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Architecture and Thought*

It is all one to me whether or not a typical western scientist understands or appreciates my
work, since he will not in any case understand the spirit in which I write. Our civilisation 
is characterised by the word ‘progress’. Progress is its form rather than making it one of its
features. Typically it constructs. It is occupied with building an ever more complicated
structure. And even clarity is sought only as a means to this end, not as an end in itself. 
For me on the contrary clarity, perspecuity are valuable in themselves.

I am not interested in constructing a building, as much as in having a perspicuous view 
of the foundations of possible buildings.
Ludwig Wittgenstein, Culture and Value (1930)

Ludwig Wittgenstein, the foremost linguistic philosopher of our time, built a house in Vienna in
1928 for his sister Gretl. As architecture, its success is controversial. Inspired by Adolf Loos’s spare
and static aesthetic, the design is intolerant of Art Deco embellishments or ingenious Bauhaus
accoutrements. Wittgenstein himself considered it to be a ‘hothouse plant’: Gretl’s house, he wrote,
is ‘an expression of great understanding (of a culture)… [but lacks] primordial life’.1 Wittgenstein’s
other sister, Hermine, decided not to live in it because it felt more like a ‘dwelling for the gods than
for a small mortal like me.’2 When I spent an evening there last year it was difficult to grasp the
‘thought’ of the house – ‘Good architecture’, Wittgenstein writes, ‘expresses a thought’ – because
the pristine spaces have been bowlderised by the Bulgarian government to fit its bureaucratic idea
of a Cultural Centre. What remains of the original conception of this ‘dwelling of the gods’ is a
strong sense that the spirit of architecture – the ‘divinity’ of any dwelling – lies in its human details. 

Wittgenstein was obsessed by the clarity of the design as a whole and, in particular, by the way in
which the details of the house – door knobs, windows, window-locks, screens, radiators – expressed
its essential idea from different angles. But there is another sense in which these details of a house
are human, even humane, components. A door knob immediately implies the hand that turns it
and the eye that takes in the space that flows beyond the door; the window brings air into the house
and breathes in the light; the screen is the skin that defines inside and outside, night and day, keeping
them separate or allowing them to negotiate each other. The built environment is an ongoing,
unfolding relationship between materials and humanity, between technology and psychology, between
ethics and the environment. It is for this reason that architecture is amongst the most monumental
of cultural constructions – functional, practical, durable, designed, – and yet it only becomes Archi -
tecture when its presence is permeated with a ‘thought’ that overwhelms its physical presence. ‘To
try to make a building into architecture is a struggle’,3 Billie Tsien has written, as if to capture this
very same idea: it is a struggle to find the aura that will not sanctify architecture but give it the spirit
to survive. And it is to explore this idea of the value of architecture as thought – a concept at the
heart of the Aga Khan Award – that I turn to Wittgenstein’s scattered comments on architecture. 

The jury may still be out on the architectural success of the Wittgenstein House. Nonetheless,
Wittgenstein’s writings frequently use architectural metaphors or analogies in order to ‘model’
conceptual problems, or questions of cultural value. For instance, in the passage I have quoted above,
the concept of ‘construction’ is used to typify some aspects of a hegemonic ‘western’ ideology 
of history and social transformation shaped by the dominant values of Progress: an uncritical
endorsement of modernisation (often identified with ‘westernisation’ or Eurocentricism);
technological rationalism; triumphalist secularism; an unquestioned scientific world-view. ‘Typically
[Progress] constructs. It is occupied with building an ever more complicated structure.’4Wittgenstein
opposes such a dominant narrative of Progress as much for its addiction to ‘complication’ as for 
its claim to be a sovereign cultural and historical ‘value’, subsuming all other qualities of life and
thought – such as perspecuity and clarity – under its imperious sway. Progress, he argues in a
democratic spirit, is one aspect of cultural value which should be equally weighted with others
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such as Perspecuity: ‘I am not interested in constructing a building, so much as in having a
perspicuous view of the foundations of possible buildings.’ 

A relativist and relational sense of the pluralism of cultural values makes it possible to perceive the
diverse social, ethical and philosophical ‘grounds’ (or foundations) on which systems of cultural
and historical value are constructed in relation to each other’s differences and specificities. Such a
relational sense of cultural value – based on cultural difference and intercultural dialogue – is far
better suited to a global ethic of inter-regional and transnational connections than to a normative,
regulative idea of Progress that imposes a reign of homogeneity and hierarchy over other cultures
and societies. And it is this ethic of global relatedness that reflects the ideals of a pluralist umma
at the heart of Muslim societies which is repeatedly celebrated by the cycle of awards.

Wittgenstein thinks through architecture to give abstract thought a concrete quality that renders
more visible its worldly implications and cultural values. The use of an ‘architectural metaphor’ for
conceptual modelling bears a resemblance to the mobility of computer-generated graphics that display
difficult dimensions and awkward angles that are inaccessible to the naked eye, and invisible to the
linear logic of arguments. If good architecture expresses a thought, as Wittgenstein argues, then good
thinking is enhanced by the use of the appropriate ‘architectural metaphor’. Good thinking demands
both clarity of intention and precision of purpose in the execution of a project – be it a building, a
sculpture, or the drafting of a law; but such a project must be accompanied by a measure of ethical
perspecuity that proposes a design for living – an architect’s plan, an artist’s vision, a politician’s world-
view – which aspires to some version of the good life, and contributes to a vision of the common good. 

The close connection between good architecture and good ‘thought’ does not simply belong 
to the ivory-tower of philosophical speculation. The relationship between architectural vision and
public virtue is a defining quality of the award’s active engagement in endorsing the highest
standards of professional expertise and technical innovation. This is as true of the construction
of a modern urban complex, as it is of the restoration of a heritage site or the renovation of the
infrastructure of an ancient city. What draws these diverse projects together from across the Muslim
world – and allows a jury to act judiciously despite the eclectic nature of the nominations – is the
dedication of the award to architectural values that embrace ethical and aesthetic criteria, in excess
of the necessary provisions of professional ‘good practice’. What are these architectural values?
How does the architectural ‘metaphor’ enable us to model these values that belong to the world
of ‘building’ or construction while participating in the building of the global world? What do I mean
when I say that architectural ‘thought’ goes beyond the methods of professional practice?

Before I look ahead to the values – and metaphors – embodied in the 10th award cycle, let 
me answer these questions by looking back at the testimony of some of the jury members of the 9th
award cycle. This glance at the past will provide some sense of the continuity of vision 
that accompanies the award. In the words of Reinhard Schulze, the constructed building is a
manifestation – a metaphoric expression, one might say – of a hidden meaning or a deeply
embedded, invisible ‘thought’: ‘To read architecture means to reconstruct the (hidden?) meaning
that informed the building.’5

To reconstruct the hidden ‘meaning’ of a building is less like looking for a phrase in a language you
know, than it is like interpreting an embedded genetic code. It is a process that combines continuities
of form and tradition – a shared language – with surprising, even subversive, contingencies of
historical fate and contextual ‘meaning’ that require us to revise our methods of judgement and
interpretation. A great contribution to the built environment is made by architects, designers,
engineers and builders, Babar Khan Mumtaz argues, but architectural ‘thought’ is more widely
disseminated – it is a far more plural and diverse construction of social and symbolic value than 
the prerogatives of professionalism allow:
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‘[T]here are others who make a significant contribution to shaping, defining and developing
architecture – and what is more, do so without building…This is more so if by architecture we
mean not just a building or even a group of buildings by an architect or group of architects, but
the output of a society, a culture or a period.’6

Good architecture develops through the evolution of the built environment, and by what is
conveyed to architectural thought without building. ‘We were architects, artists, philosophers and
sociologists and we each took turns wearing the others’ hats’, Billie Tsien writes of her experience
on the 9th award cycle jury. Wearing the others’ hat ensures that the value-criteria of architectural
success is relational and pluralist, and emerges out of an interdisciplinary dialogue of knowledges,
practices and professions. On the process of judging, which always entails the weighing of values
and the delicate adjustment of competing qualities, Tsien has this to say:

‘The award carries with it the criterion of social responsibility, which is one that does not generally
apply to architecture awards. I felt like a patient sitting in the chair of an optometrist’s office. A
large appraratus is lowered in front of my face… Which set is better – the first or the second? Which
lens is the controlling one? There was a new lens set in front of my judgemental eyes. How do I see
clearly with this new lens in place.’7

Wittgenstein’s passion for a perpicuous view of the foundations of possible buildings is a way 
of creating a masterplan of the future that is open to new constructions of value, innovations in
social utility, and developments in the creation of human community. Billie Tsien’s desire to see
clearly through a new lens results in a plea to ‘try to make a building into architecture’, which is 
a way of imbuing bricks and mortar with an idea, an aspiration, a ‘thought’ that exceeds successful
construction and execution: ‘It implies a belief in a shared future and a belief that the future can be
made better. What better focus can there be for our lives here together on earth.’ One of the central
architectural values of the award is a profound sense of ‘hopefulness’ in the future, which is very
different from a facile optimism based on paradigms of ‘progress’ that assume that history unfolds
in a linear development. When progress is measured in this one-dimensional way, cultural values
become polarised into ‘clashes’ of societies or civilisations, and the language of morality or mutuality
is overtaken by the metaphors of war. 

The ethic of hopefulness embodied by the award does not come a moment too soon in the dark
days in which we live. If good architecture expresses thoughtfulness, in the positive sense, then recent
times have provided us with tragic examples of the abuse of the ideals and icons of architecture.
The brick-by-brick demolition of the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya at the hands of Hindu fundamentalists;
the catastrophic crash into the Twin Towers in Manhattan by suicide bombers committed to
jihadist beliefs; the barbaric gouging out of the Buddhas of Bamiyan from their timeless plinths
of peace and contemplation: all these acts of violence and intolerance represent a kind of historical
and aesthetic hopelessness that the award stands firmly against. 

The cultural and social value of ‘hopefulness’, that I have attributed to the award, is intimately and
instructively related to Wittgenstein’s impatience with a monolithic notion of Progress. In serving
to enhance architectural innovation in Muslim societies, the jurisdiction of the award includes
Muslim nation-states, but goes beyond them to recognise Muslim societies as part of the global
diaspora of peoples across the world. This has important territorial, temporal and cultural
consequences. Ideologies of Progressivism are largely founded on the territorial concept of the
nation-state; their historical narratives frequently oppose temporalities of traditionalism to modernity;
pit the past against the present, and distinguish sharply between secularism and spirituality.
Culturally, Progressivism attaches an inordinate importance to ‘the present’ as the pre-eminent
value that gives cultural objects and practices their significance and relevance. The award is not
simply opposed to the concept of Progress and its various coordinates. For instance, one could not
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possibly dispute the historical sovereignty of the nation as the dominant political and territorial
unit of modern society and the typical form of modern community; nor would one want to contest
the importance of ‘contemporaneity’ as a critical measure of everyday life, or a temporal concept
that shapes our historical reflections on the past and the future. 

The award does not contest the validity of such concepts, nor does it set up a spurious contest
between the east and the west, or between Muslim and non-Muslim societies. Such polarisations
are quite out of keeping with the revisionary spirit of the award, which re-tools the terms and
values of Progressivism to reflect the shifting and changing world of ‘Muslim realities’ that
transform the global umma. A shift in vocabulary from Muslim societies to Muslim realities reflects the
way we live today, as part of an intercultural, multi-faith world crossing cultural boundaries and
national borders. We live in the midst of difficult transitions in custom and belief, and complicated
translations of value and identity. Transition and translation are complex states of being that
constitute the culture of everyday life in a global world. In a state of transition – or translation – 
you are caught ambivalently between identifying with an establishing community of ‘origins’ and
‘traditions’, while, at the same time, relating to an empowering community of revisionary values.
‘Establishing’ and ‘Empowering’ are only approximate, unfixed, terms of personal and social
reference. I have named them thus, in order to reflect the commonly held view that, for instance,
‘tradition’ imparts a sense of the continuity of identity, while ‘empowerment’ is an invitation to
experiment with newer self-identifications and emergent, experimental beliefs and collective values.
This dynamic is as true of the diasporic condition as it is of transformations in the indigenous lives 
of those who stay at home.

This ambivalent condition of identification – and the ‘double consciousness’ that is its affective
consequence – cannot be understood as a contest between orthodoxy and modernity, between
faith and free-thinking, or the past and the present. No individual, group or society experiences
social transition or cultural translation in neatly polarised parcels of contrasting views or contradictory
values. This is because the coexistence of diverse cultural genealogies in national or transnational
societies, or the prevalence of intergenerational conflict that reshapes cultural values, create life-
worlds that are socially asymmetric, historically contingent, and morally puzzling. How could highly
trained Iraqi doctors or Indian computer engineers elect to follow religious customs so out of keeping with
their ‘western’ professional training and their ‘bourgeois’ life-styles? Why would a second-generation migrant,
born and educated in the ‘liberal’ British system, and working as an elementary school teacher, turn into 
a suicide bomber?Why does a thoroughly modern young European Muslim woman choose to wear a veil?
Can democracy be established through the barrel of a foreign gun? Who pays the price of freedom when 
a whole society loses its life-world in the supposed act of ‘emancipation’?

However controversial these contemporary conundrums may be, they are unmistakably part of our
post-9/11 global condition. The destruction of the Twin Towers was a terrifying, violent event
enacted as much against a national-state as against a particular architectural symbol and the values
it represented as a material and metaphorical reality. In that sense, then, 9/11 was also an assault
upon architectural ‘thought’ (whether or not one approved of the ‘culture’ of the World Trade
Centre and what it stood for). However much you may agree or disagree with the ‘content’ of the
questions I have posed above, each of them represents a ‘double consciousness’ and an ambivalent
structure of identification that is becoming part of the popular, common knowledge of our times.
You have heard these questions in conversation, in news broadcasts, on the lips of your friends and
colleagues. They emerge from what I have proposed as the transitional/translation dynamic of
contemporary culture where establishing communities and empowering communities are, at times,
complementary to each other, and at other times in open conflict with each other. 

Based on my experience of the discussions and debates of the master jury during the 10th award
cycle, it is my view that the award’s ‘ethic of hopefulness’ is based on a profound recognition 
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of the uses and abuses of this important dynamic of global ambivalence. For ambivalence does not
merely result in cultural confusion and conflict; it is not a state of moral ambiguity that leads to
inaction or violence. To recognise the ‘double consciousness’ that exists in societies across the
world is to acknowledge several important aspects of our contemporary predicament: that there is
no neat division between east and west, now that we live in plural societies permeated with cultural
differences; that the ‘past’ is not another country, as the phrase has it, because we experience the
best and worst of the past in the very midst of what we value in the unfolding narrative of modernity,
the history of ‘our present’; that the engagement with the ‘truths’ of custom, faith and belief cannot be
hived off from the ‘knowledges’ of the scientific world view because our affective lives demand forms
of attention and contemplation that are not satisfied by the logic of ‘reasons’, ‘causes’ and ‘claims.’ 

As award cycle follows award cycle, these intimations of ‘hopefulness’ come to be translated by the
award into its institutional memory. This creates a tradition of architectural values that inspires its
work at a very practical level. Architecture represents the most complex human negotiation between
the need ‘to belong’ and be settled – to be at home – without having your worldly ambitions and
affiliations constrained by retaining walls, village boundaries, city limits or national frontiers. There
is more than a mere metaphor or image that connects the successful ‘skin’ of a building with the
affective, embodied sense of satisfaction (or dissatisfaction) that it provides for its inhabitants. 
It is this complex aspiration, with its uncertainties and necessities, that provided the range of scale
that we had to consider as we worked through the nominations. For instance, the construction of a
single school-house in rural Bangladesh, beautifully crafted from traditional, sustainable materials,
provided both the serene locality of learning as well as the possibility for connecting and
communicating with the world beyond. But the hand-made school-house had to be judged in relation
to a a multi-million dollar Malaysian University, a transnational collaboration, that sought to
create an innovative form of ‘tropical architecture’ suitable to local pedagogical conditions that also
enhanced its global ambitions. By expanding the vocabulary of scale from problems of site, size
and volume to encompass another meaning of ‘scale’ that signifies ‘weighing scales’ or the ‘scales 
of judgement’, we, as a jury, were able to negotiate the wide choice of projects before us, without
losing the singular value of any one of them, large or small, simple or complex.

Perhaps the most intriguing and ‘hopeful’ issue that bounded our horizon as a jury was the scale
and complexity of the umma itself. Many of our submissions occupied this problematic, yet productive,
terrain somewhere in between our understanding of traditional Muslim societies and displaced
and divergent Muslim realities. Change and challenging circumstances are, of course, part of both
worlds; but the composition of contemporaneity, the speed of transformation, the conflict of values
and the contingencies of ‘identity’ and solidarity that are part and parcel of the process of change
may well be different. The bridge between Muslim societies and Muslim realities is, at times, a bridge over
troubled waters. It was our privilege, as members of the master jury, to be faced with architectural
projects that raised important issues about an umma that is democratic and dialogical, and maps
both worlds, not by sitting on the fence but by moving vigorously between worlds. And this, again,
requires a negotiation with cultural ambivalence. How should we evaluate a new housing scheme
whose disposition of spaces harmoniously and homogeneously accommodates a community that 
is governed by strict rules of patriarchal power and authority? Does architectural excellence allow
us to judge what may, or may not, be considered the ‘good life’ amongst different communities?

As a jury we were challenged to keep adjusting our critical and conceptual lenses as we moved
across the varied landscapes of the umma and its architectural artefacts and practices: a market in
small-town in Burkina Faso that becomes the model for a constellation of similar markets across
the region; a school in Bangladesh that could be reproduced at low cost in other inaccessible, 
poor regions; sewerage systems in the dense urban conditions of ancient cities in Yemen; a small
reflecting water-garden in Beirut located on an axis that gives the narrow site a deep, contemplative
scale much larger than the ground on which it is built.
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Scale is not merely a problem internal to architectural knowledge or practice; the scale of the
contemporary umma reveals profound differences in sites and localities – rural communities, small
towns, industrial cities, private homes, public institutions – that demand design-imagination and
material, practical interventions. Scale is, indeed, an architectural intervention that both responds
to site-specificity while, at the same time, creating or constructing a sense of locality (which is never
simply a given, a priori reality). In that sense, scale is also an issue of the ethics of architecture –
what one chooses to build, who one chooses to build for, and the values that the building represents
in-itself and in relation to others.

A different kind of lens snapped into place when we took up questions of conservation and
restoration – which are after all, issues of the ‘time-scale’ of the built environment. Conservation
and restoration are often thought of as processes of ‘pickling’ the past in the present, and
fetishising the aura of antiquity. But if you approach these issues from the perspective of cultural
translation – premised on the ongoing presence of the past-in-the present rather than the polarity 
of tradition vs modernity – then conservation and restoration become our commitments to keeping
alive the ‘hopefulness’ of history. Conservation/restoration is not about asserting the permanence
of the past, but its productive contribution to the future. Restoration is a work in progress, but so
is human history, and the narrative of each individual life. The revisionary emphasis of restoration/
conservation shares a dynamic relation to the past which is visible in contemporary projects.
For instance, two young Singaporean architects recreate the traditional ‘monsoon-window’ for a
modern apartment building that consequently becomes less dependent upon air-conditioning and
lightens the load on an overburdened electricity grid.

‘Scale’ – in the anti-progressivist mode – represents an architectural and ethical commitment 
to what Wittgenstein describes as not ‘constructing a building, as much as in having a perspicuous
view of the foundations of possible buildings.’ Conservation/restoration, I have argued, are not
about the past but imbue architectural values with a ‘thought’ of the future. In this sequence 
of architectural ‘hopefulness’ there is no responsibility to the environment as important as the
commitment to sustainability. Sustainability, as a scale of judgement, creates an architecture that is
only partially about ‘building’. As the best of our nominations readily persuaded us, sustainability
is about creating environments committed to survival and well-being – to shared expressions of
neighbourhood and solidarity that are intolerant of assumptions of cultural supremacy.

‘Remember the impression one gets from good architecture, that it expresses a thought’,
Wittgenstein writes. ‘It makes one want to respond with a gesture.’8 A gesture, for Wittgenstein,
is something that is insinuated into life, becomes a habitual mode of interpretation and response,
and encourages dialogue. In the fullest sense of the word, the award is a ‘gesture’ that responds 
to architecture, not only as construction and building but also as a contribution to the best that
is ‘thought’ in the world of architectural values.

Homi K. Bhabha

*For my dear friend Anish Kapoor, to thank him for his indulgence and inspiration. 
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