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Consider the paradox of our times. We live in a world of 

plenty, of dazzling scientific advances and technological 

breakthroughs. The end of the Cold War has offered the 

hope of global stability, yet our times are marred by conflict, 

violence, debilitating economic uncertainties and tragic 

poverty. Many of the rich seem to want to turn their backs 

on the poor, and selfish interests seem to displace enlight

ened concern, even though we are all neighbours, down

stream or downwind of each other. 

Now more than ever is a time for a united front of caring: 

• one billion people live on less than a dollar a day, 

• one billion people do not have access to clean water, 

• 1.7 billion people have no access to sanitation, 

• water and sanitation problems result in two to three 

million avoidable infant deaths a year, 

• 1.3 billion people, mostly in cities in developing countries, 

are breathing air below standards considered acceptable 

by the World Health Organisation, 

• 700 million people, mostly women and children, suffer 

from indoor air pollution caused by biomass burning 

stoves — the equivalent of smoking three packs of 

cigarettes a day, 

• hundreds of millions of poor farmers have difficulty 

maintaining the fertility of the soils from which they eke 

out a meagre living. 

To this stock of problems we are adding a constant flow of 

new challenges. Ninety million people are born each year, 

ninety-five per cent in poor, developing countries. But there 

are poor people in rich countries and vice versa. 

All these contradictions are intensified in the Muslim 

world, from Morocco to Indonesia, from the mountains of 

centrai Asia to the deserts of Arabia, and there are also 

significant and growing Muslim communities in the West. 

The Muslim world exhibits extremes of wealth and poverty, 

of climate and terrain, of solidarity and strife; all held 

together by one common thread, a profession of faith in 

Islam. But that thread, like everything else, is overwhelmed 

by the global contradictions of our time. 

Global Contradictions 

The world is in the grip of profoundly contradictory tenden

cies. In the face of globalisation and homogenisation, the 



assertion of specificity - ethnic, religious, or cultural is also 

powerfully present. 

Globalisation is driven by the growing interdependence of 

national economies and the increasing integration of 

financial markets and telecommunications. The political 

boundaries that once divided sovereign states and nations 

are now permeable to the ethereal and ever-present com

merce of ideas, as well as funds. 

Another force in the increasing global consciousness is the 

environmental movement. A third force, and one signifi

cantly strengthened by the end of the Cold War, is the 

universal drive for the respect of human rights. A related and 

powerful aspect of this is the rise of gender consciousness. 

Despite these global issues, local forces in nearly every 

society are asserting themselves, seeking greater voice and 

power. A negative aspect of this phenomenon is the emer

gence of a hateful and petty sense of nationalism that 

transforms the legitimate call for identity into one of hatred, 

and ultimately even 'ethnic cleansing'. 

Inequality between nations and within societies is increas

ing; poverty and disempowerment are spreading throughout 

the world. Insecurity, fuelled by structural unemployment 

and rising birth rates, is the lot of the poor everywhere. As 

pollution, poverty and urban chaos ravage the environment, 

the ensuing loss of a heritage and sense of place robs a new 

generation of the opportunities to create a better world, a 

world that provides more than shelter. The citizens of the 

world, and the Muslim world specifically, face the new and 

the unknown with profound insecurity and none of the 

optimism and unbounded confidence once placed in 

technology. There is very real cynicism about the ability to 

create utopia, and there is a growing sense of unpredict

ability about the future. When the future cannot be clearly 

conceived as a goal, one lives for the present, and if the 

present is troublesome and disconcerting, there is a tendency 

to regress to the past, to ethnic, religious, cultural or national 

roots; to the concept of tribe and clan. 

The confrontation of these competing forces is focused 

upon today's Muslim societies, societies that seek definition 

in terms of the present and the future, and also to retain 

their heritage without becoming captives of the past. In so 

doing, they must confront the hegemony of the images and 

discourse of hyper-mediated western societies that set the 

global agenda, from world trade to architectural styles. 

Many in the developing world fear the spread of 'west

ernisation' and seek refuge in an idealised view of their own 

past, but they are incapable of articulating a cultural frame

work that responds to the needs of today's Muslim societies. 

Paradoxically, this is taking place while western societies 

themselves question their own value systems and fear the 

'browning of the West'. 

Society and Architecture 

In the West, architecture is seen as an expendable commodity. 

A triumphant capitalism does not feel it needs architecture 

to symbolise its state of being. In the Muslim world, the élite 

and intelligentsia are more aware of the role that architec

ture can play in the process of forging a contemporary 

identity, both positively and negatively. 

The crisis of values in contemporary society poses a 

profound challenge to all thinking people and to the societies 

that they aspire to create and be part of. To rise to that 

challenge, they will have to reaffirm our common humanity, 

and it is here that architecture - as a social construct, a 

critical, symbolising discourse that both affirms and tran

scends identity - has a major role to play and is relevant not 

only to Muslim societies, with all of today's innate tensions, 

but also to the evolving discourse on architecture in the rest 

of the world. To the extent that this architecture successfully 

addresses the human condition and the built environment, 

and relates those concerns to a natural and cultural context, 

it becomes a universal message. 

Given the physical environment of our biosphere and the 

multiplicity of species with which we share this planet, a new 

environmental consciousness must permeate all our decisions 

and commit us to redress the excesses of the past, not merely 

to avoid repeating the same mistakes. Only thus will our 

actions truly promote sustainable development. 

The Challenge for Architecture 

In this context of global social and economic challenges, 

architecture cannot remain confined in the conventional 

functions of designing an individual good building here and 

there. Architecture must go beyond architecture and rewrite 



its definition to embrace the challenges of society, responding 

with a new critical discourse on social and technical levels. 

Muslim identity provides a subtle thread of unity through 

a rich diversity of cultural expression, yet despite this 

diversity, architecture in the Muslim world is seen as either 

'western' or 'authentic'. The debate about architectural form 

is most forcefully joined in ideological terms. Architecture is 

seen both functionally to affect behaviour (eg, segregation of 

sexes in the access of space) and as symbolising a state of 

being. This strongly-argued double dichotomy of society/ 

built environment and behaviour/architecture carries 

ideological connotations that it does not deserve, and 

prevents the exploration and fruition of critical discourse. 

The current cultural space of the Muslim world is the 

arena for contesting ideological positions, but it is uniquely 

suited to become the progenitor of a new and constructive 

discourse pertaining to architecture and society. Character

ised by flexible formalism, the architecture of Muslim 

societies has always had strong links with nature and its 

surroundings. The rules of building were never governed by 

the equivalent of the rigorous 'norms' of Vitruvius or the 

formal idea of urban form dominant in many western 

societies. It has the ability to let individualism express itself, 

sometimes idiosyncratically, while retaining a sense of 

belonging to an organic whole, and is very different from the 

notion of a mechanistic, straitjacketed geometric ensemble. 

The sense of place that such architecture generates is 

challenging to both residents and visitors. It reflects a sense 

of boundaries, physical and psychological, between the 

public and the private. 

The flexible formalism of the architecture of Muslim 

societies is also reflected in ornamentation. Calligraphy and 

arabesques, dazzling displays of geometric virtuosity, 

celebrate life and provide for contemplation. This important 

component of the Muslim building tradition is being dest

royed by the drab slab blocks of today, yet the continuation 

of vernacular decoration recaptures this spirit. 

The Muslim cultural space, however, is the locus of 

much intercourse between cultures and media. It is no 

longer, if it ever was, the coherent expression of an harmoni

ous socio-cultural reality. Architects therefore need to avoid 

romanticising the past, accept the reality of today and seek 
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to build a better tomorrow. Thus they will do more than 

solve local problems; they will contribute to the architectural 

and social discourse of the world. 

The Award's Response 

The Aga Khan Award for Architecture has traditionally 

made its contribution to this task by bringing to the attention 

of the world examples of architectural excellence from within 

the Muslim world, broadly defined in a cultural sense. But to 

do justice to the challenges described here, the Master Jury 

seeks out examples of projects that speak to one or another 

facet of the social and architectural problématique in a way that 

is critical and projective rather than retrospective; examples 

that are innovative and open new doors to unexplored 

avenues that hold promise, even if they lack the polish 

usually associated with architectural excellence. For by 

recognising such efforts, the Awards would be 'watering the 

garden', so to speak, hoping that we would reap a harvest of 

magnificent blooms in the future. We decided to group these 

projects into three themes: social discourse, architectural 

discourse, and innovation. 

The global and local dynamics have been described in all 

their fearsome attributes. To respond to this negative 

dynamic, the architectural and urbanistic professions must 

be raised to a new and more effective level of critical social 

discourse. A discourse that is new because it rejects the 

inevitability of such negative trends. Critical, because it goes 

to the roots of the causes and brings analytical rigour to bear 

on the issues. Social, in that it tackles the social reality of the 

changing urban condition, not just the elegance of an 

individual building or a group of buildings. This discourse is 

intended to engage society as a whole and effectively create 

the positive dynamics needed to respond to the challenges. 

Because we can create the new dynamics; wc can create a 

better urban future. Five projects have been selected to 

illustrate this new critical social discourse. 

The second group of projects addresses the challenges of 

a new critical architectural discourse. These three projects 

recognise that architecture has not only to respond to the 

needs of its users, but must also symbolise a state of being 

and create the physical manifestation of a society's cultural Reconstruction of Hafsia Quarter II, 

identity. The need to assert identity in the face of the forces overall view of site, 1981 



of anomie and globalisation has never been greater. The 

challenge for architecture, liberated by technology but still 

shackled by budget and site, is to transcend the conventional 

and create the new. This is not a search for innovation for its 

own sake, but a search for a language that responds to new 

needs and aspirations, and is sufficiently authentic to allow 

the users to identify with it today and cherish it tomorrow. 

This is the stuff of great architecture. 

Finally, in the third group we identified innovators. Four 

projects were selected, projects that recognise that changing 

times require new solutions, not just to old problems but to 

new problems that are not yet fully posed. Problems that the 

insightful sense and half perceive. The new requires leaps of 

the imagination that break with the conventional and define 

possibilities not perceived by others. This is the task of the 

innovators, the risk takers. By breaking new ground they 

expand the scope of the possible for all those who follow, 

refine, and improve. 

This group of Awards, recognising innovative concepts, is 

explicitly geared to encourage risk taking by future aspirants 

to the Award. Only thus will imaginations be unleashed to 

generate new ideas, and through ideas, even now, we are 

inventing the future. 

Watering the Garden 

No man is an island, and no society can remain isolated 

from the world. What do the twelve projects selected to 

receive the 1995 Aga Khan Award for Architecture and 

framed in the critical, analytical matter we have developed, 

say to the Muslim world or to the world at large? Are these 

Awards indeed going to 'water the garden' and let a thou

sand flowers bloom? Will these flowers truly take Architec

ture Beyond Architecture'? These are our intentions. Let 

others, many others, join us in this step forward to take on 

the many challenges of our times. 

In the forty-seven 'least developed' countries of the world, 

ten per cent of the world's population subsists on less than 

0.5 per cent of the world's income. Some 40,000 people die 

from hunger-related causes every day. Many of the poor who 

survive lack access to the basic requirements for a decent 

existence. More than one sixth of the world's population lives 

a marginalised existence. 
Conservation of Old Sana'a, view 
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Urban poverty has rcachcd unprecedented levels, and 

architectural heritage will be under threat as the urban 

populations of the developing countries will treble over the 

coming generation. Outside the city the forests are being cut 

down. The soils are rapidly eroding, and water is becoming 

more scarce. Desertification, climate change, and loss of 

biodiversity are global concerns. 

Therein lies the challenge before us. Will we accept such 

human and ecological degradation as inevitable? Or will we 

strive to help - in Franz Fanon's evocative phrase 'the 

wretched of the earth'? Will we accept that we are no longer 

responsible for future generations, or will we try to act as 

true stewards of the earth? Will we accept the anomie and 

loss of identity that accompany urban sprawl and environ

mental degradation, or will we seek through a bold, yet 

sensitive architecture and urbanism to revitalise the cities, 

restore the heritage and symbolise a better state of being for 

the future? Together, let us think of the unborn, remember 

the forgotten, give hope to the forlorn, and reach out to the 

unreached. With bold and thoughtful actions today, we can 

lay the foundation for better tomorrows. 
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