
The Aga Khan Award as 

Following the creation of the Aga Khan Award for Architecture, a seminar called 'Archi

tecture in the Spirit of Islam' was held in April 1978 at Aiglemont, just north of Paris. The 

participants debated passionately on issues that have recurred in all of the ensuing semi

nars organized by the Award, as well as in the discussions among the members of the 

Award's successive Steering Committees and Master Juries for the past 20 years. When 

he founded the Award, the Aga Khan had the vision of a forum for research, study and 

critical analysis of the new historical problems facing Muslim societies in the first 

decades of their independence. He wanted to offer a space for free debate to all interested 

parties to identify the conditions, the ways, the obstacles and the actions related to the 

conservation, restoration, improvement and creation of the built environment in histori

cal cities and, more generally, in all spaces designed for contemporary Muslim societies. 

During the 1980s, international relations were driven by the cold war between the 

'free world' and the 'communist world'; the 'Third World' - as we called the rest of the 

world before November 1989 - had to seek help and protection from one or the other of 

the big two. Muslim societies were torn between the will to restore their 'Islamic identity' 

and the idea of'scientific socialism', which was presented as the best revolutionary politi

cal programme to emancipate underdeveloped societies from the domination of 

capitalism. This ideological debate imposed a conceptual frame, a social and historical 

imaginaire, strongly polarized between tradition and modernity, conservation and 

progress, development and underdevelopment, domination and emancipation, liberal 

capitalism and socialist collectivism, and so forth. Architecture became an excellent 

channel for dispensing with ideological polemics, exploring concrete issues and deepen

ing consideration of urgent problems in culture, the environment and the urban fabric in 

societies deprived for centuries of human, scientific and material resources. 

The most talented and successful architects in the world have contributed to the 

Award as a thinking process, as members either of the Master Jury or of the Steering 

Committee; they have exchanged and discussed cultural, historical and anthropological 

aspects of architecture and urban fabrics in Islamic contexts with specialists in the 

social sciences who have neither the experience of the architects nor always the required 

critical approach to Islam as a religion, a cultural tradition, a system of thought. A sig

nificant number of architects, however, have often had a very superficial knowledge not 

only about what I call Islamic contexts - including expressions of classical as well as 

contemporary Islam - but also, and more essentially, about problems related to reli

gious architecture in general, Islam being just a case study among others. 

His Highness long ago expressed his wish to devote more critical thinking to the 

problems of faith, spirituality and ethics as applied to the architectural design of build

ings specifically devoted to religious life (mosques, mausoleums, pilgrimage facilities). 
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We discovered then the difficulties related to the spirit of education in schools of 

architecture: the contents of the programmes and the weakness in or total lack of 

cross-disciplinary or cross-cultural approaches in the teaching of architecture. When 

we speak of programmes, methodologies, problematics, levels of thinking and hori

zons of meaning in architectural teaching, we refer exclusively to Western schools 

and professors; the most famous and successful architects who originate from the 

Islamic world are trained in the spirit, techniques and cultural and intellectual frames 

prevailing in the modern Western tradition. As a historian of Islamic thought, I have 

observed time and again that several - not all, fortunately - so-called 'Muslim' archi

tects and planners are as far from or indifferent to the problems of interface between 

religion and architecture as their Western colleagues. 

I am not at all defending the romantic, contemplative posture of those who 

repeat conventional, uncritical positions on an architecture 'in the spirit of Islam'. I 

have always shown a radical criticism against those - architects, Islamicists, theolo

gians, politicians, average Muslims - who reduce Islamic characteristics to the 

presence of traditional forms like the minaret, dome, muqarnas, mashrabiyya, tent, 

rules of privacy and the like. These elements have become mere signals and have lost 

all of their old symbolic value in the contemporary designed environment. Even in 

Western contexts, many mosques have been built without any effort to propose new 

forms or new combinations that would integrate the rich expectations made explicit in 

the interfaith dialogues since the 1960s. In several oral and written interventions, I 

have insisted on the important differences between signals, signs and symbols in semi-

otic analysis. Art criticism in general has been enriched by the well-known theory of 

aesthetics of reception developed decades ago by the Frankfurt School. The critical eval

uation of a work of art - poem, novel, monument, temple, symphony, painting, 

sculpture, garden, landscape - cannot be made by focusing only on the author and his 

intentions; we know that each user or receiver rewrites or reinterprets the piece 

according to his or her own values and system of connotations. Accordingly, there is a 

constant interactive transformation of the signals, signs, symbols and metaphors as 

used by the author and received by the reader-interpreter of each semiotic composi- 3 

tion. When architects look for 'excellence', however, they care less about the aesthetics ° 

of reception and more about the design as it is taught, learned and reproduced among < 

the leading practitioners. 2 

When all of these considerations about a more radical, semiotic, historical, soci- 5 

ological and anthropological criticism are introduced in the discussions among J 

members of the Steering Committee or the Master Jury, the search for the inclusive, ° 

exhaustive approach of architecture in Islamic contexts ends abruptly with the simple 



remark that architectural criticism applied to Islamic contexts is still underdeveloped; 

but this situation cannot prevent us from exercising judgment about excellence accord

ing to the prevailing criteria in international juries. The fact is that these criteria are set 

and currently used by Western cultural, political and economic establishments for con

temporary Western contexts: that Islamic contexts do not necessarily need to be 

respected and imposed a priori, as the repository of the self-titled 'Islamic identity', but 

need to be correctly analyzed. This means recognizing the impacts of historical succes

sive ruptures: of modernity as the yet unthought and even unthinkable in current 

contemporary Islamic thought; of the total absence of democratic values and institu

tions; of economic backwardness and, sometimes, disasters; of social, ethnic and 

cultural tensions; of states imposing legal domination without any kind of legitimacy; of 

youth as the largest social group, marginalized, neglected and oppressed; of deteriora

tion of traditional cultural codes; and of the new crises generated by the hegemonic 

forces of 'McWorld', that is, globalization. All of these facts and many others that I 

cannot mention here are enumerated in the reports of the Master jury, but not intellectu

ally, culturally or practically integrated in the thinking process leading to the final decisions for 

action through the Award activities or for awarding projects. 

In the Master Jury deliberations one aspect becomes evident. Architects, who are 

more visually oriented and who are concerned with the physicality of existence, do not 

always have the patience to listen to the explanations of a historian, a sociologist, a liter

ary critic or an anthropologist about architecture. They may show polite attention when 

the magic expressions 'Islamic tradition' or 'Islamic identity' are pronounced, but they 

do not like to proceed further in the process of rethinking the concept of excellence for a 

variety of Islamic contexts. If a non-architect who is interested in architecture as an area 

of humanist expression should ask an architect, with all the necessary humility, for 

some theoretical elaboration on the concept of excellence as incarnated in top buildings, 

he will be referred to visual examples and most likely this point will not particularly be 

taken into consideration. The Master Juries and Steering Committees are by nature 

interdisciplinary, and the abstract conceptual thinking of the non-architect must gain 

some importance. The Award will benefit substantially when the interdisciplinary 

nature of the discourse, which includes non-visual thinking, is better accommodated 

and respected in the future. 

I have endeavoured for eighteen years, with the help of talented, devoted, humble 

architects, to give to the Award a space for freedom in which all crucial debates, made 

taboo by the devices of censorship and self-censorship in the present Islamic world, 

could be carried on with intellectual responsibility and shared concern between the 

West - where all decisive agendas are fixed - and the Islamic world - where depen



dence, economic failures, political violence, and social and cultural regression are worse 

today than they were during the 1950s to 1970s. The 424 nominated projects and the 

seven awards given in this seventh cycle of the Award reflect this evolution; several cate

gories - educational, commercial, industrial facilities, cultural buildings, informal 

sector housing, complexes of social housing - are poorly represented or not represented 

at all. Local artisanal practices, landscaping and urban planning in rapidly expanding 

cities are not illustrated by outstanding relevant achievements. New strategies are 

needed to strengthen the role of the Award in bringing to light the problems and solu

tions related to the new contexts of globalization. This cycle shows tendencies towards 

routinization in the thinking process (Islamic references to Islam, Islamic architecture 

and Islamic societies kept recurring without generating a clear, definite, easily shared 

answer), in the thematic, in the absence of objective criteria leading to a solid consen

sus, in the procedures and in the decision-making before, during and after the 

deliberations of the Master Jury. 

The Aga Khan Award for Architecture has established its uniqueness, its particu

lar contribution to the evolution of architectural theorization and practice in general 

through the dynamic continuity of its multidimensional explorations, interventions, 

and inquiries into so many societies, ethnocultural groups, traditions and styles of 

building. The Award now has a specific history, long enough to oblige the future Steer

ing Committees and Master Juries to question the following. Is it acceptable to award 

projects whose merits, solutions and innovations have been already fully recognized in 

the previous cycles? What do we do with restoration, conservation and adaptive reuse 

projects that repeat the same mistakes and entirely ignore the whole deteriorating envi

ronment? Should we not pay more attention to the big projects that damage the 

environment and are doomed to failure (like the social housing built from the 1960s to 

1980s) in order to detect the negative forces that are prevailing over the innovative, 

emancipating efforts of those who struggle for sustainable solutions and even excel

lence? Shouldn't the awarded projects require follow-up sociological surveys on their 

integrative capacity, their positive or negative effects on the urban spaces and popula

tions where they are located? This follow-up would enhance the role of the Award as a 

leading international institution where the problems of contemporary architecture are 

clearly identified, discussed and investigated in a specific frame of analysis and inter

pretation. Because the ambition is always to explore the in-between issues considered 

simultaneously, dialectically, from the edge and the centre, from the hegemonic 

Western models and the satellite countries, the marginalized deteriorating cultures and 

the triumphant, arrogant tele-techno-scientific culture that is more and more indiffer

ent, if not hostile, to humanist concerns. 



An American political scientist, Benjamin R. Barber, has published a book with a 

title particularly relevant to our concerns: Jihad vs. McWorld. Jihad, the well-known 

Islamic concept of'just war' or 'holy war', is used as a general metaphor to refer to the 

political resistance of the dominated part of the world to the hegemonic McWorld. This 

historical, philosophical debate is different from the one that inspired the creation of the 

Award and that remained present until the advent of what Francis Fukuyama called The 

End of History and the Last Man (1992). Can we affirm that the Award is now more pre

pared to contribute its own vision, style, experience and specific frame of thinking to the 

hot debate on 'the clash of civilizations' than it was during the 1980s? To rehabilitate an 

Islamic identity facing a modernity that is fading under the criticism of so-called post-

modernity? I am just articulating the question for the Steering Committee and Master 

Jury of the eighth cycle, 1999-2001. The selection of the members of both the Steering 

Committee and the Master Jury should be guided by the urgent need to put an end to all 

conventional, romantic, nostalgic, fundamentalist references to the 'spirit of Islam', 

'Islamic identity' and 'Islamic spirituality' maintained apart from modern, critical 

reassessment. Classical Islam (750-1250) is a purely historical reference; a modern 

Islamic culture and its thought are nowhere available; it is only emerging through the 

violent forces of globalization. This is the concrete, constraining context in which more 

or less relevant architectural - as well as literary, musical, artistic, philosophical and the

ological - responses are emerging and will emerge in the coming years. Award vision 

and activities need to be revisited, reassessed, enlarged to encompass the new chal

lenges, the increasing complexities, the terrifying gaps imposed by the historical 

transition from a fading modernity to a radically new posture of humankind facing the 

reorganization of knowledge and all subsequent constructions of civilizations. Knowl

edge and action are oriented, managed and used exclusively by experts; more authority 

should be accorded to those in charge of the critical elaboration of knowledge. This 

means a deep reform of the process of thinking itself through the reform of all presently 

prevailing national or community systems of education. 

To go beyond the limits of reason postulated in the Middle Ages, the European 

Renaissance problematized three major issues: God, the world, and the human being. 

We know how this conceptual revolution was translated in a specific Renaissance style, 

not only in architecture but in all artistic expressions. Similarly, to go beyond classical 

modernity, Reason as manifested in all known cultures, not simply in the European 

context, is problematizing Reason itself, science, religion and progress. This new jump 

in the mental configuration of the human mind begins to be translated in a revolution

ary architectural design. Again, what I described and criticized as Islamic reason (see 

my Critique de la raison islamique, Paris, 1984), is not participating in a revolutionary 



move of civilization; it is imitating, reproducing and importing scattered fragments of a 

fading classical modernity in an endeavour to preserve, restore or rejuvenate some ele

ments, forms or monuments that have survived in a deeply deteriorated urban tissue. 

This historical and civilizational situation is not yet adequately addressed by the Award 

as a thinking process; it should be, in my view, the main task of the eighth cycle. New 

concerns in the contemporary struggles for meaning need to be integrated so that 

Muslims can contribute meaningfully, through architecture and all other fields of cul

tural creativity, to the elaboration of a concrete, universalized and emancipating 

humanism. 


