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The Pras gmatics of Resistance 
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In the context of cultural production today, architecture is commonly thought to be a 

response to what needs to be done or should be done, not what could be, whether it is 

done or not. Things that make architecture happen, such as tools, money, policy, orig

inate in the so-called realm of the pragmatic, the real-life conditions that bear on the 

making of architecture. Architecture, in fact, is the pragmatic art: it must resist 

gravity, it must provide shelter, it must accommodate a social function. But as a social 

function, architecture is never truly free of ideological or political associations, 

whether or not those associations are symbolized or accommodated by or in a specific 

project. Thus 'what could be' becomes the possibility for a moral and critical standard 

that allows one to hold society's needs and architecture's response to them up to 

scrutiny. It offers a speculative, theoretical opening for a discipline that otherwise 

flourishes in precise and definite terminology. 

Since the first primitive hut, architecture as a social practice has provided 

shelter for social groups, which in turn formed communities. Romi Khosla suggests 

in this volume that architecture today has become imbued with a new social con

science, which is also an increasingly important theme in the Aga Khan Award for 

Architecture. This idea of a social conscience leads to what could be described as an 

emerging or new pragmatism, one which also embodies a moral and critical dimen

sion. It is not the same social agenda or conscience that imbued the ideology of early 

modernism, however. 

The difference is important. In the early twentieth century, European mod

ernism evolved as an ideological social project, seeking to remake social institutions. 

Khosla elaborates the gradual erosion of modernism's social and ideological agenda u 

after World War II and attributes the cause to the socialist project's internal contradic- < 

tions. But it was also the success of modernism's formal project that led to its -

consumption by global capital and allowed for the mass production of generic repeti- JJj 

tive units at a lower cost and at a rapid rate. £ 

The tabula rasa condition that was integral to modernist thought, a clearing m 

away in order to enact its ideological project, is neither possible nor necessary in devel

oping societies. The hierarchical social orders embedded in Western societies for two 

centuries are not entrenched in the same way in Islamic societies. There, architects < 

must make do with given conditions, must weave their work into an existing urban a 

fabric. Projects are by nature additive, their gestures more responsive to, rather than i 

standing apart from, their contexts. 
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In his essay here, Arif Hasan describes this condition as a certain pragmatism that 

is necessary in order to implement building programmes in most indigent communi

ties, as well as in politically compromised urban situations. Hasan proposes a four-point 

agenda for action, which assumes that problems require solutions. His agenda, while 

clearly necessary, may not offer a moral or critical resistance to a given condition, or any 

opportunity for exploring 'what could be'. However, it can be seen as part of a new, 

emerging pragmatism that has another, more important function: it stands as a form of 

resistance to the insatiable spread of global capital. 

The evolution of global capital and the ensuing development of a global economy 

with Western origins has also introduced a new kind of pragmatism, one based on 

investment and profitable returns. This pragmatism has led to a new kind of archi

tecture, one that finds its energies in infrastructure, operational systems, and 

organizations of mass. These kinds of projects seem to lose not only their specificity of 

place but also their social meaning. For example, the explosion of mass housing devel

opments appears to be based on the goal of investment for profit rather than in creating 

socially cohesive communities. This architecture is indistinguishable from its generic 

prototypes and typologies, and its meaning is further reduced by the kitsch appliqué of 

regional pastiche. 

According to the American urbanist Saskia Sassen, a specific geography has 

emerged to accommodate globalization. 'The space constituted by the global grid of 

cities,' she writes, 'a space with new economic and political potential, is perhaps one 

of the most strategic spaces for the formation of transnational identities and communi

ties. . . The transmigration not only of capital but also of people .. . takes place in this 

global grid. It is a space for the transmigration of cultural forms, for the reterritorializa-

tion of "local" subcultures.'1 This causes one to ask, does this transmigration of cultural 

forms carry with it a moral and critical argument? Further, do transmigration and reter-

ritorialization and the speed at which the global economy is pushing both of these 

developments begin to uproot and eradicate patterns of social organization in a system

atic way? To offer resistance to this global phenomenon is not to run from its path 

because it has no clear path, no trajectory. It can only be countered perhaps from within, 

with a form of socially conscious architecture that suggests 'what could be'. 

This pragmatism from within is neither a 'third way' of thinking about architec

ture nor an oppositional strategy. Rather, it is an attempt to come to terms with the 

privatization of the state and the central debates of our time - not withdrawing from 



them. By accepting and thus working from within the conditions of global capital it may 

be possible to produce a moral and critical resistance - which today cannot be distanced 

from modes of production - to find a future that can no longer be cloaked in idealism; 

rather, it is a future grounded in a new pragmatic of material reality. The equation of 

Utopian idealism with moral responsibility contributed to the downfall of the social 

project of modernism. Today, within the prospect of material reality, it is also possible to 

have a critical project. 

Architecture, so bounded by pragmatism, cannot effect change either within its 

own discipline or in society at large without a moral judgment, a social conscience. As a 

whole, the work in this book begins to suggest 'what could be' in socially conscious 

forms of resistance to the pragmatics of globalization. This does not mean that all forms 

of specific, regional material characteristics are resistant to globalization. Nor does it 

mean that all forms of abstract modernism are consumed by mass production. The dis

tinction being made here is neither for or against the regional vernacular or the abstract 

modern. Rather, it is an idea of resistance that contains a singularity, that is, a difference 

from the dominant forces of any era. The moral and social conscience suggested in this 

volume is one form of such a resistance today. 

'Saskia Sassen, 'Reconfiguring Centrality' in Anywise, ed. Cynthia C. Davidson (Cambridge, 

Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1996), 131. 



Report of the 1998 Award Master Jury 

The nine members of the Master Jury for the Aga Khan Award for Architecture met 
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three times to select the winners from the 424 projects that were presented in the 

Award's seventh cycle. After the second meeting, twenty-four of these projects were 

reviewed on site by a team of twelve distinguished reviewers, whose presentations made 

the Jury aware of the many complex aspects of each project. 

From the beginning of its deliberations, the Jury was concerned with recognizing 

projects that had a wider global context and meaning, as well as with identifying those 

projects that had regional relevance. It was also concerned not to duplicate messages 

conveyed through selections by earlier juries, thus the absence of certain types of work 

in this Award cycle needs to be understood in that spirit. 

The Jury searched for projects which respond creatively to the new crisis situa

tions in the world in general today and in the Muslim world in particular: demographic 

pressure, environmental degradation, globalization, standardization, ethnic tensions, 

the crisis of the nation-state, the struggle for democracy and human rights, and the like. 

This search was related to community rebuilding, on the one hand, and to the develop

ment of vital modern vernacular styles on the other. The Jury recognized that major 

social, economic and political changes are taking place in the world today and that the 

countries of the Islamic world are being profoundly affected by these changes. They are 

developing new lifestyles, cultural values, symbols and aspirations. The relationships 

between classes and groups are changing, as well as those between governments and 

the people at large. Except for social projects, an architecture that reflects these new real

ities has yet to be recognized. The Award, as a result of its history, is in an ideal position 

to initiate this discourse. 

Seven projects were selected for the Award. Two were seen to have qualities that 

could be of relevance to a broader, global context; the Rehabilitation of Hebron Old 

Town and the Slum Networking of Indore City were considered exceptional in ways that 

are a departure from the conventional approach to upgrading. Both share the idea of 

reclaiming community space from growing social, physical and environmental degra

dation. In the case of Hebron, the project was initiated and managed by a community 

under siege. 

Two projects were seen to respond in an exceptional way to specific social and 

environmental conditions. The Salinger Residence, an example of excellent architec

ture, uses local materials and skills to create a spatial vocabulary which is contemporary 

and yet not alienated from its specific cultural context. The Lepers Hospital, on the other 
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hand, is sensitively designed to respond to the needs of the outcasts of society, providing 

them with shelter and hope while using minimum resources. Its architectural form is 

unpretentious and its proportions and concepts are of the highest order. 

Three projects, the Tuwaiq Palace, the Alhamra Arts Council and the Vidhan 

Bhavan, are important large-scale public buildings. Their form and context were 

regarded by the Jury as very significant in the continuous process of evolving a contem

porary architectural vocabulary within the Islamic world. Their public functions and the 

relatively large scale of their volumes inevitably add to their importance as social cata

lysts within their respective societies. 

Geneva, 12 June 1998 

Recipients of the 1998 

Aga Khan Award for Architecture 

Rehabilitation of Hebron Old Town 

Slum Networking of Indore City, India 

Lepers Hospital, Chopda Taluka, India 

Salinger Residence, Selangor, Malaysia 

Tuwaiq Palace, Riyadh, Saudi Arabia 

Alhamra Arts Council, Lahore, Pakistan 

Vidhan Bhavan, Bhopal, India 


