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As the Award enters its second decade, it can look back on an impressive record of 

achievement. A stream of publications, research papers, and reports bear witness to 

the intensity, dedication, and freedom of the wide-ranging intellectual search under

taken under the Award's aegis. Resources that have been established include a 

library and documentation centre on the conditions of environment and building in 

the Muslim countries plus detailed documentation on some seven hundred projects 

in the Muslim world, an archive unmatched anywhere. Under the auspices of the 

AKAA, a space of freedom has been created for those professionals and intellectuals 

interested in joining this ongoing search. 

Having established the terrain of its primary concerns, and mapped out its 

constituent parts, the Award must now move to a new level of critical analysis of the 

issues it confronts. To do so, it is essential that: 

• The Award should develop a more systematic methodological basis for its appre

ciation of such key concepts as community, culture, Islam, society, identity, 

myth, imagination, creativity, and so on. 

This is not just an intellectual's request for esoteric discourse and hair-splitting 

definitions. This is an essential task that must be accomplished to construct a 

more sophisticated edifice for the theory and practice of architectural criticism 

in the Muslim world today. Without clearly understood and agreed concepts, 

terminology, and methodology, the inter-disciplinary discourse on these vital 

topics is bound to remain loose, unstructured, and possibly unconstructive. In 

fact this has been maintained by a number of Steering Committee members, and 

most vehemently by Arkoun throughout his tenure.42 

• The Award must probe further into the reality of the architectural design and its 

constitutents; creativity, imagination, knowledge, experience, judgement and 

innate talent. The two think tanks organised during the third cycle constitute a 

good start for this complex endeavour. 

* The Award must explore more thoroughly the problem of cultural continuity in 

today's Muslim societies. What is needed is not an endless array of descriptive 

monographs, useful as these may be, but a thorough analytical probing of the 

complex phenomena of an evolving culture and the way it is manifested, with a 

view to situating the role of the architect both as agent of change and a product 

of the milieu. 

• Based on the preceding elements, the unifying theme of the next endeavours 

undertaken by the Award should be to establish the groundwork of an expanded 

and more thoughtful architectural criticism. 

While the first of these four tasks is arduous, it is a pre-requisite for the successful 

implementation of the other three. Of these, the exploration of the design process 

has been initiated in the think tanks, abstracts of which are given in the third part 

of this book. The question of cultural continuity has been a constant theme running 

through the last three cycles. A recapitulation of its constituent elements has been 

given in the preceding chapter; but its rigorous and systematic exploration remains 



to he done on the basis of terminology, methodology and a conceptual framework to 

he established. The fourth, and last of these tasks deserves to be more broadly 

discussed here. 

T O W A R D S  A  B R O A D E N E D  A R C H I T E C T U R A L  C R I T I C I S M  

Every architectural creation is a deliberate act to change the environment. There

fore, in the most direct sense, any building has a physical context within which it 

can be seen, understood, and evaluated. Topography, climate, materials, structure, 

proportions and surrounding physical environment both natural and man-made, are 

one set of dimensions developed to evaluate the "architectural quality" of a building 

above and beyond its ability to solve the utilitarian needs of a particular problem, 

essential as that dimension remains. 

Architectural criticism has, however, gone beyond this level of appreciation to 

take account of the building's resonance with a collective societal heritage of artistic 

and aesthetic expression. Critics look at a building's ability to reflect and yet 

transcend these echoes of the past that preserve a collective sense of cultural 

identity for a society in the throes of rapid transformations. 

Furthermore, in a rapidly shrinking world, communications have made us all 

subject to the influence of international currents of thought, perception and con

duct. The creative architectural act is thus also assessed by its positioning amid these 

currents, as well as its contribution to the evolution of these currents. In other 

words, its international as well as its national or regional context is involved. 

Extreme cases of this cross-fertilisation, both negative and positive, can be found in 

the works of major western architects in the Muslim world: Le Corbusier's work in 

Chandigarh; Louis Kahn's work in Dhaka, and SOM's work in Saudi Arabia. Reverse 

influences can also be seen in Hassan Fathy's ideas being debated in western 

architectural schools. To the extent that each of these buildings addresses the key 

issues of contemporary architectural thought-modernism versus traditionalism, in

ternationalism versus regionalism, or technology versus craft-each is a deliberate 

act that promotes one point of view over another. 

This simple statement about expatriate interventions applies even more to the 

work of national architects, although the impact of their interventions is more 

subtle. There, we find architects such as Rifat Chadirji, whose entire life is devoted 

to the search for a suitable contemporary architectural expression that is inspired by 

the authentic heritage of his region. We find Hassan Fathy arguing for the nobility 

and wisdom of vernacular architecture in the face of imported models that are alien 

to the society. These are the gladiators in the arena of competing concepts of 

architecture in the Muslim world. They made their contributions and today many 

others, whose names and works are far less known, contribute daily to the evolving 

patterns of the built environment and the intellectual debate prevailing in the 

Muslim world, as well as to the architectural profession's image of its role as 

articulator and promulgator of societal values. 

In this context, a more subtle and elevated form of architectural criticism is 

required. It is a criticism that functions on many levels: 

* The building qua building: the simplest, most direct appreciation of the build

ing's functional response and aesthetic qualities. Volume, space, light, materials, 

colours, and so on; the entire lexicon of studied architectural criticism is brought 

to bear on the building, taking it apart and putting it together again both in 

physical and experiential terms; 

• The building in its physical context: harmony or discord, intentional or unin

tentional, can be either positive or negative. Its relation to its environment both 

natural and man-made can enhance or diminish the stature of the achievement; 



* The building in its cultural context: its "fit" and appropriateness in the context 

of a cultural heritage expressed through a legacy of built forms that society's 

genius has produced through its history; 

* The building in its international context: the positioning of the creative act as 

a part of the international network of currents, styles, schools and ideas, as well 

as the extent to which it contributes to the evolution of that debate, either by 

reinforcement or by innovation; 

* The building in its own local/regional intellectual milieu: to what extent does it 

make a statement on the immediate level of the debate that presses upon the 

intelligentsia of the region? This is no mere reflection of the international 

context, although it could be. The local/regional intellectual milieu is much 61 

more concerned with issues of urgency and immediacy that are circumscribed 

geographically, even though they may have universal overtones. 

This last level diverges from the more commonly accepted views of architectural 

criticism and deserves further elucidation. 

Because the Muslim world is one with both a diverse regionalism and a unifying 

universal identity, it is one where local/regional issues can be, and are, overlain on 

the broader issues of the relationship of the Muslim identity vis-a-vis a rapidly 

westernising world. To varying degrees, the intellectuals and artists of the Muslim 

world confront the same issues: striking an appropriate balance between the de

mands of modernity and the requisites of tradition; reading their legacy and heritage 

through contemporary eyes; decoding the symbols of the past to identify and retain 

the elements of permanent value and to discard those of ephemeral or doubtful 

value; dealing with the tension between the integrative and disintegrative forces in 

society; accommodating and enabling the accession of the masses to the formation 

of, and identification with the total ethos of the societal cultural output; the 

allocation of priorities in their developmental efforts, and the preservation of a 

balance between the options and ligatures that circumscribe what Dahrendorf has 

called "life chances".44 

Yet, for all its common threads, this debate acquires different flavours in differ

ent countries. The emphasis is different at different times. The issues in Turkey 

today are not the same as they were 30 years ago. And the issues in Turkey today are 

very different from those in Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Niger, or Indonesia. Diachronic 

and synchronic readings of the issues themselves are needed. Furthermore, the 

debate in each society, has accrued shorthand labels and interpretations of positions 

that load a particular creative artistic act, be it literary, sculptural, architectural or 

other type of artistic expression, with connotations unique to this particular intel

lectual milieu that are often obscured from the uninitiated outsider. 

This line of argument can lead to two independent and equally erroneous 

conclusions. One erroneous view would hold that only the members of this intellec

tual milieu are qualified to pass judgments on the works of art that affect this milieu. 

This not only exacerbates xenophobic tendencies in society, but is also patently in 

error for at least two reason. First, local intellectuals are themselves part of the 

milieu and participants in the intellectual fray. Hence their judgement could be 

systematically impugned for bias, just as the outsider's could be impugned for lack of 

comprehension. Second, proper assessment of a work of art (the importance of the 

building in this case) should be multi-dimensional, with its reading in its intellectual 

milieu being only one dimension, and not necessarily the single most important one 

at that. Furthermore, with the perspective of time, the attitudes of intellectuals, 

both local and foreign, about particular buildings have evolved. Frequently, such 

evolutions are the result of the debates sparked by the building itself. Excluding 

foreign intellectual judgement from such a debate, even if it were possible, would 

not be desirable, since it would only impoverish the process. 



The second erroneous conclusion that this line of argument could lead to would 

be to say that since outsiders will have difficulty in understanding the subtle 

ramifications of this cultural milieu, they would do best to ignore it in their evalu

ations of the building. Clearly, this means advocating a less complete, less thought

ful criticism of the work of art, in this case a deliberate act of architectural creation. 

Furthermore, outsiders cannot "assume away" the local cultural milieu. It exists. 

Any outside assessment of a notable building will be "read" by that milieu and the 

assessment itself will become a vector for change, in one way or another, that acts 

upon the milieu. This is particularly true of the attitudes of western observers, who 

represent the dominant culture of the world today, vis-a-vis Muslim intellectual 

elites who seek to redefine their identity in non-western terms in the face of a 

historic break in Muslim cultural continuity. 

If we accept that the Award should be as thoughtful and discriminating as 

possible in its critical assessment of architectural output in the Muslim world, we 

should accept that this critical assessment should be multi-dimensional; and one of 

these dimensions should deal with the local intellectual milieu. A look at the 

concerns of this intellectual milieu is therefore pertinent at this point. 

The societies of the Muslim world today are primarily poor, facing the physical 

needs of rapid modernisation, and the psychological needs of redefining their indi

vidual and collective identities in the face of a hegemonic world-dominating west

ern culture. Their widespread poverty forces two issues to the fore: responding to the 

basic needs of the teeming millions of rural and urban poor that comprise the vast 

majority of these societies. Most pressing of these needs after food and clothing is 

shelter. From this point of view, the problems of mass housing predominate over 

those of individual (and luxury) residences or middle-class housing. Emphasising 

either of the last two without due weight to the former would trivialise the contri

bution of architecture and architects to the intellectual concerns of the key ele

ments of their society. It would also seriously diminish the profession's influence on 

the built environment. 

On another front, the issues of mass poverty have a more direct bearing on 

another aspect of architectural practice. The confrontation of elite perceptions of 

aesthetics and mass manifestations of popular taste have become ideologically 

charged. Elitism is confronted by populism. The latter, however, is a degraded form 

of the popular, a set of ideological concepts that are increasingly politicised in terms 

that reflect the cultural disintegration and uprooting found in contemporary Mus

lim societies. It is this phenomenon that intellectuals such as Arkoun have so 

cogently identified: an accelerated disintegration of the traditional semiotic frame

works in Third World countries generally, and the Muslim world specifically.45 

This explosive reality requires a special understanding of how traditional sym

bols have degenerated into signs and signals and accordingly in Arkoun's phrase, 

"an intellectual commitment to re-symbolise the culture of today." 

The manifestations of this cultural situation also include another significant 

front: the advancing insertion of a modern, rapidly changing technology into 

everyday lives traditionally governed by other concerns. The suitability of the 

technology, its adaptation to the needs of the population, and the societal context 

is only one part of the issue. This is the part that has usually concerned architectural 

critics when looking at buildings. For both building as a process and building as a 

product, the technology issue has invariably been addressed in terms of suitability 

and adaptation. In more sophisticated analyses, the intrusion of technology into 

aesthetic precepts and norms has also been addressed. But the present discussion 

would add that technology with its various facets and dimensions involves a ration

alist ordered universe, whose frame of reference is governed by a reductionist logic. 

That in turn confronts a manifest reality of semantic disorder due to the disintegra

tion of semiotic frameworks referred to above. This confrontation is resolved when 



the rationalist logic is used to provide new conditions that elicit a new set of cultural 

symbols, much as the modern movement in international (western and Japanese) 

architecture came into being, thus liberating and broadening the horizons of an 

authentic yet contemporary cultural response within the Muslim world. 

Clearly, this type of interpretation of the creative acts of contemporary archi

tects in the Muslim world entails a change in perceptions of many architects, critics, 

clients, and more generally, the intelligentsia of the Muslim world. 

This broadened domain, which would undoubtedly enhance the quality of the 

intellectual discourse around issues relevant to the architectural profession (broadly 

defined) cannot be divorced from the content and practice of education in architec

ture and related disciplines. This links up with the themes covered in the Granada 63 

seminar. Consistent treatment of these themes within the context of expanding the 

space of freedom so ardently advocated by the Award, remains a vital part of the 

Award's ambitious enterprise. 

Ceiling of the entrance doorway of the Sultan 

Hassan Mosque, Cairo, Egypt. 

E N V O I  

This long retrospective and prospective on the Aga Khan Award for Architecture 

has highlighted the patient intellectual search of which the prizes are but a small, 

albeit very important, part. The rest of this book is dedicated to the 1986 winners, 

and to a sample of the work undertaken during the third cycle, 1983-1986. The 

future is replete with challenges, and the Award has shown that it can rise to them. 

The most important weapon in the Award's intellectual arsenal remains its unwav

ering dedication to the space of freedom in this ongoing search for culturally relevant 

architectural excellence in the built environment of the Muslim world. 


