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Mapping ldentity
The Rules & Models of Putrajaya

Julie Nichols
University of Adelaide

A map is understood as primarily a graphic interpretation of
space, geography or objects and in using a language of signs
and symbols it gives meaning to its form of representation.

To what extent is there a connection between this visual
representation of a form of settlement or map, and the reality
of settlement itself 7 This paper examines the agency of the
map in its conception of built space whilst considering the
meanings, narratives, imaginings, divect or symbolic that

the map or architectural drawing conveys. Highlighting a
conjunction of urban history and urban design, this paper
shows how the Enlightenment’s rational mapping proliferated
into the Southeast Asian world, how the production of urban
space shifted from a socio-culturally motivated style to a highly
theorised framework and how theorists reacted to the modernist
urban design rationalism which was anchored in the authority
of scientific mapping. The embrace of reasoned knowledge

in mapping practice signalled the demise of sacred space,
prompting a schism between the retrospective view of urban
history and the projective view of urban design. In revealing
lost meanings and functions of Southeast Asian cartographic
representations, to what extent do these abstract socio-cultural
imaginings contribute to the contemporary city? The paper
investigates these complex negotiations of retrospective

and projective mappings of built space at Malaysia’s new
administrative capital of Putrajaya. To what extent do graphic
theorisations of space deal with a perceived loss of quality and
identity in the city? Putrajaya represents attempts to progress

a socio-political, spatial vision for a Malaysian future which
highlights paradoxical relationships between interpreting
historical imaginings in a different space and time. The paper
looks to cartographies of the past for insight for current modes
of production of human settlement and to further understand
imaginal mappings and their role in reconciling fields of
urban history and urban design.
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The proliferation of theorisations of the city in text, for the purpose of realis-
ing an improved habitable environment for the human condition became com-
mon practice in European and colonial Southeast Asian countries, post-En-
lightenment. Prior to this shift in discourse on notions of the city, Southeast
Asian peoples understood, imagined and created their lived and after-life
spaces through myth, legend, spirituality and other socio-cultural practices.
Habitable space developed over time in response to needs, aspirations and
purposes around one’s life-cycle. Forms of representation to convey the com-
plexities and narratives of pre-modern life were displayed in varieties of map-
pings. These mappings were unlike our modern map, in their lack of scale,
signs and conventions but instead might convey, that which may be termed
the “essence” of a place and its peoples. A graphic depiction may suggest
some topographical elements, location of water sources, styles of building,
cultural dress or denote the cycle of life and non-earthly realms. The essence
of everyday life was based on established and understood values of the soci-
ety. The pre-modern map, in an unselfconscious way had identity inscribed in
its making. It demonstrated cultural expression as simply an ordinary way of
doing things. It reflected modes of thinking as well as capturing an immedi-
acy of expression without a mediator. Within an existential frame, pre-mod-
ern maps through a variety of mediums and techniques mapped a narrative of

community as well as cosmographic and spiritual beliefs.

By contrast, and a legacy of post-Enlightenment thinking, new urban forms
are created with very different types of modern mappings which are used as
tools rather than modes for insight into complex socio-cultural relationships
and idiosyncrasies of recipient populations. The modern map proposes a
direct and linear relationship between what it represents and reality without
offering an identity of a place or an environment. Therefore “meaning” or the
“essence” of a place without a definitive history or identity is created, pro-
jected and imagined. If it is perceived that there is a need to design national
identity into the space or the architecture, the cultural expression sought is
reduced to formal images embodied in the revisioned environment. Using the
example of Putrajaya, this paper highlights the role of the map in its modern
format has contributed to the process of our realisation of Southeast Asian

contemporary built space.

As a key component of the design process, the modern map is only one form
of expression which enabled people to think in a particular way. As a tool it

reflects modern thinking, around highly self-conscious methods for simulat-
ing self-expression. Yet the map itself is perceived as neutral in this process

and as having no identity of its own. Its status as a neutral instrument in

design is polemical considering it is actually a product of western thinking
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and the Enlightenment’s scientific rationalism where maps cast physical and
universal realities. Planners, architects and urban designers typically do not
question the mode of thinking already inscribed in the humble map relaying
built and geographical space as a non-negotiable truth. It is argued in this

paper that due to intrinsic and prescribed thinking specific to modern repre-
sentations of Cartesian space, ultimately imposes limitations on the resultant

spaces.

Guided by the insight of Frangoise Choay’s study, tracing the origins of
writings on urbanism, the paper documents a shift in conceiving urban space
from pre-modern unselfconscious practices determining socio-spatial relation-
ships to projective theories of spatial production found in modern maps. This
shift of process and conceptualisation in spatial production may be paralleled
with mapped projections moving from denoting sociocultural conditions to
inscribing an orthographic view of reality. The paper investigates the dis-
courses of identity through form and modern mapping as one of the agencies
of modern spatial production. Putrajaya as a place with a new urban history
and imagined aesthetic is the culmination of every technique of identity-mak-
ing occurring predominantly at the hands of the urban design team. Putra-
jaya as an urban environment created by tools, instruments and ideologies
represents the production of contemporary human settlement. This paper
provides insight into the production process by studying a shift from identity
appreciated by experience and association, to identity creation through form
and aesthetics via the mode of the map. Paradoxically our contemporary ur-
banities have a level of complexity which has emerged in mapped representa-
tions as a greatly reduced view of geography and socio-cultural context. What
are the limitations and what are the advantages that have arisen as a result of

this shift in conceptualising urban space?

Rules and Models

The map in the Enlightenment shifted from being a product of socio-cultural,
religious, and cosmographical concerns, and of a non-orthographic type, to

a new rationalised, reductive, and planimetric format. There was a move to
contemplating the world through theorised conceptions of space which also
altered the map’s influence in the production of settlements. The forms of
mapping which aided the translation of utopian ideas include the survey,
master plan and model. Utopian ways of thinking about settlement have been
characterised by a change from a retrospective mode of engagement with
one’s surroundings to the projective. In effect this means there was a shift
from quotidian existence being encapsulated in pre-modern settlement to a
projective, calculated and identity-construction and planning of urban space.
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In her acclaimed study The Rule and the Model, Francoise Choay
traces this important shift in the conceptualisation and pro-
duction of human settlements. The shift was associated with

the rise of modernity and marked by the emergence of written
texts as a theorised mediation for the design and production of
urban space. Choay argues that the theorisation of, and associ-
ated written discourse on, urban space is both recent and part
of the domain of Western culture. It was instigated on a broad
scale mainly as a result of the Industrial Revolution, upon which
Western cultures imposed or persuaded the wholesale adoption
of theorised urban concepts due to their credibility premised

on a scientific basis.! The trend highlighted is the introduction
of “a rational foundation” for urbanisation and the texts, which
assert the basis of rational urbanism. This trend assumes a scien-
tific rationale while the authors of the theorised works convey a

highly ideological position.?

The groups of works contributing to conceptions of the built
spaces are identified as “instaurational,” and further divided into
sub-categories of “architectural treatises, utopias, and writings
on urbanism.” These three divisions are key to understanding
different ways of seeing, drawing, and mapping the world, and
appreciating how rational urbanism came to the fore. Architec-
tural treatises, originating with Alberti’s fifteenth century works,
as a group are defined by sets of principles and rules for arriv-
ing at built space. Choay dwells on the phenomena of literary
utopias and their influence on built environments, the focus here
is the translation of utopian ideals into models and mappings,
while analysing their impact on urban design. A general defini-
tion of a utopia would be an imaginary, ideal place, exemplifying
perfection in social, political, and cultural practices. Thomas
More’s utopian literary version is the precedent, whereby the
arrangement of space is achieved through modelling, and this
methodological process unleashes numerous potentials for
imagining and ultimately altering the natural world.* However
it is the model or prototype aspect of utopia in that it appears
“delocalised and reproducible.” The imaginative possibilities

in writings of utopian conditions are reduced to the inflexibility
of the model. In terms of representation these rules are relayed
via master planning, diagramming, architectural drawing or as
a three-dimensional prototype. Finally, the group of texts known
as “writings on urbanism” demonstrate how writings about con-

cepts of rules and models have transformed over time.
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The identification of a series of divisions in the theorisation

of the built environment is in effect an exposition of the forms
of rational urbanism associated with the advent of modernity.
Replacing non-theorised practices of spatial construction with
highly conceptualised methods of building is the beginning of
urban rationalism. New urban environments were crafted firstly
from conceptual and ideological positioning, with utopian inten-
tion. Secondly from ideas to sets of parameters, which were then
converted to a graphic representation. Essentially ideological
words reduced to simple lines and frameworks for the design—
limiting, universal in their language and universally applied as

a model human environment. However this language was not
neutral and without an intrinsic philosophy, at its core was the
basis of rational urbanism originating from western doctrine. Yet
with a universality of process, the map being employed as tool
rather than a philosophy, produced a quest for difference and
identity. Difference was expressed through form and aesthetics,
when European modes of production of human settlement were
adopted wholesale with colonisation. Post-colonially, Putrajaya
represents a series of local projects crafted from the same ‘rules
and models’ of rational urbanism. In the absence of historical
sacred associations with the site, these projects looked projec-
tively to construct their identity using the inspiration of favoured

architectural form and urban design techniques.

Incidental Identity

The pre-modern map, in an unselfconscious way had identity
inscribed in its making. It was a graphic display of a mode of
thinking as well as demonstrating an immediacy of expres-

sion without a mediator. Pre-modern maps were not aiming to
convey identity, but were more experiential through a variety of
media which incorporated different techniques to relate to the
story being mapped. Southeast Asian maps also did not reveal
bounded space or reference geographical limits. Some concep-
tions of space related to the locations of important geo-political
and religious figures while urbanity was divided between port or
trading centres and royal or divine ruling centres. Coastal charts
and itineraries may identify trading centres, while cosmogra-
phies and pilgrimage routes often used to depict relations of the
holistic nature of socio-cultural life in royal cities. However a
commonality between these modes of mapping is that they could
demonstrate both a level of empiricism and the transcendental.

(D
(
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Religious conceptions of space dominated many pre-modern cul-
tures, and combinations of spatial experiences, visions, as well as

socio-religious imagery conveyed through recitals and readings

of religious texts created imaginative mappings of the world.” 7. Samer Akkach, “Religious Mapping and the
g g pping Spatiality of Difference,” Thresholds 25 (2002),
Conceptual mapping practices based upon these descriptions 6975, 69.

formed a broader corpus of work than our modern understand-
ings of mappings provide. In the pre-modern world, religion
motivated a certain reading of spatiality and a means through
which to appreciate that experience and environment. In modern
society socio-cultural signs and forms play a greater role in aid-
ing our spatial experience as well as identifying with our imme-
diate territory.® For Muslims of the seventeenth and eighteenth gp i\t‘:;?:yhofg?ggz:zel‘/lzgpmg and the
centuries, religious and spiritual associations of sacred events or
figures, with particular spaces enabled pre-modern landscapes
intrinsic meaning. Aesthetic considerations of the space or a
building were secondary to historical associations understood via
myths, stories and sacred texts about an element or monument.
These associations were seen as virtues of the urban space, land-
scape or building and thus were an expression of the identity of
that place, which is evident in the following example of fada’il.

Although the concept of fada’il predates Islam, “it is used mainly
as an adjective in panegyric literature to denote the virtues

and merits of certain texts, individuals, cities, monuments or
times.” Fada’il writings in the beginnings of the Islamic reli-
gion contained comments associated with the Prophet and his

companions. Through the identification of certain landmarks of 0. See also Gerald R. Tibbetts, A Study of the

religious significance, fada’il bestows these built forms within Arabic Texts Containing Material on South-East
Asia (for the Royal Asiatic Society) (London:

the socio-religious landscape with “spiritual, cosmological and E. J. Brill, 1979).

eschatological significance.”™ In turn a type of mapping occurs, 10. Akkach, “Religious Mapping;” 73.

by which the fada’il in its narrative sets the scene and creates a
particular spatial experience for faithful followers of the scrip-
tures. Therefore, in its construction of certain geography of
divine significance, the concept of fada’il promotes an imagined
spatiality and view of the world, authorised by God and openly
conveyed for his believers. Through the transitioning of the map
from a socio-religious and imaginative space to its modern, ra-
tionalised format it also reveals a different spatiality. Modernity
has altered seeing and experiencing by shifting from an empha-
sis of virtuous or spiritual experience, to prioritising form and 11. Akkach, “Religious Mapping;” L16.
aesthetics of urbanities.” As Samer Akkach highlights there are

difficulties in reading and judging events between very differ-

ent periods in history which provoke different interpretations,

“views seem to have been constructed within the then prevailing
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12. Akkach, “Religious Mapping,” 118.

13. Glen Hill, “There Is No Place Like Home,”
paper presented at CAMEA Symposium: De-
Placing Difference: Architecture, Culture and
Imaginative Geography, University of Adelaide,
2002, 58.

fada’il sentiment and aesthetics, in which form and style play a
marginal role.”?

Aesthetic Aspirations and Putrajaya

The removal of a God-given place as the ground for being,
has left a void which each individual in modernity must now
build over. Where once our place was given, we must each
now make our own place. This brings us both the freedom,

and the anxiety, which is the condition of modernity."

By using the modern map as a universal and transparent tool in
its making it only permits a certain way of seeing and subse-
quently designing. It is like using reading glasses to view the
world, they permit only a particular type of vision which is
limited by their own construction. In this way the modern map
may be seen as a corrective lens. Coinciding with the rise of na-
tionalism in the nineteenth century meant there was a growing
interest in defining cultural characteristics and identity through
design. Moving within the rigid parameters of orthogonal space,
modern identity construction was reduced to formal manipula-
tions of plans and buildings—a mode of thinking western and

modern in its origin.

Malaysia’s first wholesale nation-building exercise was under-
taken as a celebration of Independence, granted in 1957. During
this period, modernist buildings prevailed under the auspices

of British as well as British trained, Malaysian borne architects.
However the focus here is the second major undertaking of
national identity construction perpetuated on a grand scale with
the production of the new satellite city of Putrajaya, in Malay-
sia conceived in the 1980s, implemented by 2003. In order to
stimulate a national consciousness, a frenzied preoccupation
with identity construction ensued in both of these cases, with
new spatial and formal realisations promoted by the designers
and politicians. Putrajaya assumed an identity of a pan-Islamic
city with shared Islamic ideologies of global Middle Eastern
centres. In the absence of any historical events, mythologies or
established and particular socio-cultural practices endemic to the
site, Putrajaya represents a city derived from modern mapping
and urban design processes. Imaginative “meaning” for this new
greenfield city, was driven purely from borrowed aesthetics and
form with a predetermined and pre-imagined sense of nation-

hood. However it is important to note here before embracing
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notions of a Malaysia focused ‘nation’, that the concept of an
Islamic nation goes beyond national boundaries, whereby the
Islamic individual is more important and higher in order than
the notion of the geographical. If applied to Malaysia, a national
identity is subservient to one’s Islamic identity. Therefore the
pan-Islamic view unites Muslims around the region although
this identity is still expressed at a local level. For Malaysian
Muslims a local vocabulary to this identity embraced religious
and national symbols in the architecture while borrowing from

western planning principles.

Putrajaya’s conception came out of the Malaysian Government’s
vision for the twenty first century (known as Wawasan 2020)
under Prime Minister Mahathir.'* Putrajaya was part of the
grand plan to relieve congestion in Kuala Lumpur the capital, in
addition to a new airport at Sepang and a high speed transport
corridor together with another proposed twin city, Cyberjaya,
with the view of the latter being Asia’s next equivalent of silicon

valley.”

The urban design of Putrajaya resulted from a competition
between five local architectural companies. BEP Akitek (the
Kington Loo office) won the commission in 1994, with the proj-
ect title of “The Garden City Concept.”¢

According to Ross King, architect and urban historian, despite
its title, the scheme actually referenced the “City Beautiful”
movement of late eighteenth century with American origins in
its aesthetic focus. Similarities are evident from the planning of
Washington D.C. Kun Lim, the lead designer believed capital

cities needed axes, and the sketches clearly illustrate this focus."

The general arrangement of buildings includes: the King’s pal-
ace sited above the PM’s office and residence, while noticeably
non-aligned with the dominating axes, reinforcing the impor-

tance of the bureaucracy; the main ceremonial axis 4.2 kilome-

tres long, involved substantial engineering to adjust the contours

of the site to suit; a man-made lake formed from two natural
water-ways meandering across the site; adjacent to the PM’s
office and at the bottom of the hill a large public space formed

the forecourt to the Masjid Putra (mosque). Architecturally both

the PM’s office and mosque, were treated similarly with domed
roof elements, establishing an aesthetic and implied relationship
between religion and state.'® The other key domed structures

include the Palace of Justice in addition to the Federal Supreme
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Court building, which were designed by architects, politically-
favoured and “of the bumiputra ascendancy.”

According to King and Moser there is a clear and intentional
referencing to architecture and urban spaces of the Middle East.
The Masjid Putra is said to resemble aspects of Persian-Is-
lamic architecture of the Safavid period and the Putra Bridge,
connecting the boulevard to the PM’s office on the mainland,
shares similarities with the Khaju Bridge of Isfahan. Putrajaya
represents an eclectic mix of international Islamic images, none
of which are specifically Malay, with the exception of the King’s
Palace and perhaps Putrajaya City Hall.2®

These design choices may be seen on the one hand as stemming
from a national and political agenda acknowledging the Middle
East as an emerging economic centre as well as a desire to end
the Indic/Sinic/Islamic colonial associations with Europe. On
the other hand, the design process may be implicated and its
inadequacies exposed due to limitations of the tools employed
to address complex socio-cultural and spiritual needs of contem-
porary communities. Whereas Abidin Kusno would argue that
it is not a case of Malaysian architecture embracing or rejecting
western modes of representation but rather a synergy of process
and form.?! Chee Kien Lai highlights that theorisations of the
Southeast Asian city should move beyond colonial and national
frameworks and should be appreciated in fields of architecture
and urban design, within “concentric and chronotopic spheres”
rather than within local debates.?*

Historian Sarah Moser, in her recent publication describes Pu-
trajaya as “the adoption of fantasy Middle Eastern architecture
in constructing Malaysian identity.”?® Moser believes the design
of Putrajaya exposes the social and religious changing parame-
ters within Malaysia. Paradoxically, the designed urbanity has
“normalised hierarchies of race and religion,” such practices
originating in British colonialism.?* The new Islamic interna-
tional style adopted firstly for the construction of the Petronas
Twin Towers in Kuala Lumpur and later in Putrajaya, according
to Moser, is quite distinct from the British Raj style of the Brit-
ish colonial days of Malaysia.?® It derives elements from classic
and recognised sources of Islamic architecture which include:
Arab, Ottoman, Mughal, Moorish, central Asian, Persian and
Iraqi.2s All of these styles only possess a few things in common
for the context of Putrajaya, that is that they are foreign and
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well-renowned as examples of “High Islamic” architecture.?” The
other illuminating aspect of Putrajaya is that despite the multi-
cultural and religious diversity of Malaysia from a historical and
contemporary perspective, no other religious structures were in-
corporated into the initial urban design. Moser suspects that this
political act represents a “fundamental shift in identity politics
and a calculated ascendancy of Malays over both colonialism and
the Chinese.”?

Specifically from the perspective of urban design, Putrajaya ad-
heres to Choay’s paradigm of rules and models. In the absence of
entrenched historical Islamic meaning at the site and without the
appreciation of virtues of space and landscape achieved through
the practice of fada’il, identity and form are constructed projec-
tively, by the hand of the designer and client. Putrajaya displays
an eclectic selection of design choices from the British influenced
“Garden City” to the American “City Beautiful” movements for
its overall urban concept; urban rationalism and ceremonial bou-
levards arising from politically authoritarian societies; in addition
to Middle Eastern Islamic motifs and forms referencing a foreign
ideological base. Quite contrary to early twentieth century British
plans of Kuala Lumpur whereby there was segregation of dif-
ferent ethnic groups with specific planning typologies utilised to

convey difference, Putrajaya eliminates difference by exclusion.

Glen Hill, architectural history and theories scholar, suggests
that in modernity, it is a project for individuals of being “other
than we are,” or projecting ourselves also in another place than
we are.?’ This positioning is particularly relevant to the case of
Putrajaya, as what is available, as is the situation for any global
community, is only the image or aesthetic of the other place.
There is not the primordial understanding of a place which

was available to the pre-modern world. In modernity, one lives
alongside representations of the other place, rather than living in
that place.’® Therefore it is the images of a place accrued through
a range of different forms of media and experiences which act

as understanding at a level of hearsay rather than what may

be considered primordial knowledge.* To a certain degree this
undermines our dwelling in the world and notion of place, firstly
due to how places transform so rapidly in the modern world, and
secondly the anxiety that there exists in lack of familiarity that
comes with a habitual place of dwelling.? Therefore place no
longer exists as the background to everyday life but rather the
foreground, and a site of anxiety over comfort and familiarity.’
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Concluding Remarks

The transitioning of highly ideological and imaginative theori-
sations of space to sets of rules, models and mapped diagrams of
utopian visions has imposed physical and conceptual limits on
new urban environments. Despite the complexities of contem-
porary urbanities the urban design process and role of the map
is utilitarian and reductive. Aesthetics and form have dominated
in the absence of tangible histories or distinctive socio-cultural
practice. Yet it seems making one’s own place is key to living
with shifting notions of place. Putrajaya represents another site
of modernity where its inhabitants are invited to find their place
of dwelling and comfort amidst anxiety. Despite its collagist
appearance it is not any worse or any different to any planned
contemporary metropolis. It is merely a product of a complexity
of processes of production of human settlement, one of which
modern mapping contributes. It is this process which requires

sustained and innovative review.3*

NICHOLS 217



