 

regarding the standards of this subject (12). The concepts of ecology and sustainability, which have 

been on the agenda of the architectural environment for nearly 30 years, are actually concepts that 

stand at the center of Fathy's architectural approach. Fathy preferred nature-friendly, recyclable and 

sustainable materials in all of his designs. With such an approach, he used the most accessible, low-

cost building materials of that region in his designs in Egypt and other Central Asian countries, 

with local construction techniques, to which he added his own interpretation (Figure 2). 

 

      
Figure 2. Mud brick production in New Gourna (13) Making of sun-dried bricks, New Gourna (14) 

 

In this context, instead of imprisoning Fathy's foresight and thoughts within his own period, 

evaluating it with a actual perspective and trying to understand his from today's architectural 

environment can be a consultation area for future projections. 

 

2 FATHY’S ARCHITECTURE AND THE CRITICISM OF MODERNISM 

 

It is not easy to position Fathy's architecture in its own period and to evaluate it in terms of a 

certain architectural trend and style, and it will not be the right approach. While it is relatively 

possible for the architectures of his period to be evaluated through classifications such as traditional 

and modern, Fathy's architectural approach cannot be interpreted through a defined architectural 

style. The most important reason for this situation is that he could not accept a certain architectural 

approach like his contemporaries, and he both cared about the accumulation and traditions of the 

past and exhibited a "modern" stance depending on the requirements of the age. This is why 

Tanyeli evaluates Fathy together with Schmitthenner, Pikionis, Eldem, and Correa in his book 
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"Mütereddit Modernler", in which he examines the architects who have a conflicting relationship 

with modernism (3). 

 

2.1 Fathy and Modernism 

 

The modernism movement, which is one of the important breaking points in the history of 

architecture, was based on the ground created by the technology that developed after the industrial 

revolution. With modernism, sociocultural and social inputs, which are of great importance for 

architecture, lost their importance and this situation had important reflections on the architectural 

environment. The new world order, which emerged as a result of industrialization, had a significant 

impact on the social structure. The buildings, whose relations with the changing technological 

criteria have weakened, have lost their importance with the modern movement and a global 

definition of architecture has been made with new materials and techniques. Changes in the 

ideological and social structure and consumption habits, changes in production processes due to 

technology and rapid mechanization have formed the basis of modern architecture. Modern 

architecture, which is based on newly emerging developments, has severed its ties with the past and 

rejected the past. As a result, people whose social and cultural memory has been interrupted have 

weakened their ties to the past. As a result of this situation, especially since the second half of the 

20th century, the modernism movement has been subjected to serious criticism. 

 

Modernism has influenced the entire architectural environment, especially since the beginning of 

the 20th century. In this process, most architects have determined a position in the context of their 

proximity to modernism. There have also been those who have taken a contrary attitude against 

modernism, which is highly accepted and accepted around the world. Fathy is one of these names. 

His distance from modernism, which was the dominant architectural thought during his lifetime, 

sets him apart from his contemporaries. He was never under the influence of modernity 

unconditionally, despite his experiences with Art Deco Modernism and Bauhaus architecture in 

Cairo and Alexandria, where he spent his life, and the modernism experiences he gained from his 

trips to Europe (6). 

 

According to Fathy, the modern architectural movement was created by foreign authorities who 

were not sensitive to culture, civilization and tradition. Fathy claims that such an approach is 

unacceptable in the Arab world. According to Fathy, the thought of modern architecture emerged 

depending on the developing technique, industry and economy in Europe and showed an attitude 

that does not care about social values. Because of this feature, he thinks that this style erodes the 

architectural diversity and richness. In Fathy's criticism, modernity is a meaningless approach that 

ignores local values, riches and possibilities, reduces architecture to a single type, and has only 

some formal rules (7). 

 

According to Uğur Tanyeli, Fathy's architectural approach cannot be expressed in any architectural 

style and cannot be directly included in any architectural ideology prevailing in Europe. In 

addition, Tanyeli, in his latest book, describes 5 architects together with Fathy as "hesitant modern" 

and states that although these architects are actually modern, they hesitate to stay in modernity and 

feel a kind of uneasiness. Tanyeli does not think that these architects are not actually modern, but 

expresses that they have a kind of conflicting relationship with modernity. According to Tanyeli, 

these architects think that architecture, society and life are much better in the world of the past and 

they miss such a past. He states that they do not see the contributions of modernity as the 

contributions of the modern world, and that they existed in the past. These architects, including 

Fathy, once thought that the world was much more tolerant, rational and humanitarian. Western-

based discourses aren’t enough to define Fathy's architecture and ideology. The main reason for 

this is Fathy's opposing attitude to the dominant approaches of his time (3). In this context, it can 

be said that Fathy has a strong nostalgia for the past and rejects modernity and the Beaux Arts 

movement in which he grew up. 
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Although Fathy's architecture is positioned against modernism, it actually contains parallels with 

modernism in terms of its own dynamics and features. Fathy's thought argues that architecture 

should update itself, and does not stand against using the opportunities and technology of the age. 

Fathy's biggest criticism against the modern movement is that modernity ignores the ties with the 

past and shows a brand new approach. However, Fathy attaches great importance to cultural 

accumulation, traditions and local riches. 

 

2.2 Design Principles of Fathy Architecture 

 

Fathy's architecture is not only composed of professional orientations and sensitivities, but also has 

a structure that needs to be examined with its social and societal dimensions. According to Özkan, 

instead of the global social structure and architectural style that spread with modernization, Fathy 

adopted an architectural philosophy related to the original social structure (2). According to Fathy, 

modernism imposes European values and standards on non-European societies in the bureaucratic, 

political, social and cultural sense. The "modern" architectural understanding, which radically 

changes the traditions and identities of societies and proposes a new social order based on 

technological developments, has brought along social identity problems. Again with this new social 

structure, problems have emerged in the continuity of belonging and social memory. This order, 

which emerged with modernism, has been subjected to intense criticism by different disciplines 

over time. In parallel with these criticisms, Fathy also produced new ideas and criticisms that cared 

about his own cultural roots in Egypt. This ideology, which Fathy put forward in the periods when 

modernism was not yet criticized in Europe, was understood and accepted in later dates. 

 

While modern architecture gives more importance to urban space and thinks about it with the ideal 

city form; Fathy cares about the needs of the rural poor and focuses on developing an ideal 

architecture for them. In his designs in rural areas, he not only develops a structure-based approach, 

but also produces public spaces, open and semi-open spaces and components in the urban sense 

(Figure 3). In this context, Fathy has developed a design strategy that attaches importance to 

publicity with a more holistic approach, rather than just a structure-based design approach, as can 

be clearly seen in the example of New Gourna village. The following lines in Hassan Fathy's book 

reflect his ideas for those living in rural areas; 

 

“If you were given a million pounds, what would you do with them? A question they were always 

asking us when we were young, one that would start our imagination roaming and set us 

daydreaming. I had two possible answers: one, to buy a yacht, hire an orchestra, and sail round the 

world with my friends listening to Bach, Schumann, and Brahms; the other, to build a village 

where the fellaheen would follow the way of life that I would like them to (4).” 
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Figure 3. Fathy’s New Gourna Masterplan (up) and Ground floor plan (Url-4) 

 

Fathy argues that architectural design, like other branches of life, should not break away from 

tradition and maintain it. In this context, the lessons learned from the traditions of the region, both 

in terms of form, technology and production, have shaped his architectural practice (6). 

 

Three important features stand out in Fathy's architecture. Perhaps the biggest difference of Fathy 

from the leading architects of his time is that he thinks that users should also participate in the 

process, especially in buildings with low socio-cultural levels in his architectural philosophy. In 

this way, it will be possible for the people to produce their own living spaces and to increase the 

sense of belonging. Another intend of this approach is to enable the people to learn the traditional 

building production methods, to be educated in this process and to make the modifications 

themselves when necessary. This approach of Fathy can be clearly seen in the title of his book in 

1969, in which he describes his experiences in Gourna and increased his worldwide recognition; 

Construire avec le Peuple (English name: Architecture for the Poor). Another prominent feature of 

Fathy architecture is the economical production of buildings. The principle of low-cost building 

production, which Fathy prefers in his designs, does not mean that his buildings are unqualified or 

poor quality, on the contrary, Fathy argues that the right architecture can be produced with an 

approach that uses local natural materials, nourished by local tradition and culture. According to 

Fathy, modernism, which does not care about locality and cultural heritage, is a sick approach that 

cuts ties with the past. In Fathy's architectural teaching, it is important to reinterpret the knowledge 

and experience brought by the past from a contemporary perspective, rather than just an approach 

that imitates the past. 

 

Because Fathy's historicism is beyond the "visible". Tanyeli considers historicism as an approach 

that goes beyond appearance in architecture. In this sense, Fathy also built his designs with 

historical tools, methods and approaches, beyond revealing products that seem historicist with daily 

self-interested realities. In this sense, Fathy architecture stands on a ground beyond the “image” 

(8). 

 

Underlining that the architecture of a region is a response to the geography and climate of that 

region and that architecture is specific to regions and societies, Fathy criticized the Modern 

Movement's ignoring this feature of architecture. He sought the communication that architecture 

establishes with climate and geography in the traditional analyzes of the region and the reasons that 

make up these analyses. Beyond how successfully he reflects his architectural discourse on his 

works, his insistence, effort and desire to reveal ways of connecting with the lost past are 

impressive (2). 

 

However, regionalism and traditionalism are not enough to define Fathy's philosophy of 

architecture. Simplicity, functionality and usefulness are more important concepts to understand its 

architecture. The traditionalist attitude in his approach to architecture and his strong relationship 
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with the past make his architecture relatively related to vernacular architecture. The simple and 

plain language, which can be observed both on the planimetric plane and on its façades, is one of 

the characteristic features of Fathy architecture. In this sense, Fathy stands close to the "honesty" 

discourse of modern architecture. Likewise, “repetition” as a design component can be read both in 

its spatial arrangements and in the language of the façade. The effect that Fathy captured on the 

facades comes from the "volume and window system" rather than the "color and surface" 

manifestation (11). Fathy considers symmetry as a concept that makes designs mechanical and 

soulless. Fathy's approach to architecture and his understanding of beauty can be clearly 

understood in his own sentences below: 

 

“Although I believe that the appearance of a building has the most profound effect upon its 

inhabitants, yet one cannot house men in the Parthenon. One’s beautiful designs must serve the 

humble everyday needs of men; indeed, if these designs are true to their materials, their 

environment, and their daily job, they must necessarily be beautiful. (4)” 

 

Fathy's book (Architecture for the Poor; An Experiment in Rural Egypt) in which he describes his 

planning and architectural studies in the village of New Gourna reveals the social responsibility 

that Fathy assumed through architecture (Figure 4). There is a search for continuity in Fathy's 

architecture, and this search is fed by traditions. The approach that rejects the traditions and the 

past of modernism is one of the most criticized features of this movement in Fathy philosophy. 

Fathy sees the continuity of traditions as a reflection of the cultures of societies and thinks that 

these traditions differ in every society. As a reflection of his traditionalist attitude, Fathy is 

generally positioned against global currents and is seen as a defender of local and vernacular 

architecture. Traditionalist approach and cultural memory, which are the main features of 

vernacular architecture, have an important place in Fathy's philosophy. In addition to its vernacular 

character, Fathy architecture is also an important field of study for today's popular concepts such as 

ecology and sustainability. 

 

  
Figure 4. Old Gourna village (left, url-2) and Fathy’s New Gourna (right, url-3) 

 

While examining the local architectural features, he investigates the possibilities of adobe as a 

building material. He conducts material experiments in the laboratory with his friends at the 

university and makes use of these experiences while producing adobe. He collaborates with local 

craftsmen who can cover the roof with a dome and vault without using wooden formwork. He does 

not see local architectural features only from a formal point of view. Analyzes plan typologies, 

spatial elements and their usage and meanings. He collects information directly or indirectly from 

the local folk. In the light of this information, he develops designs that are not alien to them but 

will improve the poor quality of life they live in. 

 

As a direct reflection of his architectural understanding, Fathy cares about the climatic and unique 

characteristics of the region in his spatial arrangements. In this context, generally a typology with a 

courtyard has been adopted in the design and settlement decisions of the buildings, depending on 

the hot climate of the region. He also chose the material usage according to the climatic 

characteristics of the region and generally used the most easily available adobe as basic building 

material in the region. In addition, he thought about how the right relations should be in the urban 
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scale depending on the functions of the buildings and he gave importance to these relations in the 

site plan. 

 

3. CONCLUSIONS 

 

Fathy, who was born at the very beginning of the 20th century (1900), completed his architectural 

education at the Polytechnic School of Architecture in Cairo in 1926, which provides education in 

the Beaux Arts ecole, and started to practice architecture at a time when the architectural 

environment all over the world was under the spell of modernism. Despite this, Fathy was not 

unconditionally influenced neither by his education at the university nor by the dominant trend of 

the period, modernism. In his architectural understanding, instead of adopting a certain 

architectural style and being subject to that style, it is a priority to shape his own truths with the 

historicity and tradition in which he grew up. Fathy's discourses have been one of the leading 

criticisms of modernism among the postmodern discourses of the period, especially since the 

middle of the 20th century, and his book has become one of the prominent books of the period. 

Fathy claimed that the architectural style, which spread all over the world during his time, ignored 

the traditions, cultural characteristics and human factor and detached architecture from its context, 

and he spent his life in an effort to create an answer to this break with his architecture and 

philosophy. He explored how empirical knowledge and traditional analyzes from the past can 

contribute today's rapidly changing conditions. 

 

It is very meaningful that an architect like Fathy, who has an Aga Khan award, won the most 

prestigious architecture award in 2022 with Fathy's architectural philosophy and teachings. 

Although the architect Diébédo Francis Kéré, who grew up in Burkina Faso, started to practice 

architecture almost a century after Fathy, he adopted the most characteristic features of Fathy's 

architecture as the building blocks of his own architecture. Kéré has this to say about the 

production process of a school he built in Africa: “When I started, the resources were limited 

— I didn't have enough money to build the school. Also, I had to involve the community in 

order for them to have labor. So, instead of going to the city to recruit people with better 

construction skills, I was interested in making people from Gando become part of the process, 

hoping to transfer some knowledge to them (15).” The process described here is exactly the 

same as Fathy's approach to participatory architecture or building with the local people. Again, 

similar to Fathy's stance against modernism, Kéré thinks that it is necessary to embrace 

tradition for social development. It is not possible to modernize with 'Eurocentric' methods, 

leaving tradition and locality behind. The traditional method and the use of local materials 

with a contemporary perspective, which are one of the most important characteristics of Fathy 

architecture, are also very important for Kéré. He expresses his priority in designs as exploring 

how to combine the materials and techniques currently used in local architecture with a more 

advanced technology (Url-5). 
 

Fathy's philosophy, which does not fit the architectural practice into certain patterns and 

periods, is human-centered and feeds on traditional heritage, and attaches importance to local 

materials and methods, although it was exposed to many criticisms, it could be understood 

later and brought Fathy to the forefront in the world of architecture with his teachings and wise 

approaches. Issues such as ecological design, sustainability and sustainable development, 

which are at the center of the architectural agenda today, are the most important concepts that 

shape Fathy's architecture. While these issues are not yet discussed in the architectural 

environment, Fathy's awareness of this issue transforms him into a farsighted and forward-

thinking architectural figure. Today, an architect from a similar geography with Fathy has 

become the most talked-about name all over the world, with an approach that exactly coincides 

with Fathy's discourses. In fact, this quote from Kéré sums up the whole story: "If we learn to 

build with local materials, we have a future." 
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