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Preface

This text is based on the transcript of an oral presentation and
accompanying slides that were used to introduce the topic of
culture and development at the International Conference on
Culture and Development in Africa, held at the World Bank in
1992. Because the presentation was so dependent on visual
materials, it could not be included in the published proceedings
but was later produced as a video.

Nevertheless, a number of those who saw the video have
asked for a written transcript. This is that transcript, and it is
intended to accompany the video. Thus, there was no effort
made to introduce footnotes or references. The divisions are the
notes that I had prepared to deliver the lecture.

I am gratified by the extent to which this lecture has been
favorably received by knowledgeable people in many parts of the
world. I hope that it serves to encourage many more people to
explore the vast domain of culture and development.

Lsmail Serageldin
Vice President
Special Programs

The World Bank






Introduction

What is culture? And why is it important to those who deal
with development? Let us start with a brief definition. By cul-
ture I do not mean just the arts and certain intellectual disci-
plines. Rather, when we address cultural issues, we mean the
whole complex of distinctive spiritual, material, intellectual,
and emotional features that characterize a society or social
group. Culture includes not only arts and letters but also
modes of life, the fundamental rights of human beings, value
systems, traditions, and beliefs.

When defined so broadly, how does one “read”—under-
stand and interpret—a culture? Let’s take what many people
would call Islamic culture and what I would call the cultures of
the Muslim peoples. It is a world culture. About 1 billion peo-
ple, mostly in Africa and Asia, identify themselves as Muslims.
It is a culture that has contributed to the heritage of all people
everywhere. Its products go from architecture to science, from
literature to music, from law to philosophy. There is hardly a
domain of human endeavor in which the genius of the Muslim
peoples has not made a contribution over the centuries. Their
legacy graces the capitals of the world and is intertwined with
the Western Renaissance (figure 1).

How does one interpret this Muslim society of today? In
approaching this culture from the outside, there is a tendency
to think of Muslim society in a mythical, romantic fashion, as a
timeless, unchanging, exotic culture like images taken from old
books. There are many similarities between what one finds in
old books and what one finds today, even in such things as the
mode of dress and these tents. They still exist. And if we look
at the way the bread was made centuries ago, it is also the way
it is being made today. And, yes, even that old stereotype, the
caravan, exists today.

Setting Aside False Dichotomies

But this kind of approach that an outsider can take to a cul-
ture can frequently be misleading. It leads us to four false
dichotomies that I think we should set aside from the
beginning.
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Is this dichotomy between modernity and tradition so clear
cut? One would really have to question it. Let us take an exam-
ple from calligraphy. This is a tenth-century kufi calligraphy.
Modern artists use it as an inspiration and define their present
identity at least partly from it, as we can see in the 1983 work of
Kamal Bullata.

And then we find something like this (figure 2a). We
might say that this is a very modern piece of work that was
inspired perhaps by a computer chip or even by the work of
Piet Mondrian (figures 2b, d). But look again. As modern as it
may appear to our eyes today, this piece is a fifteenth-century
design that was done unselfconsciously by somebody express-
ing his other culture, and it is now found in the Topkapi
Museum in Istanbul. In fact, it spells the word A/, flipped
over four times.

This is not the only example in which very “modern” designs
are found in classical pieces. If we look at this tenth-century
Mesopotamian plate (figure 2c), the asymmetrical design is very
modern in conception and simplicity, as is the coupe a l'oiseau
from the same period.

This blurring of modern and traditional occurs not just over
time. In contemporary society we think, for example, of the sta-
tus of women. This is a contemporary (veiled) woman in rural
Egypt. So is this. Both sisters live side by side in a very complex
reality in which there is a sense of identity with Muslim culture
that cannot be simplified to a single stereotypical view: veiled or
unveiled.

Spirituality and Materialism

Another view that leads to stereotypes is the notion of a material
and spiritual dichotomy. We are told that modern Western societies
are materialistic. One talks, for example, about the new
“cathedrals,” the headquarters of banks such as Foster’s
Shanghai/Hong Kong branch, which cost over $1 billion. Its inte-
rior is seen as the new “cathedral of commerce.” Against that
stereotype one opposes another stereotype: a mythical view of a
permanent spirituality in Islam that is maintained, whether in
Mecca or New Mexico, by people deriving their sense of identity
exclusively from the Qur’an. Like all appearances these stereotypes
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