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Highlighting a Cross-Section

For the past month I have been subconsciously resisting the idea of summarising my thoughts 
on the winning projects of the 10th cycle of the Aga Khan Award for Architecture. Perhaps such
resistance results from the difficulty of condensing the complexity within the nature of each 
project or the vast parameters by which we conducted our quest. After examining so many projects
it is very difficult (if not impossible) to describe the status of architecture in the Muslim world 
in a manner that would comply with the view of this world as the opaque and monolithic Other. 
Yet simultaneously it is also very difficult to clearly define the progression or merits of the built
environment of this world. 

In the face of such a reality the process and measures of evaluation become a multiply deter -
mined matrix, where each project dictates its own particular parameters of analysis, distancing
itself from possible comparisons with other works that may share similar functions or at times fall
into the same category. Evaluation in this sense also requires a willingness on the part of both jury
members and technical reviewers to redefine their subjectivity and personal formation accordingly.

The process of examining the nominated projects revealed an immense diversity of cultural
environments across the Muslim world, between their geographies, conditions of practice and
identities, between ideas that form positions within a locality and within the world. The differences
were both radical and subtle, confronting us with the task of tailoring the instruments by which 
we read architecture in order to go beyond form and aesthetics – and most importantly beyond 
a ‘global’ discourse of what Architecture (with a capital ‘A’) is or should be. The danger in this,
however, is the loophole – perhaps an inherent one – that allows forces outside the design dimension
of architecture to place more emphasis on the conditions of a project than on the project itself
and how it actually operates within those conditions. In fact, this was a topic that often recurred
in our discussions in various forms, demanding further scrutiny and understanding. 

I believe an attempt was made to seek works that have a certain transformative power, facilitating
responsible change – to find projects that could be seen as paradigms, demonstrating architecture’s
capacity to assimilate problems and challenges and, by internalising them, convert them into
strategies that transform by virtue of negotiation and not by imposition. Excellence in this mixture
of elements, sought by jurors of diverse backgrounds, became a malleable and relative entity,
which at times could withstand all types of measures and at others not. In this context, standards
of excellence were not constant factors but rather a set of variables or contingencies.  

The selection process bears a great resemblance to the operating methods of some of the
projects – working with what is at hand, filtering and bringing to light hidden potentials, seeking
that which is conducive to the enhancement of the human condition. As a corollary to this, one 
is forced to realise that the current reality of architecture in the Muslim world – in spite of its vast -
ness – is still very problematic. It seems that potentially seminal works of architecture in Muslim
societies remain inert and sterile in the margins, hardly ever having an impact on architectural
production or the norms of practice in general. Experimentation is a rarity, often confused with
style or expression, and often limited to private initiatives that never seep into public policies. Last,
but not least, there is a dearth of urban interventions that deal with the city or human settlement
on a viable level.

The hope is to counteract this reality by emphasising the importance of these projects as
samples extracted from a vast cross-section of a fertile terrain. These pointers and markers are
essential for further developments and evolutions. They will, I hope, provoke change on a 
much larger scale – the scale of mental disposition. 

Sahel Al-Hiyari
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