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ASSEEL AL-RAGAM
Kuwait University The Destruction 

of Modernist Heritage 
The Myth of Al-Sawaber

Powerful myths dominate modern architectural history. Design of 

postwar high-density housing, it has been argued, has failed in de-

livering its utopian promises. Political, economic, and social factors 

are mostly missing from these postmodern narratives that have con-

nected modernism to failed housing projects. This association has 

set a precedent for false histories to emerge around the world. The 

history of Kuwait housing, in particular, has been written with a bias 

against the apartment block. My study introduces a controversial Ku-

waiti housing project into this debate and contributes to the legacy 

of modernist state housing schemes in architectural discourse.

complex, located in Kuwait City’s Al-Sawaber area, was 
constructed as a higher density model for collective liv-
ing. It enjoyed a short period of success after which its 
lack of maintenance and demographic shifts in Kuwait 
City’s population resulted in its deterioration and sub-
sequent calls for its demolition. Not unlike in the St. 
Louis example, in which Pruitt-Igoe was used to further 
an ideological agenda, the Al-Sawaber complex, as it 
came to be known, became the symbol of squalor and 
antisocial behavior (Figure 1). The Al-Sawaber project 
came to be during a period of radical experimentation 
LQ�KRXVLQJ�W\SRORJLHV��,W�ZDV�SDUW�RI�WKH�����V�XWRSLDQ�
stock of projects designed by renowned international 
architects, who took part in shaping a Kuwaiti modern 
architectural history. Now under threat of demolition, 
its current alarming state of disrepair gives legitimacy 
to this narrative; however, I will argue that regeneration 
discourse, asserting the failures of modernist buildings 
and favoring their demolition rather than restoration, 
has led to the unwarranted demonization of a large 
chapter in architectural history.� Moreover, more recent 
architectural histories challenged the social position 
of modern architecture and its ability to withstand 
adverse political and economic transformation. These 

Introduction
Myths serve social, cultural, economic, and political 
interests. Katharine Bristol made this argument in her 
article “The Myth of Pruitt-Igoe.”1 For some archi-
tectural critics and historians, Pruitt-Igoe became the 
symbol of modernism’s allegedly failed dream of a 
social utopia. Charles Jencks famously announced the 
death of the 20th century project the moment Pruitt-
Igoe fell.2�5DWKHU�WKDQ�UHDI½UPLQJ�-HQFNVµV�DUJXPHQW��
Bristol traced the failures of Pruitt-Igoe to the short-
comings of public planning and housing institutions, 
so as to expose the ideological underpinnings of this 
historical viewpoint and the motives of the architects 
who had an interest in fostering this false history. 
Bristol’s article contributed to the shift in the historical 
narrative of modern architecture from the wholesale 
failure of its heritage to more contextual debates that 
include racial, social, and economic inequalities, which 
lay outside architecture’s boundaries and, in Bristol’s 
argument, led to Pruitt-Igoe’s demise. 

In Kuwait, as in St. Louis, a powerful myth domi-
nates housing policy. In the late twentieth century, 
many voiced their critique of the apartment block as a 
suitable model for the Kuwaiti family. The Al-Sawaber 

Figure 1. Al-Sawaber complex (photograph by author).

debates are, in part, responsible for the contemporary 
decline in value of modern heritage around the world 
and its subsequent demolition. 

7KURXJK�WKH�H[DPLQDWLRQ�RI�WKH�PLG°WZHQWLHWK�
century Al-Sawaber complex, I will demonstrate that 
½OOLQJ�WKH�PLVVLQJ�JDSV�LQ�WKHVH�GRPLQDQW�KLVWRULHV�
would not only enrich architectural education but 
it would also provide incentive for the maintenance 
and preservation of some of these buildings. 

Histories of architecture, written in the later 
half of the twentieth century and later, challenge 
the critical position of modernism. Modern architec-
ture, it has been argued, is powerless in the face of 
capitalist structures and, at times, complicit in this 
alignment with economic forces. Alan Colquhoun 
disputed modernism’s social claims, describing the 
modern movement as a “stylistic preference, a par-
ticular taste, a set of meanings binding together a 
certain group of architects at a certain time.”4 Colin 
Rowe argued modern architecture “displayed a whol-
ly naïve idealism.”� The most scathing critique came 
from Manfredo Tafuri. His thesis challenged past 
claims that suggested architecture can be critical. He 
stated, “one is led almost automatically to the dis-
FRYHU\�RI�ZKDW�PD\�ZHOO�EH�WKH�´GUDPDµ�RI�DUFKLWHF-
ture today: that is architecture obliged to return to 
SXUH�DUFKLWHFWXUH��to form without utopia; in the best 
cases, to sublime uselessness.”�
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Tafuri’s critique has split theorists into two 
camps, with those advocating for the return of criti-
cality spearheaded by Michael Hays.7 On the other 
side are those who want to do away with this dimen-
sion of architecture, led perhaps by Rem Koolhaas. 
However, the two camps are united in their critical 
re-examination of modern architecture. 

This debate has extended into histories of late-
twentieth-century housing. Alison Ravetz, for exam-
ple, argues that each generation needs to re-examine 
historical facts. As she states in Council Housing and 
&XOWXUH��7KH�+LVWRU\�RI�D�6RFLDO�([SHULPHQW, 

©�D�FROOHFWLYH�NQRZOHGJH�RI�HYHQWV�LV�DFFXPX-
lated as they unfold, and where social affairs are 
concerned, this is inevitably within a partisan 
framework. In the process much gets forgotten 
or foreshortened, and the memories of what was 
experienced harden into orthodoxy. There comes 
a point when this body of accumulated knowl-
edge needs reassessment for new generations. 
It is here that, with distance of time, a more bal-
anced overview can begin to be constructed.�

Ravetz’s history of British postwar housing provides 
another perspective with which to critique housing 
and the modern welfare state, thus contributing to a 
changing attitude towards modern architecture. 

Housing Policy and the Welfare State
The Al-Sawaber complex shares similar associa-

tions to those assigned to British council housing. Just 
DV�WKH�����V�FRXQFLO�KRXVLQJ�DHVWKHWLF�ZDV�YLOL½HG�LQ�
architectural journals and made responsible for crimi-
nal and anti-social behavior, the Al-Sawaber project 
was the target of a similar ideological campaign that 
developed a decade after its construction. The history 
of Al-Sawaber can be traced back to housing poli-
cies implemented during a period of nation building 
DQG�DGRSWHG�E\�.XZDLWL�HOLWHV�LQ�WKH�����V��6KHLNK�
Abdulla Al-Salem Al-Sabah, the emir at the time, put 
structures in place for an ambitious program that pro-
YLGHG�XQSUHFHGHQWHG�EHQH½WV�IRU�DOO�.XZDLWLV��:HOIDUH�

EHQH½WV�ZHUH�HVWDEOLVKHG�ZLWKLQ�WKH�WXUEXOHQW�SROLWLFDO�
climate of the region and the rise of Arab nationalism.9 
These universal policies, which included urban hous-
ing, led to the emergence of a new Kuwaiti society. 

7KH�/DQG�$FTXLVLWLRQ�3ROLF\��/$3��RI������ZDV�
one of the laws enacted by Sheikh Abdulla Al-Salem 
Al-Sabah as part of a broader development program. 
The LAP was implemented in order to raise the so-
cial status of all Kuwaitis; but it was also the start 
of a much larger housing scheme that provided all 
Kuwaiti males of a particular age a state-subsidized 
house in the form of a “loan and plot” scheme or, 
alternatively, pre-built government housing. The sec-
ond legislated policy was the Public Organizing Line 
�32/���,W�ZDV�UDWL½HG�LQ�-XO\������E\�6KHLNK�$E-
dulla Al-Salem to counteract the effects of the LAP. 
The POL mandated that all land outside a marked 
boundary was state-owned, and non-negotiable for 
private ownership; the purpose of the POL was to 
HQG�ODQG�GLVSXWHV��VSHFXODWLRQ��DQG�LQ¾DWHG�ODQG�
YDOXHV��,Q�$XJXVW�������WKH�32/�ZDV�H[WHQGHG��DQG�
a decision was made that all land acquisition outside 
the city walls was to halt, with the exception of land 
purchased by the state. The POL, consequently, af-
fected the LAP, and the latter’s application was con-
½QHG�WR�SURSHUW\�ZLWKLQ�WKH�32/��8QGHU�WKHVH�FRQ-
GLWLRQV��WKH�/$3�DSSOLHG�WR�RQO\���������������NPô��

RI�DSSUR[LPDWHO\��������NPô�RI�.XZDLWL�WHUULWRU\�10 
In these early stages of modernization, the 

state policy was to buy private land from within the 
city limits at prices above market value. Most of the 
acquired land had previously been residential in use. 
Displaced Kuwaitis were assigned land plots outside 
the city limits through a lottery system. These new 
housing plots were auctioned off at nominal prices 
and generous state-subsidized loans guaranteed 
affordability of land outside the city walls. Kuwaitis 
moved into new neighborhoods designed by the 
British planners Minoprio, Spencely and MacFarlane 
(Figure 2). Therefore, Kuwaiti suburbanization, unlike 
its western counterpart, was not a reaction against 
urban industrialization. Nor was it a response to 
SRSXODWLRQ�WUHQGV�RU�²XUEDQ�¾LJKW�³�,QVWHDG��.XZDLWL�
suburbanization was implemented in order to urban-
ize and modernize the city as a symbol of a modern 
state. This parallel development of the modern city 
and its suburbs was celebrated in the journal Archi-
tectural Design��,Q�D������VSHFLDO�LVVXH�RQ�WKH�0LG-
dle East, Raglan Squire, guest editor, documented 
Kuwait’s development:

%XLOGLQJ�RI�KRXVHV�JRHV�RQ�DSDFH�RQ�WKH�¾DW�
sandy areas outside the town walls; and here 
too a vast industrial area has sprung up. Out-

Figure 2. Minoprio, Spenceley and MacFarlane development plan (courtesy the Kuwait Municipality Archives).
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side the walls the master plan provides for a 
series of residential neighborhood units of 
DERXW�������HDFK��7KH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�VHYHUDO�
RI�WKHVH�QHLJKERUKRRGV�LV�DOPRVW�½QLVKHG�11

7KH�����V�VDZ��WKHUHIRUH��WKH�EHJLQQLQJV�RI�D�
welfare state and of radical changes to traditional 
OLYLQJ��<HW�E\�WKH�����V�WKH�KRXVLQJ�V\VWHP�ZDV�
already stretched too thin due to the acquisition 
SROLF\��(YHQ�WKRXJK�WKH�/$3�ZDV�½UVW�HQYLVDJHG�DV�
a way to activate a modernization project for Kuwait 
City, its implementation resulted in an economically 
unsustainable housing model and changes to tradi-
tional structures that overtaxed the state housing in-
VWLWXWLRQV��7KH�½UVW�JHQHUDWLRQ�RI�GLVSODFHG�.XZDLWLV�
preferred the option of a 70,000 Kuwaiti dinar loan 
DQG�D�SORW�LQ�WKH�½UVW��VHFRQG��WKLUG��RU�HYHQ�IRXUWK�
tier of neighborhood districts.12 They set a precedent 
that future generations insist on following. A post-oil 
nuclear family model of living usurped the pre-oil 
standard, in which extended families were accommo-
dated in one house. Therefore, the demand for hous-
ing doubled or even tripled. On the one hand, the 
����V�VWDWH�EHQH½WV�FUHDWHG�PRGHUQ�GZHOOLQJ�XQLWV�
and an increase in modern technologies. It gave 
birth to a Kuwaiti middle class that formed the tech-
nocratic body of Kuwaiti society and that demanded 
reform and development. These Kuwaitis also often 
held administrative positions in state planning and 
public works institutions. On the other hand, these 
policies created a society dependent on state hand-
outs, a demand for housing that far surpassed the 
available supply, longer waiting periods for housing, 
development speculation that resulted in an expo-
nential increase in land value and, more importantly, 
the hegemony of the detached housing model. 

The Detached Single-Family House
The detached house did not exist in Kuwait’s 

pre-oil built environment. It was a British import 
½UVW�FRQVWUXFWHG�LQ�$O�$KPDGL�WRZQ�E\�WKH�.XZDLW�
2LO�&RPSDQ\��.2&��LQ������WR�KRXVH�LWV�HPSOR\HHV�
�)LJXUH�����%\�������5DOSK�6KDZ�UHSRUWHG��²PRUH�

than 1,000 homes had been built.”�� Al-Ahmadi was 
modeled after Garden City principles that idealized 
the relationship between dwelling and labor. Work-
ers at KOC, both British and Kuwaiti nationals, were 
assigned a detached house with a garden, making 
WKHP�WKH�½UVW�EHQH½FLDULHV�RI�WKH�VLQJOH�SORW�KRXVLQJ�
scheme (Figure 4). Al-Ahmadi’s success as a neighbor-
hood model was comparable to that of Bournville, 
/HWFKZRUN��DQG�:HOZ\Q±VRPH�RI�WKH�HDUOLHU�(QJOLVK�
garden cities. However, Al-Ahmadi remained an anom-
aly. Neither the housing models nor the neighborhood 
plan were considered by the state as prototypes for 
future development. Its location far outside the city 
limits and its exclusive clientele added to its isolation.

,QVWHDG��WKH�VDWHOOLWH�WRZQV�SURSRVHG�LQ������E\�
Minoprio, Spencely and MacFarlane (MSM) were the 
inspiration for the earliest modern houses.14 MSM 
suggested new settlements that would be separated 
from Kuwait City by a greenbelt. MacFarlane de-
scribed the plan as follows: 

2XWVLGH�WKH�>.XZDLW�&LW\@�ZDOO��WKH�ODQG�SODQQHG�
IRU�GHYHORSPHQW�ZLOO�DFFRPPRGDWH�VRPH��������
persons and covers an area greater than the old 

WRZQ�LQVLGH�WKH�ZDOO��$OPRVW�DOO�¾DW�DQG�DOO�VDQG��
it is being divided by main roads into eight com-
PXQLWLHV�RI�DSSUR[LPDWHO\�������SHUVRQV��� 

Housing plots during this period were extremely 
JHQHURXV��WKH\�UDQJHG�LQ�VFDOH�IURP�����WR�������
square meters. Building material, construction meth-
RGV��½QDQFLDO�DVVLVWDQFH�DQG�VWDWH�SROLFLHV�ZHUH�GH-
signed to support this housing model. The detached 
house became synonymous with a modern standard 
of living, mostly due to the technological systems 
that were incorporated in the design. For most Ku-
waitis, a detached house signaled a shift from un-
sanitary and uncomfortable living conditions to those 
that provided comfort and relief during harsh winter 
and summer months. The privately designed house 
on state-subsidized land was a sign of family pres-
tige and it became a part of the collective Kuwaiti 
consciousness and, in fact, as recent protests show, 
it is seen as a basic right. Esping-Andersen stressed 
WKH�VLJQL½FDQFH�LQ�WKH�ZHOIDUH�VWDWH�RI�²FLWL]HQVKLS�
rights determining access to services.”�� As Esping-
$QGHUVHQ�QRWHG��²GHFRPPRGL½FDWLRQ�RFFXUV�ZKHQ�
a service is rendered as a matter of right and when a 

Figure 3. Al-Ahmadi neighborhood (courtesy the Kuwait Oil Company Archives).
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person can maintain a livelihood without reliance on 
the market.”17

(VSLQJ�$QGHUVHQµV�FRQFHSW�RI�GHFRPPRGL½FD-
tion is associated with services people allegedly are 
entitled to because “of their citizenship status rather 
than their income.”�� Ownership of a single family 
home was perceived as a Kuwaiti right. Kuwaitis, over 
the years, grew a sense of entitlement and citizen 
dependence on the state grew exponentially. 

High-Density Residential Units
State construction of only one housing model 

led to a preferred standard of living. High-density 
residential units were resisted not because of their 
lack of suitability but mostly because the state did 
not initially experiment with cooperative living dur-
ing the early stages of housing development. The 
Kuwaiti demand for single plots is a cultural phe-
nomenon rather than a claim based on programmatic 
or social needs. As a consequence, the housing prob-
OHP�RI�WKH�����V�WXUQHG�LQWR�D�KRXVLQJ�FULVLV�E\�WKH�
1970s. It was only then, as the state was exhausting 
developable land for single-plot housing, that exper-
imentation with different housing models appeared. 

,Q�WKH�����V��VWDWH�RI½FLDOV�VXJJHVWHG�KLJKHU�
density units as a possible solution to the housing 
crisis. Row and stepped houses and apartment blocks 
were investigated. However, before the 1970s, hous-
ing institutions were resistant to changes in the sta-
tus quo. In one example, housing ministries stopped 
construction of Saba Shiber’s row-house proposal in 
the Magwa area.19�$V�HDUO\�DV������6DED�6KLEHU±D�
Palestinian planner who worked at the Department 
RI�3XEOLF�:RUNV�LQ�.XZDLW�LQ�WKH�����V±DSSHDOHG�
for a greater variety in housing. In a report submitted 
WR�WKH�0XQLFLSDO�&RXQFLO�RQ�$SULO���������KH�VWDWHG��

if Kuwait continues to grow according to the 
SDWWHUQ�RI�WKH������DQG������VTXDUH�PHWHU�
plot, it will become even a more tremendously 
extended city than it is at present. This is not 
only uneconomical but it is not conducive to 
social interaction and the conservation of valu-

able urban land. It is therefore necessary to 
reconsider the question of single plots.20

Higher density units were not encouraged in 
�����VWDWH�SROLF\��DV�6KLEHU�QRWHG��²7R�GDWH� due to 
strong social feelings about this subject, the recom-
PHQGDWLRQV�FRQWDLQHG�LQ�WKH�©�UHSRUW�KDYH�QRW�EHHQ�
LQFRUSRUDWHG�DV�RI½FLDO�SROLF\�³21 But by the 1970s, it 
became necessary to experiment with higher density 
PRGHOV��7KH�1DWLRQDO�+RXVLQJ�$XWKRULW\±QRZ�WKH�
3XEOLF�$XWKRULW\�IRU�+RXVLQJ�&DUH±SURSRVHG�DSDUW-
ment complexes in the city. Plans moved forward de-
spite the housing standard that was already established 
and the high land values in the city brought about by 
speculation. The 1971 Colin Buchanan Report, com-
missioned by the Kuwait Municipality, called for higher 
GHQVLW\�KRXVLQJ�WKDW�ZRXOG�DFFRPPRGDWH�������.X-
ZDLWLV±���VTXDUH�PHWHUV�SHU�SHUVRQ�ZLWK����VTXDUH�
meters for “ancillary uses outside the units, including 
car parks, playground and public space.”22 International 
architects including Dissing & Weitling, Georges Candi-
OLV��DQG�$UWKXU�(ULFNVRQ�SURYLGHG�SURSRVDOV��)LJXUH�����
These projects proposed higher density units in differ-
ent areas in Kuwait City’s residentially zoned districts 
that would attract average-income Kuwaiti families 
and establish a precedent for subsequent urban hous-
ing projects. The state motives were primarily to strike 
a population balance in the city and to alleviate the 
housing burden. The Buchanan Report surveyed the 
rapidly transforming structure of the resident popula-
WLRQ�LQ�.XZDLW�&LW\��,Q�������%XFKDQDQ�QRWHG��WKH�
population was around 100,000, of whom 29,000 were 
Kuwaitis.���,Q������WKH�SRSXODWLRQ�GURSSHG�WR���������
ZLWK��������EHLQJ�.XZDLWLV��%\������D�������GHFOLQH�
LQ�WKH�.XZDLWL�SRSXODWLRQ�ZDV�RI½FLDOO\�UHFRUGHG��ZLWK�D�
����GURS�LQ�WKH�WRWDO�SRSXODWLRQ�24

Arthur Erickson and the Al-Sawaber 
Housing Project

The Al-Sawaber project, therefore, has to be 
situated within this complex dynamic. In 1977, the 
National Housing Authority (NHA) was convinced 
that the Al-Sawaber project would be “a landmark in 
the progressive housing program for Kuwait, serving 
as a prototype for future housing developments.”�� 
The state addressed the educated middle class, en-
couraging them “to take up residence in the heart of 
their city.”�� They would set an example and become 
the pioneers of a new mode of living.

In 1977, Arthur Erickson was one of the archi-
tects invited to design higher density residential units 
for Kuwait City’s Al-Sawaber area. Georges Candilis 
was another. However, Candilis’s proposal was to be 
located on a site adjacent to the Al-Sawaber area. 
Erickson’s and Candilis’s proposals for Kuwait are not 
unique. In fact, during this period, over forty design 
proposals at various scales were prepared and, for 
the most part, implemented. These projects were the 
work of international architects and planners whose 
appointment by the Kuwait Municipality, for the most 
part, was based on their prior work in the region. For 
H[DPSOH��LQ������D�WHDP�RI�²H[SHUWV³�PDGH�XS�RI�WKH�
English town planner Colin Buchanan, two represen-
tatives from the United Nations, and the architects 
Franco Albini and Leslie Martin helped restructure the 
planning department at the Kuwait Municipality at the 
invitation of Hamid Shuaib, a Kuwaiti architect and 
planner working in the department.27 They each par-
ticipated in different stages of the planning process, 
but together they changed the course of Kuwait’s 
architectural discourse. 

On other occasions, international architects 
received direct invitations from the advisory planning 

Figure 4. Al-Ahmadi single-plot homes (courtesy the Kuwait Oil 

Company Archives).
Figure 5. Dissing & Weitling, East Sulaibikhat Housing (courtesy the 

Kuwait Municipality Archives).
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committee. In the case of Erickson, for example, his 
SURMHFW�IRU�6LPRQ�)UDVHU�8QLYHUVLW\��EHJXQ�������
helped him secure a personal invitation from Ku-
wait’s NHA.�� At any given moment during this peri-
od, multiple large-scale projects were simultaneously 
under construction. This frenzy of architectural and 
urban projects was part of a larger vision to modern-
ize the social, political, and cultural infrastructure of 
Kuwait. Erickson’s and Candilis’s proposals, there-
fore, have to be understood in the context of this 
period in Kuwait’s modernist architectural heritage. 

The proposals were made almost a decade 
DSDUW��&DQGLOLVµV�SURMHFW�ZDV�GHVLJQHG�LQ�������(ULFN-
son’s in 1977. Their architectural philosophies were 
different. Erickson, who had faith in the utopian 
underpinnings of the modernist project, stated in a 
speech at McGill University, “modernism released 
us from the constraints of everything that had gone 
before with a euphoric sense of freedom.”29 Erickson 
also expressed his faith in the phenomenological 
qualities of architecture, arguing that “space is and 
has always been the spiritual dimension of architec-
ture. It is not the physical statement of the structure 
so much as what it contains that moves us.”�� 

Erickson’s modernist leanings were tempered 
by his admiration and familiarity with this part of the 
ZRUOG��,Q�������DIWHU�HDUQLQJ�KLV�DUFKLWHFWXUDO�GHJUHH�
at McGill, he spent two years traveling in Europe and 
the Middle East. His approach to architecture had 
less to do with solving universal social problems such 
as housing than was the case for many of his Euro-
pean contemporaries. Instead, Erickson comes from 
the architectural tradition of Frank Lloyd Wright, 
whom he called his mentor. Erickson viewed each 
design project as a unique problem with its own spa-
tial and site conditions that needed to be resolved. 
Candilis, on the other hand, was a direct descen-
dent of the architecture and urban philosophies of 
Le Corbusier. He was among the many European 
architects who were absorbed by the problem of 
housing; his numerous housing typologies produced 
for the various sessions at the &RQJUqV�LQWHUQD-
tionaux d’architecture moderne��&,$0��UH¾HFW�WKLV�

concern. His contribution at the ninth CIAM meet-
ing was a study of North African housing. Candilis’s 
formal approach relied heavily on the romanticiza-
tion of the subjects of these studies, particularly 
of lower-income Moroccan housing. He was, along 
with Shadrach Woods, the architect in charge of 
overseeing the development of Le Corbusier’s Unite 
Gµ+DELWDWLRQ��,Q�KLV������SURMHFW�IRU�KLJKHU�GHQVLW\�
housing in Kuwait City, Candilis proposed a variety of 
housing types to maximize density. 

But it was Arthur Erickson’s design for the 
Al-Sawaber area that was ultimately implemented. 
Erickson received an invitation from Kuwait’s NHA 
board to redesign the Al-Sawaber area, located in 
the heart of the city. The site was mostly vacant with 
a cemetery occupying the northern corner of the 
land. Erickson’s project, proposed for Kuwaitis, was 
spatially and formally innovative within Kuwait’s built 
HQYLURQPHQW��)LJXUH�����7ZR�RUJDQL]LQJ�SULQFLSOHV�
DQFKRUHG�QLQH�QHLJKERUKRRGV�RQ�D������KHFWDUH�VLWH��
The primary element was the design of the building 
spines, which were aligned on an east-west axis; this 
determined the 900 apartment units’ north-south 
orientation. The stepped building form clustered to-
wards these spines in order to provide a microclimate 
in the public spaces; the composition resulted in an 
A-shaped section that not only shielded residents 
from the harsh summer sun but also provided natural 
ventilation. Communal activities such as markets, 
cafés, restaurants, and play areas ran along these 
urban corridors (Figure 7). 

The second organizing principle was the series of 
linked open spaces that empty into public gardens. The 
importance assigned to these connected pedestrian 
streets marked a shift in normative neighborhood plan-
ning as practiced by the NHA. Model neighborhood 
units outside the city focused on relationships between 
REMHFWV��0RUH�VSHFL½FDOO\��QHLJKERUKRRGV�ZHUH�RU-
ganized according to three community levels (Figure 
��� The Kindergarten Community Unit (KCU) was the 
smallest in scale. It was based on the catchment of a 
VLQJOH�����SODFH�NLQGHUJDUWHQ�WKDW�FRQWDLQHG�FRPSOL-
mentary community facilities; the Primary Community 

Unit (PCU) was slightly larger in scale and was com-
SRVHG�RI�½YH�.&8V��7KH�WKLUG�OHYHO�RI�QHLJKERUKRRG�
organization was based on the Neighborhood Com-
munity Unit, which included PCU and KCU structures. 
Erickson’s proposal suggested an alternative solution. 
Pedestrian corridors that provided structures with 
scale replaced rational distribution of objects in space. 
The kindergartens remained essential elements, but it 
was how residents reached them that was much more 
important; they became part of the linked corridors. 
Erickson noted that “the kindergartens form an exten-
sion of the garden system and are located to provide 
easy access and create a community focal point at the 
north and south edge of the site.”��

Each building housed two apartments on each 
¾RRU��VHSDUDWHG�E\�WKH�FLUFXODWLRQ�V\VWHP�RI�VWDLUV�

Figure 6. Arthur Erickson’s project for the Al-Sawaber district (courtesy 

the Kuwait Municipality Archives).

Figure 7. Arthur Erickson’s proposal for communal areas and public 

space (courtesy the Kuwait Municipality Archives).
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and elevators. This circulation core was articulated in 
the building façade, giving it a prominent position in 
WKH�RYHUDOO�VFKHPH��7KH�¾RRU�DUHD�IRU�WKH�GLIIHUHQW�
DSDUWPHQW�W\SHV�ZDV�����VTXDUH�PHWHUV��DV�JHQHU-
ous as that might seem, it was markedly different 
IURP�WKH�����DQG������VTXDUH�PHWHUV�WKDW�ZHUH�
earmarked for the single-plot house. In addition, 
Erickson’s apartment layout omitted key elements 
that were essential parts of Kuwaiti residences. The 
apartments lacked a clear separation of program-
matic functions, as well as hierarchy between public 
and private space. Most importantly, Erickson’s 
plan omitted the diwaniya±WKH�PHQµV�VRFLDO�DQG�
political gathering space. The diwaniya was and still 
is an important element in the Kuwaiti house. The 
state-imposed ban on political parties moved this 
public sociopolitical space into the privacy of one’s 
home. As a public feature within the private realm of 
WKH�KRXVH��WKH�GLZDQL\D�KDG�WR�EH�FDUHIXOO\�GH½QHG�
within the spatial organization. In fact, the diwaniya 
was and still is incorporated in the layout of NHA’s 
public housing schemes. These missing features 
UH¾HFWHG�QHJDWLYHO\�RQ�(ULFNVRQµV�SURSRVHG�SODQV��
A more in-depth analysis of the constituent parts of 

Kuwaiti home life would certainly have eliminated 
this oversight. 

Erickson’s proposal for Al-Sawaber occurred 
during a transitional period in architectural history. 
Architectural discourse, during that time, had moved 
beyond the 1920s heroic architecture and past the 
“second machine age.” Postmodernism and structural-
LVP�KDG�EHFRPH�LQ¾XHQWLDO�DOWHUQDWLYHV�WR�PRGHUQLVW�
RUWKRGR[\±WKH�IRUPHU�UHVRUWLQJ�WR�D�VKRUW�OLYHG�
eclectic revival of historical styles, the latter attempt-
ing to apply anthropological and literary theories to 
WKH�DUFKLWHFWXUDO�½HOG��'HVSLWH�WKH�HPHUJHQFH�RI�WKHVH�
architectural trends, modern architecture never left the 
architectural scene; it was simply repackaged. Archi-
tects whose faith in the utopian dimension of moderni-
ty defended its diverse history and proclaimed that the 
modernist project was still unfolding, and that archi-
tecture cannot operate isolated from the sociopolitical 
context. At the same time, the period saw a venomous 
attack against modernist heritage that contemporary 
architectural discourse is still trying to untangle. 

Many of the Kuwait projects from the 1970s and 
����V�UHSUHVHQWHG�WKLV�WUDQVLWLRQ��$PRQJ�WKHVH�ZHUH�
unbuilt projects by Peter and Alison Smithson for the 

Ministries Complex and the Architetti BBPR proposal 
for Safat Square (Figure 9). Along with BBPR and the 
Smithsons, the advisory planning committee at the 
Kuwait Municipality sent out personal invitations to 
Candilis, Josic and Woods, and Reima Pietilä to advise 
on the making of a modern Kuwait City. The invitation 
of this consortium was part of a much larger vision of 
the Kuwaiti elite, whose faith in this modernist project 
was perceived as the way forward. 

To a certain extent, these different architectural 
WUDMHFWRULHV�LQ¾XHQFHG�(ULFNVRQµV�$O�6DZDEHU�SURMHFW��
The separation of pedestrian and vehicular circula-
tion are characteristic of the functionalist approach of 
modern urban planning, particularly the concept of 
“streets in the air,” which his pedestrian spines resem-
bled. Despite this functionalist approach to circulation, 
Erickson’s scheme also employed a more comprehen-
sive mixed-use approach in the integration of residen-
tial, leisure, and commercial activities. He exhibited 
structuralist tendencies in his development of a web, 
in the formal distribution of the buildings, and in the 
stem, represented by the elevated walkways that con-
nected these structures. One outcome of structuralist 
LQ¾XHQFH�RQ�DUFKLWHFWXUH�ZDV�WKH�VKLIW�IURP�YHUWLFDO�
stacking to a horizontal placement of forms over an 
H[SDQGHG�½HOG��7KHVH�PRGXOHV�RQ�WKH�ODQGVFDSH�ZHUH�
connected together by an organizing structure, usu-
ally corridors, streets, or paths. This “web and stem” 
design language was advocated as an alternative to 
the perceived banality of tower block apartments. It 
was also an attempt to create and frame public space 
through this system of mass and void. 

Despite the project’s apparent formal connec-
tions with structuralism, Erickson never explicitly 
expressed structuralist leanings when describing his 
projects. Instead, the relationship between the build-
ing modules and the connecting paths had more to 
do with his admiration of Wright’s sensibility towards 
constructed and existing landscape. Erickson recon-
structed the topography of the existing Al-Sawaber 
site from this interplay between natural and man-
made elements. However, this juxtaposition came at 
a cost to the apartments themselves. The apartment 

Figure 8. The National Housing Authority diagrammatic layout using 

the Kindergarten Community Unit (KCU) as the basis for neighborhood 

planning (courtesy the Kuwait Municipality Archives).

Figure 9. Architetti BBPR proposal for Safat Square, Kuwait City 

(courtesy the Kuwait Municipality Archives).
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buildings were designed to face one another, com-
promising privacy and eventually leading to the clos-
ing off of openings in the building façades. 

Construction and Administrative 
Shortcomings

There is, however, a wide gulf between architec-
tural ideas as written in history books and the contexts 
in which they developed and were implemented. Unlike 
other arts that enjoy a level of autonomy, architecture 
is an applied art that has inescapable structural and 
economic demands. From the outset, the Al-Sawaber 
project was blighted by construction and administrative 
problems. Erickson’s 1977 proposal was completed in 
�����DQG�LQ������LW�KRXVHG�������LQKDELWDQWV��2QO\�
����DSDUWPHQWV�ZHUH�EXLOW��MXVW�RYHU�KDOI�RI�WKH�����
units proposed by Erickson. Therefore, Al-Sawaber nev-
er reached its optimal density. At this point, the project 
was subcontracted to a Singaporean-Korean contractor 
and many of the elements that were part of Erickson’s 
original design were omitted. The complex network of 
pedestrian routes was not seamlessly connected, thus 
breaking the continuity of pedestrian circulation, one of 
the main features of the original design. The A-shaped 
VHFWLRQ�GH½QHG�E\�WKH�FOXVWHULQJ�RI�DSDUWPHQW�EXLOG-
ings was not implemented and the sustainable micro-
climate was not achieved. Communal facilities were 
built but were not operational. Eyad Al-Attar, secretary 
of the Al-Sawaber Administrative Council, noted that 
a large depot, four restaurants, and four retail spaces 
were not fully functional.�� Al-Attar added that some 
RI�WKH�IDFLOLWLHV�ZHUH�XVHG�E\�QRQSUR½W�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�
outside the Al-Sawaber community, such as the Women 
Cultural and Social Society, Center for Research and 
Social Studies, and the Youth Sports Society. This forced 
residents to go outside the complex for basic needs.�� 
According to Eisa Al-Gharabally, the president of the 
Al-Sawaber Administrative Council, communal facilities 
have not successfully operated since the establishment 
of the complex.�� 

For the Al-Sawaber complex to succeed, a 
homeowners’ association or a similar union was 
essential. This type of organization is responsible 

for the maintenance and upkeep of cooperative 
complexes. However, the NHA did not enforce the 
establishment of a union from the outset; instead, 
it claimed responsibility for maintenance, and a 
cooperative culture among the residents was never 
established nor was a sense of responsibility for the 
upkeep of shared spaces. Residents relied on the 
NHA, which only did the bare minimum. In 2001 the 
0LQLVWU\�RI�)LQDQFH�SXW�D�VWRS�WR�D���������.XZDLWL�
dinars (KD) budget allocated to the NHA for main-
tenance. And it was at this time, a full twelve years 
LQWR�WKH�SURMHFW��WKDW�WKH�1+$�½UVW�SXVKHG�IRU�WKH�
HVWDEOLVKPHQW�RI�D�KRPHRZQHUV�DVVRFLDWLRQ��,Q�������
WKH�$XGLW�%XUHDX�½QHG�WKH�1+$�IRU�XQODZIXOO\�FRQ-
tinuing its services. The NHA, as a response, urged 
the residents, once more, to establish this union. In 
0DUFK�����������0LQLVWHU�RI�3XEOLF�:RUNV�DQG�0LQ-
LVWHU�RI�6WDWH�+RXVLQJ�%DGU�$O�+XPDLGKL�FRQ½UPHG�
“the formation of such a federation would make it 
easier for the state to reach an understanding with 
>RZQHUV@�LQ�WKH�FRPSOH[�³�� Al-Humaidhi claimed 
this union would allow the state to deal with a single 
entity when it comes to the maintenance and reno-
vation of the building.�� 

But Al-Humaidhi’s recommendations were not 
implemented. In a 2011 interview Mohammad Al-
2WKPDQ±D�WHQDQW�RI�$O�6DZDEHU�ZKR�LV�DFWLYHO\�
½JKWLQJ�IRU�WKH�YDOXDWLRQ�DQG�VXEVHTXHQW�GHPROLWLRQ�
RI�WKH�XQLWV±UHMHFWHG�WKH�LGHD�RI�D�KRPHRZQHUVµ�
association on the grounds that it would drive a 
wedge between different owners. His main reason 
for refusing, however, was stated later in the inter-
view: “Why,” he asked, “should we be asked to pay 
for maintenance?”�� Al-Othman’s lack of awareness 
of collective living requirements is a result of this 
precarious relationship established between the NHA 
and the Al-Sawaber tenants, and of Kuwaitis’ gen-
eral dependency on the state. This project had been 
LPDJLQHG�DV�D�VHOI�VXI½FLHQW��HFRQRPLFDOO\�VXVWDLQ-
DEOH�FRPPXQLW\��,W�ZDV�PHDQW�WR�JHQHUDWH�SUR½WV�
from the retail and commercial facilities. A union 
would have helped regulate these activities. It would 
also have helped regain custody of the facilities now 

usurped by organizations outside the Al-Sawaber 
community. In one example, the Women Cultural and 
Social Society had taken over a large storage room 
to be used as a children’s nursery, the proceeds from 
ZKLFK�ZHUH�XVHG�WR�EHQH½W�WKH�ZRPHQµV�VRFLHW\��
Owners and residents therefore blocked any poten-
tial for a successful community to emerge by refusing 
to establish a cooperative union. 

Demographic Shifts: Public Health 
and Safety

Another obstacle to the formation of a home-
owners’ association was that a demographic shift had 
already occurred in the resident population. The apart-
ments targeted Kuwaiti families and were leased to 
them by the state. However, in some cases, apartments 
were set aside for what was termed “extraordinary 
cases” and, at times, units were distributed to individu-
als via the Amiri Diwan, the ruler’s headquarters. It 
KDV�EHHQ�UHSRUWHG�WKDW�WKH�1+$�VWLOO�RZQV�����XQLWV��� 
Further population shifts occurred after the 1990 Gulf 
War. According to Haya Al-Mughni and Mary Ann Tet-
reault, female Kuwaitis married to non-Kuwaitis, female 
GLYRUFHHV��DQG�ZLGRZHUV�VTXDWWHG�LQ�¾DWV�WKDW�ZHUH�
deserted after Kuwait’s liberation.�� Private investors 
purchased the remainder of vacant apartments. They, 
in turn, leased these to non-Kuwaitis. Migrant work-
ers and illegal expatriates also moved in. Overcrowded 
apartments led to safety and public health issues. 
Ahmed, an Al-Sawaber tenant, observed that “more 
than ten people stay in one apartment now, making 
the place unhygienic. They dispose of their rubbish on 
WKHLU�QHLJKERUµV�GRRUVWHS��ZKLFK�½OOV�WKH�ZKROH�EXLOG-
ing with an unpleasant smell.”40 

Fires, as recently as November 2012, have 
HQJXOIHG�DSDUWPHQW�EORFNV��,Q�������D�½UH�WKDW�GDP-
aged an entire block started in an apartment that 
was rented to more than twenty migrant workers. 
Subdivisions were common and many of the apart-
ment façades ZHUH�DOWHUHG�DQG�½UH�HVFDSHV�EORFNHG�
off. The complex became unrecognizable because of 
these provisional changes (Figure 10). Public spaces 
were now unwelcoming and unsafe. The elimina-
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tion of a visual connection between apartments and 
public spaces removed that added measure of safety 
(Figure 11). Owners were forced to move out be-
cause of these conditions. 

Visual connections are an important safety 
measure in urban neighborhoods. The urban activist 
and critic Jane Jacobs referred to this quality as “eyes 
on the street.”41 Jacobs’s formula for a successful 
neighborhood developed as a direct response to the 
FRQWURYHUVLDO�����V�XUEDQ�UHQHZDO�VFKHPHV�LQ�$PHUL-
can cities. Jacobs’s concept of “eyes on the street” 
GH½QHG�D�VRFLDO�EHKDYLRU�WKDW�ZDV�SURGXFHG�ZKHQ�
buildings faced the street, where residents would 
monitor improper activity. This safety gauge ensured 
the continuity of the “sidewalk ballet,” a term she 
DOVR�FRLQHG��ZKLFK�GH½QHG�GD\�WR�GD\�DFWLYLWLHV�WKDW�
gave neighborhoods their distinct identities. Jacobs 
successfully saved her neighborhood from destruction 
by illustrating the vibrant social interaction among the 
inhabitants and the diversity of building types and 
functions that her neighborhood accommodated.

Economic Forces and the Regeneration 
Discourse

The fate of the Al-Sawaber neighborhood is 
precarious. Modernist heritage around the world 
shares a similar unstable future. Strong economic 
forces and negative campaigns against modern-
ist state housing are the main contributing factors 
that have seen the unfortunate demolition of iconic 
housing projects such as the Heygate Estate.42 
Robin Hood Gardens, despite sustained efforts by 
the Twentieth Century Society to save this build-
ing, will probably follow suit.�� As in the case of 
Jacobs’s West Village and British council housing, 
land speculation in the Al-Sawaber district has led to 
cries for its demolition. Familiar arguments are used 
to justify the proposed destruction: Al-Sawaber is 
D�VOXP�QRW�½W�IRU�OLYLQJ��DQG�SDUWLFXODUO\�IRU�.XZDLWL�
OLYLQJ��'HVSLWH�KXJH�JDSV�LQ�WKH�RI½FLDO�QDUUDWLYH��WKLV�
myth has gained permanent status in Kuwait. Adrian 
Glasspool argued that demolition is part of a “re-
generation discourse” supported by “environmental 
determinism.” Glasspool, one of the last remaining 
tenants of London’s Heygate Estate, explained: 

Environmental determinism is part of the same 
GLVFRXUVH�EDQGLHG�DURXQG�LQ�WKH�����V©��7KHQ��
it was said that the tenement buildings needed 
to be demolished because they didn’t create an 
HQYLURQPHQW�ZKHUH�SHRSOH�FRXOG�OLYH�KDSSLO\©��
Suddenly the place was being labeled a problem 
HVWDWH©��7KLV�LV�DOO�SDUW�RI�WKLV�UHJHQHUDWLRQ�GLV-
course. Because there’s nothing wrong with the 
EXLOGLQJV��WKH\�KDYH�WR�½QG�DQ�H[FXVH�WR�UHJHQHU-
ate the place, i.e. knock it down and replace it.44

This discourse is, at times, nostalgic, or refers to a 
past when the buildings were better maintained. A 
glorious past is juxtaposed against an evil present. 
In an article in Al-Watan Daily, titled, “Al-Sawaber 
&RPSOH[�8Q½W�IRU�/LYLQJ��+DYHQ�IRU�3URVWLWXWLRQ�³ 
Nancy Oteifa reported on the public health and 
safety issues that inhabitants of the complex faced 
on a daily basis.�� Oteifa’s interviews with tenants 

LOOXVWUDWHG�WKHVH�FRQGLWLRQV��0DL��RQH�RI�WKH�½UVW�
residents of Al-Sawaber, stated: 

During my childhood days, the place was clean 
and looked new, but now the complex has be-
come unpleasant for people to live in. Back in 
the early days, there were shops in the complex 
and residents didn’t have to leave the building.��

0DL�DGGHG�WKDW�²WKH�FRPSOH[�©�LV�XQVDIH�IRU�
children as there is nobody to supervise them.”47 
Oteifa’s article makes no mention of the contributing 
factors that led to these unsafe conditions. 

Given the lack of a homeowners’ association 
to regulate safety issues, the absence of communal 
facilities that provide amenities, and the absence of 
HFRQRPLF�SUR½WV�WKDW�ZRXOG�QXUWXUH�D�VHOI�VXI½FLHQW�
community, the Al-Sawaber complex has little chance 
of survival. Land speculation on the site is an addi-
tional problem. The owners, today, have little incen-
tive to rehabilitate the complex and the campaign for 
its demolition increases in strength. Those residents 
who have not moved out have spearheaded a cam-
paign IRU�VWDWH�DSSUDLVDO�DQG�GHPROLWLRQ��,Q�������WKH�
state appraised the Al-Sawaber complex for 120 mil-
OLRQ�.XZDLWL�GLQDUV��7KLV�ZRXOG�DPRXQW�WR���������.'�
for each unit. Private appraisers hired by Al-Sawaber 
apartment owners estimated a 2 billion KD valua-
tion, which guarantees residents half a million each. 
Al-Othman and others argue that the state’s appraisal 
would not guarantee ownership in the contemporary 
housing market. However, state appraisal and land 
acquisition of Al-Sawaber should not be a solution. 
Land acquisitions were the primary contributing factor 
in the current housing crisis. The valuation and de-
molition of this complex would only lead to increased 
squandering of the state coffers and create a prec-
edent for a second round of state acquisitions, which 
will only further land speculation, increase land value, 
and exacerbate the housing crisis. Contemporane-
ously, the state retracted its initial low offer, yet land 
speculation on the Al-Sawaber district and the cam-
paign for its appraisal and demolition continues.

Figure 10. Al-Sawaber complex with façade alterations 

(photograph by author).

Figure 11. Al-Sawaber public spaces and elevated pathways 

(photograph by author).
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for these purposes; these unsustainable planning 
SUDFWLFHV�KDYH�RQO\�DJJUDYDWHG�WKH�WUDI½F�SUREOHP��
Residential communities will add diversity to the city 
and ensure around-the-clock activity, making the 
neighborhood safer and more vibrant.

Conclusion
Despite concerted efforts to preserve modern 

KHULWDJH�E\�QRQSUR½W�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�VXFK�DV�'RFR-
momo and the Twentieth Century Society, the inter-
national attitude towards modern heritage is apathetic 
at best and at worse destructive. The housing stock 
of the period, in particular, has witnessed the brunt of 
this unapologetically destructive sentiment. The hous-
ing crisis grows and now more than ever the preserva-
tion of existing buildings is a necessity. The dominant 
historical narrative has been, in part, responsible 
for the destruction of modernist housing. Recent 
scholarship counteracts this perspective through the 
re-examination of historical facts about state housing, 
and some of the gaps in modern histories are being 
½OOHG��0XFK�PRUH�QHHGV�WR�EH�GRQH�KRZHYHU��DQG�
more scholars need to contribute to this debate. These 
histories need to contend with the contentious subject 
of housing, especially when tied to state policies. Po-
litical, economic, and social factors are intimately con-
nected to this model of living and cannot be ignored 
when writing its history. What I have demonstrated 
in the example of the Al-Sawaber project is that, not 
unlike the utopian underpinnings of modernist state 
housing around the world, the state of Kuwait, dur-
ing a period of nation building, has sold its citizens an 
untenable dream. As a consequence, the hegemony of 
the single-plot house and citizen dependency on the 
state was established. However, this dream was not 
sustainable and a housing shortage developed that 
was responsible for the shift in housing policy to high-
density collective living. 

$W�½UVW��WKH�H[SHULPHQW�SURYHG�VXFFHVVIXO��
However, a number of factors led to Al-Sawaber’s 
slow deterioration, including the 1990 Gulf War, the 
absence of a homeowners association, demographic 
shifts, and economic greed. A regeneration discourse 

Demolition Versus Rehabilitation 
Demolition based on ideological or unimagina-

tive economic arguments has been the knee-jerk 
response to dilapidated housing estates. Tim Tinker, 
the architect of the Heygate Estate, argued that 
²WKHUH�ZHUHQµW�DQ\�SUREOHPV�>ZLWK�WKH�HVWDWH@�XQWLO�
UHODWLYHO\�UHFHQWO\��EXW�WKH�>6RXWKZDUN@�FRXQFLO�H\HG�
it as an opportunity. Councils always go for big-
bang, new-build solutions, as opposed to looking 
after what they’ve got.”�� 

It would be much more economical to restore 
Al-Sawaber to a healthy state than to tear it down. 
In 2010, the volume of construction waste in Kuwait 
was estimated at 4.1 million tons at a rate of 11,000 
tons per day.49 If Al-Sawaber’s thirty-three buildings 
were to be demolished this would be an unimaginably 
unnecessary waste burden. In fact, a growing trend 
worldwide has emerged to rehabilitate high-density, 
high-rise social housing projects. One of many suc-
cessful examples is the Paris Habitat-OPH.���7KLV������
tower had been earmarked for demolition. On an ex-
perimental basis, the owners instead invited architects 
to submit proposals for its rehabilitation. Apartment 
utilities were upgraded. Diversity in apartment layout 
ZDV�DFKLHYHG�E\�UHFRQ½JXULQJ�H[LVWLQJ�DSDUWPHQWV��
Corridor space was appropriated to enlarge the apart-
ments. The major intervention was a self-supporting 
steel structure that extended on all four sides and 
added exterior space to the apartments. New elevators 
were attached to this addition allowing for the removal 
of obsolete elevators that were, in turn, integrated into 
WKH�DSDUWPHQWV�WR�LQFUHDVH�¾RRU�DUHD��7KH�UHKDELOLWD-
tion costs were 11.2 million euros, whereas the cost 
of demolition would have been 20 million euros. Paris 
Habitat is only one of many successful examples. The 
healthy restoration of Brunswick Centre in Bloomsbury, 
London; Odhams Walk in London’s Covent Garden; 
DQG�3DUN�+LOO�LQ�6KHI½HOG�DUH�WHVWDPHQWV�WR�WKH�FRXUDJH�
RI�SODQQLQJ�RI½FLDOV�LQ�WKH�IDFH�RI�VWURQJ�HFRQRPLF�DQG�
political forces. The legacy of an important period in 
architectural history was maintained and communities 
ZHUH�SUHVHUYHG±RU�LQ�VRPH�FDVHV�QHZ�FRPPXQLWLHV�
IRUPHG±WKURXJK�D�OLWWOH�ELW�RI�LPDJLQDWLRQ��

Recommendations
The Al-Sawaber project is not a design failure 

or, as the popular myth maintains, unsuitable for Ku-
waiti living. Recent trends that show younger Kuwaiti 
families preferring downtown living and moving to 
apartments in the city contradict this myth. Instead, 
Al-Sawaber is blighted because of changes to Erick-
son’s original design that thwarted the development 
RI�D�YLWDO�DQG�VHOI�VXI½FLHQW�FRPPXQLW\��EHFDXVH�RI�
the absence of an administrative union that might 
support attempts to maintain the structure, because 
of economic greed that has led to illegal subdivisions 
of apartment units, and because of land specula-
tion that further aggravated any form of long-term 
stability for complex residents. Was Al-Sawaber 
therefore too progressive for its time? Maybe, but 
what might not have worked twenty-three years 
ago might be perfect today. According to the World 
Health Organization, the number of urban residents 
ZRUOGZLGH�LV�JURZLQJ�E\�DQ�HVWLPDWHG����PLOOLRQ�SHU�
year.�� The Public Authority for Housing Care should 
respond to this trend, and Al-Sawaber might be the 
solution. Former Minister for Housing Affairs Yahya 
Al-Summait has been quoted as saying that “the 
housing problem Kuwait faces in recent times can 
be resolved, and the government only needs to con-
vince the citizens to live in high-rise buildings in new 
cities at the outskirts of the country.”�� 

Why accrue additional costs, suggested by 
Al-Summait, when Al-Sawaber presents itself as an 
opportunity? If Al-Sawaber were to be properly reha-
ELOLWDWHG��UHVLGHQWV�ZRXOG�HQMR\�WKH�EHQH½WV�RI�GRZQ-
town living. As is the case with the Paris towers, this 
could be done on a trial basis and apartments could 
be opened up to a larger demographic. Young Kuwaiti 
entrepreneurs have already moved downtown and 
have creatively adapted old baqalas for their bistro-
like restaurants, in locations close to Al-Sawaber.�� 
1HZ�PDOOV�DQG�KLJK�ULVH�RI½FH�WRZHUV�KDYH�DOVR�FRPH�
up. But Kuwait City does not need another commer-
FLDO�RU�RI½FH�WRZHU��7KHVH�GHVLJQ�SURMHFWV�VKRXOG�QRW�
replace Al-Sawaber. In fact, the state needs to put a 
stop to the annexing of residentially zoned districts 
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that completely ignores these factors followed to 
justify the project’s demolition. Demands for valua-
tion, acquisition and demolition grew louder. While 
these demolition debates continue, the housing estate 
continues to deteriorate. However, demands for state 
appraisal and acquisition of existing stock should not 
be the state PRGXV�RSHUDQGL; these public policies are 
the contributing factors of the current housing crisis. 
More recently, the development of state housing proj-
ects has been sidelined because of the never-ending 
political theater and antagonistic relationship between 
the legislative and executive branches of the govern-
ment. This antagonism has seen the complete halt of 
any innovative progress in the housing sector. Instead, 
palliative measures are applied to an overtaxed hous-
ing policy. All the while the housing crisis grows at an 
alarming speed. Therefore, the rehabilitation of the Al-
Sawaber complex is not simply an act of preservation; 
its healthy existence would debunk dominant myths 
and support the emerging narrative of modernist heri-
tage in architectural discourse. 
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