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way people live in different cities and societies than is captured by the simple combination 
of two opposing forces. The two opposing forces relate to one another not just in an 
additive way but can intertwine to create something new and different, a creative fusion 
or hybridity that is more that simply the sum of its two parts. Binary oppositions or 
dualisms invite what I have called a ‘critical thirding’, an opening up of new possibilities and 
challenges that were not visible in the original pairing. This leads to a conclusion that in a 
world of homogenised representations there is not only the possibility but the necessity 
for plurality and diversity.

Looking more specifically at the public sphere, I find myself moving from the theme of 
Session Two (Homogeneity and heterogeneity?) to the next two sessions (Deconstructing 
the Public Sphere and Synthesis), towards a process of deconstruction and a reconstitution 
or synthesis. The public sphere in many of the world’s largest cities has been captured 
and captivated by often intensely competitive efforts at city-marketing or plans to 
develop ‘creative cities’ based in the so-called culture industries. This has provided new 
opportunities and wealth for the world’s ‘starchitects’, but has in nearly all cases diverted 
the urban and regional planning process away from welfare-oriented and anti-poverty 
policies and programs at precisely the time when income inequalities, social polarisation, 
and slum populations have grown to record levels.

These efforts are sustained, whether intentionally or not, by tightly-knit professional and 
academic networks that powerfully shape the production and circulation of theoretical 
and practical knowledge. To the extent that prevailing, largely neoliberal influences 
are accepted, the public sphere is straitjacketed into repetition and the equivalent of 
what the film and television industry calls ‘sequels’ and the planning literature calls ‘best 
practices’. The hierarchy of global city regions has become defined by a parallel hierarchy 
of ostentatious image-making, with Olympic Games and World Expos at the top, ranging 
through various architectural extravaganzas to smaller-scale cultural and media clusters 
and gambling casinos dominating the purview of local planners.

One can only hope that workshops such as this can help to open up debate on reconstituting 
the public realm and the city-building professions around a respect for difference and 
diversity as well as a new urban sensibility that is rooted in the search for greater social 
and spatial justice. There are some indications that a new movement of this kind has 
begun, especially around the concept of the ‘right to the city’ originally developed by 
Henri Lefebvre in the 1960s. There is now a World Charter of the Rights to the City, 
an outgrowth of the World Social Forum, and a burgeoning Right to the City Alliance, 
originating in Los Angeles but now active in Miami, New York, Chicago, New Orleans, 
and other cities. Significantly for the present debate, Lefebvre from the start defined the 
right to the city as a right to difference, the right and necessity of all residents of the city 
to fight against the homogenisation of everyday life.

The second Aga Khan Award for Architecture Knowledge Construction Workshop aimed 
to address the question of whether processes of homogenisation and/or heterogenisation 
of representations in relation to the built and lived environment can be identified, and if 
so, what this may mean for architecture, the built environment and social worlds. 

Session 1: Homogeneity or Heterogeneity?

The first session of the workshop was framed around the theme of ‘Homogeneity or 
heterogeneity?’, which urged presenters to question whether there is evidence of a 
movement towards homogenisation or standardisation of representations in the built and 
lived environment, or whether the opposite could be argued, that is, there is instead a 
movement towards a heterogenisation and greater differentiation of representations. All 
four presentations problematised the ‘either/or’ logic of this framework. Anthony King, 
Abidin Kusno and Ian Angus explored the wider historical, political and social contexts 
in which the concept of homogenisation has emerged, while Brigitte Shim presented an 
applied approach to problematising the concept of the homogenisation of representations, 
in relation to the work of the Aga Khan Award for Architecture. 

In his presentation ‘Globalization and Homogenisation: The State of Play’, Anthony King 
highlighted the multiple definitions and interpretations of homogenising processes prevalent 
in current academic literature on globalisation and modernity, noting that these processes 
have variously been conceived of as forms of copying, imitation, mimesis or mimicry. How 
the quality of homogenisation is identified and who makes that judgement were raised as 
important questions. Moreover, the need to examine when and why people began to focus 
on similarity in the world was highlighted, thus bringing into the discussion wider historical 
processes of globalisation, post-colonisation and neo-liberalism. The role academia plays 
in framing the world in homogenous terms was also noted, as exemplified in the concepts 
of ‘global architecture’ and ‘global cities’ which fail to adequately recognise local social, 
cultural and political contexts. King argued that while strong signs of homogenisation can 
be identified in contemporary built environments, it is important to keep in mind that the 
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replication of built form across contexts does not necessarily produce the same social, 
economic and cultural effects. 

In the second paper of the session, ‘Continuing to Construct/Building Knowledge’, Brigitte 
Shim presented an analysis of three architectural projects from the Tenth Cycle of the Aga 
Khan Award for Architecture, exploring the complex relationship between architecture 
and processes of global homogenisation. She argued that these buildings represented a 
hybrid condition embodying both vernacular and contextual elements as well as elements 
of a globalized architecture and modernity, thus problematising the logic of ‘heterogeneity 
or homogeneity’. The dialogical nature of the Award selection process was highlighted, 
as well as the importance it places on recognising the reciprocal processes of knowledge 
transfer that shape the way buildings are produced and inhabited.  

Ian Angus’ paper, ‘The Anxiety Concerning Cultural Homogenisation: Preliminary Notes’, 
put forward the argument that there is an inbuilt tendency towards cultural homogenisation 
implicit in the modernisation and enlightenment projects, and thus in all societies affected 
by modernity. He posited that homogenisation should be understood as a relationship 
within the wider socio-historical context, rather than a state or characteristic. It was argued 
that in this sense, homogeneity in the form of repetition, standardisation and anonymity, 
exists in tension with heterogeneity as expressed through notions of difference, locality, 
belonging and identity. The term ‘representations’ was problematised, and the complex 
relationship between an object that is being represented and the representation itself was 
highlighted. 

The final paper of the session by Abidin Kusno, entitled ‘Homogeneity in the (Post)
colonial Space?’ approached the issue of homogenisation by framing it as a temporal 
concept inherent in the discourses of development and post-colonialism. Questioning the 
assumption that heterogeneity is necessarily positive, it was proposed that the colonial 
condition resulted in both positive and negative forms of heterogeneity. Moreover, 
homogeneity tended to be a goal to aspire to, rather than an imposed condition. It was 
argued that the world is experiencing a profound heterogeneity of representations in the 
form of fragmentation and decentralisation – especially in the context of neoliberalism. 
Kusno stressed the need to re-examine the concept of heterogeneity and the power 
relations within which it emerges.

General Discussion

Defining Homogenisation 

In the ensuing commentaries and discussion, the issue of the definition of homogenisation 
was re-visited, and participants noted the plurality of meanings that this term has achieved. 

Several commentators emphasised the need to examine homogenisation as a dynamic 
process that is essentially intertwined with processes of globalisation as well as the 
production and inhabitation of the built environment. Thus, it is not solely an outcome 
of these processes as embodied in concrete visual, formal and superficial elements of the 
built environment. Based on this line of reasoning, Jyoti Hosagrahar proposed that the 
interaction between the built and lived environment could be approached from three 
angles: the image (or representation), the processes of production, and the practices of 
inhabitation. Additionally, she noted that the elements identified as homogeneous and 
globalised in the built environment can be very selective; other forms, such as squatter 
settlements, are often overlooked.

Responding to Ian Angus’s point regarding the sense of anxiety surrounding the concept of 
homogenisation, Hosagrahar noted that framing homogenisation as an monolithic ‘outward 
force’ threatening to smother local identities and culture can lead to reactive, defensive 
positions that tend to solidify identities, rather than allowing an active engagement and 
more effective forms of resistance to homogenising trends. Therefore, it was argued, 
the emphasis on process also enables an examination of the constitutive relationships, 
dynamics, and ‘politics of place’, which in turn highlights the crucial question: Who is 
controlling these processes? Building on Abidin Kusno’s argument, she also questioned the 
unproblematic framing of homogenisation as inherently negative and heterogenisation as 
positive. It was noted that heterogeneity can potentially be an ‘uncomfortable’ condition; 
homogeneity – in the form of unification – can in fact be empowering.

James Holston further emphasised that the practices of inhabitation and an embedded 
understanding of the construction process should be central to examining and evaluating 
homogeneity in the built environment. Using the example of Brasília, he argued that practices 
of inhabitation are closely related to ideas of belonging and citizenship, and by extension, 
social inclusion and exclusion. He proposed framing the dialectic of homogenisation and 
heterogenisation as an ongoing interaction or discourse (discursare); a ‘running back and 
forth between things’.

The temporal and spatial dimensions of modernity and homogenisation

The wider frameworks within which the concept of homogenisation has been constructed 
were also questioned. Responding to the themes raised in the papers, Edward Soja 
criticised the over-emphasis on the concept of time in relation to post-colonial strategies 
of control, and argued that the production of particular geographies also need examination. 
He discussed the issues of privileging time and history over space, proposing that a ‘great 
ontological distortion’ occurred within the social sciences, which saw time constructed as 
more significant, dynamic and powerful than space. It was argued that this process is an 
integral part of the new modernity that has emerged in the last half of the 19th century, and 
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was subsequently translated into urban industrial capitalism. It was argued that focusing 
on the temporal over the spatial, on continuity with the past over discontinuity, blinds 
researchers to what is ‘new and different’ about processes of cultural homogenisation 
occurring today. Commenting on this point, Nasser Rabbat suggested that the ontological 
shift took place when modernity became politicised, that is, with the advent of colonialism.

Nasser Rabbat and Edward Soja both critiqued the notion of a singular, monolithic 
modernity. It was argued that there was a need to recognise not only multiple modernities 
existing at a particular point in time or space, but a sequence of multiple modernities that 
are constantly evolving.  

Homogeneity and the evaluation of the built environment 

The way in which homogeneity applies to the built environment and architectural models in 
particular, was raised. The question was asked whether architectural models that attempt 
to address issues of best practice and ‘good architecture’ could be conceived as a form 
of homogenisation. Discussants agreed that duplication, emulation, copying and repetition 
were judged differently depending on their context; what constitutes ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 
architecture depends on who is making the judgement. James Holston critiqued the way 
that copying and originality are framed in architectural education where the overriding 
emphasis is on originality which tends to mask forms of copying. He argued that a more 
useful approach would focus on understanding architectural production as a process or 
continuous discourse between the model and its development, used for example, in the 
concept of auto-constructed architecture.1 

Several participants cautioned against examining processes of homogenisation solely 
within architectural discourse. It was argued that the homogenisation of architectural 
production needed to be understood within the larger discussion of the social, political 
and cultural processes of globalisation and homogenisation. The inability of the discourses 
of architecture and urban planning to address these social and political dimensions of the 
built environment was also raised by several of the participants.

The concept of copying and its relationship to homogeneity was problematised throughout 
the discussions. Jyoti Hosagrahar commented that repetition is only one element within 
processes of production and inhabitation, and does not necessarily always need to be 
seen as an indicator of homogeneity (for example, the use of similar building materials). 
Ian Angus noted that ‘copies’ always involve slight differences, and take on new meanings 
in different social, geographical and historical contexts. What differentiates homogeneity 

1 ‘Auto-construction’ was a central theme of James Holston’s original workshop paper and refers to a form 
of vernacular architecture of the middle and working classes in Brazil, homes that are owner designed and 
built without professional architects.

from repetition, it was argued, was the political connotation implied by homogeneity. 
Expanding on this point, Abidin Kusno argued that the significance of homogeneity and 
heterogeneity lies in their meaning and impact in everyday life; how these forces relate to 
social change, to concepts of exclusion, urban citizenship and belonging. There was general 
agreement that viewing the processes and impacts of homogenisation solely in terms of 
whether they are ‘good’ or ‘bad’, can lead to missed opportunities to see the hybridities, 
complexities and relationships of power that are an integral part of these processes.

Session 2: Homogeneity and Heterogeneity?

While an either/or dichotomy was addressed in the previous session, the second session 
aimed to explore the question of whether dual processes of homogeneity and heterogeneity 
occur simultaneously. According to this approach, there is evidence of both industries, 
institutions, practices and policies that are producing homogenised representations in 
the lived and built environment of the city, but there also exists instances and patterns 
of heterogenisation and differentiation of urban forms and social life. The theme of the 
session aimed to address several key questions: What is the nature of interaction between 
these two trends? How do these interactions impact on the public sphere, and on the 
practice and valuation of diversity and plurality? 

In introducing the session, Chair Nasser Rabbat outlined the methodological parameters 
discussed thus far. It was noted that there was a general consensus between participants 
about the need to move beyond the binary ‘either/or’ position. The importance of 
including multiple poles of analysis – examining architectural, social, political, symbolic, 
historical and spatial perspectives – was also highlighted.  

In the first paper of the session, ‘Neither Homogeneity nor Heterogeneity: Modernism 
Struggles in the Muslim World’, Nezar AlSayyad reiterated the need to move beyond 
binaries. Focusing on the Muslim world in particular, he posited that discussions of 
homogenisation and heterogenisation should be reframed in relation to the processes of 
modernity, globalisation, colonisation and national identity struggles, particularly in the 
context of the relationship between the Muslim world and the Christian West. It was 
argued that the Muslim world – and its architecture and urbanism – is still marked to a 
greater extent by a movement towards cultural differentiation, a multiplicity of identities 
and hybridity, rather than replication and uniformity. 

Mari Fujita, in her paper ‘Hybridity in Urban Form: Representing the AndAnd’, discussed 
the tendency in architecture to be guided by socially constructed notions of what is 
appropriate and inappropriate architecture in a certain time and place. The possibility of 
an alternative means of understanding and evaluating built form was proposed through 
the notion of the ‘AndAnd’. This approach provides a way of recognising hybridity, 
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multiscalarity and simultaneity in the built environment, and frames urban form as both 
noun and verb. These points were illustrated through an examination of ‘theme park 
urbanism’ in Shanghai, using the specific example of ‘Thames Town’, an urban development 
modelled on an English village. 

The third presentation in the session also problematised homogenisation in relation 
to architectural discourse and practice. George Baird’s paper, entitled ‘Conscious and 
Unconscious Aspects of Homogenisation Processes in Architectural Representations’ 
used a semiological approach to examine homogenising processes in the built environment. 
Using Saussure’s concepts of langue and parole to analyse architectural form, the paper 
examined the relationship between design intention and the ‘architectural unconscious’. 
It was argued that the extent to which processes of homogenisation are taking place, for 
example in architectural discourse and teaching, in construction and in built form, is as 
much unconscious as it is conscious. Baird illustrates these issues through a semiological 
analysis of images of a range of major architectural works. 

The final paper of the session by Edward Soja, ‘Commentary: Homogeneity and 
Heterogeneity’, reemphasized the simultaneity and interrelationship of the processes of 
homogenisation and heterogenisation. It was proposed that breaking down the binary 
opens up the possibility of alternative perspectives – the ‘both and also and even more’ – 
making it possible to see new hybridities which can be missed if analysis focuses solely on 
homogenisation. It was argued that there also needs to be a deconstruction of traditional 
frameworks and ways of thinking about urban space and cities, which tend to miss what is 
‘new and different’ emerging in urban environments. 

Discussion

Representations and the Construction of Identity

Overall, discussants agreed that homogenisation and heterogenisation can be conceived of 
as simultaneous processes that are contingent on the specific social and political milieu in 
which they occur. Thus, an image or representation may be viewed as both homogeneous 
and heterogeneous depending on the kind of power relations in operation and different 
subjectivities in play.   

The problematic relationship between subjectivity, identity and representation emerged as 
a central argument in the session. Jyoti Hosagrahar and Abidin Kusno noted the importance 
of exploring the politics of representation in the built environment. Using the example of 
the theme town discussed by Mari Fujita, it was argued that there is a need to question 
whose representation it is, and how inhabitants themselves create their identities and 
are changed through these representations. In this way the agency of those designing and 

living in the buildings is taken into account, and the processes of building and inhabiting can 
be understood as sites of contested identities. Abidin Kusno commented that identity, the 
governance of space and people, and issues of class can be also be examined as elements 
influencing the creation and inhabitation of urban environments. Moreover, exploring 
the way inhabitants subvert representations through daily life and practices of inhabiting 
space should be taken into account. Building on this point, Jyoti Hosagrahar noted that 
in the disjunction between the image and practices of inhabitation there exists a space 
for resisting homogenisation. Anthony King noted that several theorists have attempted 
to frame the interaction between the designed environment and the lived environment, 
for example, Lonsway’s notion of an ‘experience economy’ which refers to an economy 
where value is derived through the provision and also consumption of various forms of 
experience.2

Referring to the discussion around Mari Fujita’s example of ‘Thames Town’, Nasser Rabbat 
pointed out that while historic representations of England in a Chinese theme town is 
something that is immediately questioned and viewed as negative, there exists at the same 
time a lack of criticism of similar patterns in our own culture. He gave the example of 
the integration of Greek architecture into Upper State New York which was historically 
linked to attempts to integrate values of democracy into American society. He argued that 
there is a normalisation of representations occurring in this situation. 

The power dynamics inherent in processes of representation was also raised by 
Modjtaba Sadria. Using the example of the way that China represents itself to the West 
by appropriating and re-presenting symbols of Western power, the question was asked: 
What happens when the reifier becomes reified? Examining the complex relationship 
between the object that is represented and representations thus requires a thorough 
analysis, as well as understanding the power relations in operation. 

George Baird noted that it was possible to examine representations by considering the 
degrees of verisimilitude of an image. The issue of verisimilitude – the degree to which the 
copy reflects the original – is important to consider if the image is to retain any form of 
cultural durability in the face of endless representation or simulation. Others noted that 
the issue of whether  the original is more ‘authentic’ than the simulacra or copy needs to 
be problematised. 

Issues of scale and positionality

Anthony King noted that the number of terms that we can use to refer to the processes 
or forms of homogenisation have greatly expanded across the course of discussions, and 

2 As referred to in Brian Lonsway’s book Making Leisure Work: Architecture and the Experience Economy 
(Routledge, 2009).
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2 As referred to in Brian Lonsway’s book Making Leisure Work: Architecture and the Experience Economy 
(Routledge, 2009).
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includes imitation, mimicry, similarity, emulation, resemblance, simulacrum, replication, 
reproduction, verisimilitude and simultaneity. The multiple disciplinary approaches that 
speakers have used to analyse homogenisation – through visual, social, geographical, 
spatial and temporal lenses – was also highlighted. Building on this point, Arijit Sen 
commented on the importance of acknowledging positionality in the debates, in particular, 
the way disciplines frame homogeneity as either an image of an object or as a process. 
Acknowledging different notions of geographical scale was also suggested in order to 
further contextualise discussions of homogenisation. In other words, processes of 
homogenisation and heterogenisation depend upon the individual observer’s position in 
relation to the social, political, economic, regional scales. Noting that architecture tends 
to focus on singular built forms, Sen advocated bringing into the discussion the notion of 
‘cultural landscapes’ as a frame of reference that allows the identification of wider social 
and cultural patterns in built form, for example, at the scale of a street or neighbourhood. 

Brigitte Shim noted that this problematic of scale was a key topic arising in the Aga Khan 
Award for Architecture evaluation process. She noted that in the process of evaluating 
architecture works, there had arisen a need for a consensus definition of the issue of 
scale, one that recognised both social and architectural dimensions. The issue of scale, 
she argued, also relates to a sense of locality and belonging, and in this way is essentially 
an ‘ethical issue’. A sense of ‘timescale’ was also important to consider in relation to 
architecture and its production. Architecture, it was noted, tends to lag behind because 
of its physicality and the time taken to construct buildings; an inescapable characteristic 
of the discipline as well as an important factor mediating the way in which architecture 
engages with larger societal issues. While acknowledging the ‘time lag’ in architecture, 
George Baird commented that the typological focus in architecture can provide a useful 
bridge between the social, formal and historical dimensions of the built environment. Arijit 
Sen noted that the typological approach can also operate in a functional as well as a formal 
way, making it applicable to social issues.

Session 3: Deconstructing the Public Sphere

The third session was oriented around the problematic of homogenisation of 
representations as it relates to the interaction between the built environment and the 
public sphere. Do processes of homogenisation have an important impact on diversity 
and plurality? All three papers approached the question by using ethnographic examples 
to explore the way in which people creatively respond to forces of homogenisation. 

Chair Mohammad al-Asad introduced the session by examining homogeneity in relation 
to public space in Amman. He argued that this space has the superficial characteristics 
of a ‘westernised’ and homogenised public space. In this sense, public space in Amman 
demonstrates a cross-border globalisation of public space. He argued that under this 

surface appearance however, there are multiple attempts to co-opt this space for a variety 
of public or commercial interests. These attempts at differentiation and heterogenisation 
are, he proposed, a much more powerful force than homogenisation.

In the first paper in the session, entitled ‘Original Copies’, James Holston discussed the 
homogenising vocabularies of international architectural modernism (CIAM modernism) 
in the context of Brazil, exploring how these discourses are consumed and re-presented 
in innovative ways in popular ‘auto-constructed’ buildings of the middle and working class 
on the peripheries of the city. This type of informal architecture – often dismissed by 
architects and critics – provides a means of actively constructing and communicating new 
social and national identities in a way that subverts the processes of homogenisation. 

Jyoti Hosagrahar’s paper, ‘Defiant Ambivalence: Globalization, Architecture, and 
Urbanism’, called into question constructions of homogeneity and heterogeneity in the 
urban environment in India. Employing three vignettes of urbanism in India, she argued 
that notions of the ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’ exist in a simultaneous and ambivalent 
relationship, and are part of an ongoing negotiation of multiple identities that bridge the 
global, modern and local in everyday life. It was argued that instead of basing studies of  
the urban on singular narratives of globalisation, homogenisation or tradition, there is a 
need to focus on the multiplicity of interpretations and forms in the urban environment, 
as well as processes of making and inhabiting the built environment. 

The final paper of the session, entitled ‘The Transforming Boundary: Evaluating Ordinary 
Spaces of Contemporary Public Sphere’, Arijit Sen explored the creation of public spheres 
in ordinary, everyday places. Using the example of ethnic urban space in Chicago, it was 
argued that the banal visual façade of homogenised, commercial buildings that characterise 
many modern cities and strip malls often hide remarkably complex, multilayered and 
multifarious social worlds. It was noted that these spaces cannot be judged on aesthetic 
merit but are nonetheless socially significant spaces. The way residents inhabit these 
spaces involves processes of translation and resistance which constitute new forms of 
public discourse. 

Discussion

Several key themes emerged or were revisited in response to the papers presented. 
New ways of framing homogenisation and modernity were proposed, and issues of 
agency and processes of appropriation and subversion were discussed as they relate 
to homogenisation of representations in the built environment. Finally, drawing on the 
question of how to evaluate informal or ‘social architecture’ – as contrasted to formal 
architecture – was raised.
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Reframing the definition of homogenisation

Commenting on the multiple uses of the term homogenisation throughout the presentations, 
and the similar approaches in the papers in session three, Ian Angus suggested that the 
concept could be defined in two distinct ways. Firstly, homogenisation could be conceived 
of as a descriptive social concept, which would enable an examination of the interplay 
between homogeneity and heterogeneity. Secondly, homogenisation could be used as a 
critical concept, which would open the way for a critical analysis of social and political 
circumstances, and bring into the discussion discourses such as social inequality and 
colonialism. The meaning of ‘social heterogenisation’ could then be theoretically formulated 
using this framework. Bringing these definitions to the issue of copying in design and the  
built environment, Angus proposed that the concept of ‘authenticity’ could be similarly 
analysed. Design that aids social heterogeneity could be classed as ‘authentic’, while 
design that presents a homogeneous front but is resisted at a popular level could be 
classed as ‘inauthentic’. The question was posed as to whether it is possible to move 
beyond the descriptive notion of homogenisation as a monolithic, global force with a 
plurality of responses, and instead create design processes that actively open spaces for  
heterogenisation.

Deconstructing modernity and modernisation 

Anthony King noted that many of presentations had in some ways managed to reify modernity, 
and cautioned against the use of a Euro-centric, singular ‘modern’. The importance of 
recognising multiple, popular and local modernisms was emphasised. Building on this point, 
Edward Soja argued that academia continues to use out-dated versions of modernity and 
modernisation that fail to take into account lessons from history which have demonstrated 
both positive and negative consequences of this process. This is, in part, related to the 
powerful networks and interests that maintain and ultimately benefit from one version of 
modernity. He proposed that the reification of modernity could in fact be the source of  
the anxiety that arises in response to homogenisation. In other words, a homogenisation  
of the representations of modernity and modernisation has taken place. 

Nasser Rabbat noted the usefulness of Ian Angus’s concept of homogenisation moving 
from a descriptive term to a critical term. Adding to the comments brought up by Edward 
Soja, he proposed that the anxiety around homogenisation can be linked to a latent fear 
of the homogenisation of the process of modernity, and a homogenisation of agency. In 
addition, it was argued that concepts of homogenisation tend to be structured around an 
artificial opposition between tradition and modernity, as Jyoti Hosagrahar had outlined 
in her paper. This binary sets up the idea that homogenisation is a linear process starting 
with tradition and ending with modernity. Rabbat proposed reintroducing the dimension 
of history in order to deconstruct this linear conceptualisation, and instead bring into 

the argument the idea that what is framed as ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ are both ‘spatially 
inside modernity’. 

Other discussants agreed that the idea of what is modern is a constantly evolving, context 
specific concept. James Holston commented that the notion of ‘modernity’ needs to be 
understood in relation to specific cultural circumstances, for example, in Brazil the notion 
of modernity and progress cannot be understood apart from the unique processes of 
Brazilian nation building. Defending his reference to CIAM modernism in Brazil, James 
Holston argued that rather than arguing for a singular modern in Brazil, it served to 
highlight a certain lexicon of modernity and architecture in Brazil, a form of top-down 
total design that is reinterpreted through auto-constructed buildings. In other words, it 
highlights the political conditions of architectural production. Similarly, Nezar AlSayyad 
noted that even if we accept the idea of multiple modernities, these are very specific 
forms of modernities that have been articulated and appropriated in different contexts 
and through different processes, thus, not all modernities are equal. 

Processes of appropriation and subversion

A central theme emerging from the papers in Session Three was the interaction between 
agency, appropriation and subversion over time. George Baird began the discussion 
by highlighting the way in which agency and self-esteem are produced through the 
transformation and appropriation of the built environment, citing the example of the way 
in which informal settlements develop and claim space over time. These processes, it was 
argued, are essentially linked to notions of empowerment, and should  be factored into 
the way architectural projects are evaluated. 

The different processes of design involved in informal and professional design processes 
were highlighted by James Holston, with the former characterised by elements of the 
longue durée, a porousness to daily life, and a participatory approach. Informal constructions 
involve people who make aesthetic judgements in relation to political, social and economic 
conditions, thus critically engaging in the production of these conditions. It was argued that 
this gives rise to a new form of citizenship that challenges social inequality and demands 
the ‘right to the city’. Similarly, Jyoti Hosagrahar noted that the continuous appropriation 
of buildings and urban space through the processes of construction and inhabitation 
transforms the meanings of these spaces. In the movement towards reinterpreting and 
reclaiming these spaces, there is a mingling of what is deemed ‘global’ or ‘local’ or ‘modern’ 
or ‘traditional’, all of which are involved in processes of mutual subversion and resistance. 

Responding to the discussions around practices of appropriation in the built environment, 
Modjtaba Sadria noted that the concept of the longue durée is an important one. Using 
the examples of contested urban spaces in Tehran and Istanbul, he argued that while  
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moments of appropriation and subversion may occur, over time they become integrated 
into power structures which can led to normalisation and further expropriation of urban 
space and citizen’s rights, insofar as acts of subversion are reduced and homogenised. 
It was proposed that these dynamics should be taken into account when trying to 
grasp processes of homogenisation. Responding to this point, Jyoti Hosagrahar noted 
that the process of subversion becomes homogenising when people no longer feel that 
their identities are being expressed, and are instead being repressed and categorised in 
a fixed way. Thus, there is an element of ambivalence constantly present, and constantly 
challenging given categories. Edward Soja suggested that this selective ambivalence and the 
continuous push-pull dynamics constitute what is new and different emerging in urbanism 
in the 21st century. 

The connection between creativity and subversion also emerged as an important aspect 
of the discussions in Session Three. Several participants reiterated the need to recognise 
not only aesthetic creativity, but also creative energies involved negotiating daily life 
in the urban environment at a political level: mobilising communities, negotiating with 
local authorities and residents demanding the right to the city. Abidin Kusno argued 
that individual and community creativity could act as a form of resistance but also as a 
mechanism for changing government policy, demanding the improved provision of services 
and transforming people’s everyday experience of their environment. In other words,  
heterogeneity becomes a way of subverting modernity and homogenisation processes and 
is, in a sense, emancipatory. 

Evaluating the built environment

The question of what evaluative criteria and parameters could be used to recognise the 
banal, everyday, informal built environment, or long-term projects of inhabitation was also 
discussed. While most participants agreed that high and low architecture can be subject 
to the same level of critical discourse, the questions were posed: Where do we draw 
the line? When does the banal become unique? Nezar AlSayyad questioned the degree 
to which architecture of the periphery or background can move to the forefront. Do we 
need a homogenous built environment at the margins or in the background in order to 
achieve the heterogeneity of the centre? 

Nasser Rabbat raised the point that there exists a central contradiction or double standard 
in the debates around informal and formal architecture, that is, if one applies social and 
economic criteria of judgment to informal architectural projects, then one must also apply 
social and economic criteria to formal projects. A number of participants agreed with this 
approach, noting that it would signify an inversion of conventional processes of knowledge 
transfer: the defining dimensions of informal architecture are used to evaluate formal 
architecture.

Others contested this position. Mari Fujita noted that formal architecture cannot be 
equated with informal architecture due to the different processes and skills involved in the 
production of each. George Baird argued that rather than solely expertise, a key criteria 
that formal architecture seeks to fulfil is artistic and cultural expression, rather than more 
mundane, or purely functional criteria. 

A second major thread in the discussion focused on the place of ‘social architecture’ 
or ‘participatory architecture’ within architectural discourse. Arijit Sen commented that 
acknowledging informal, socially significant architecture highlights a new framework for 
evaluation; not a framework oriented around architecture as an object, but a framework 
based on sustainability and the ability of built form to sustain social worlds. Furthering this 
point, Jyoti Hosagrahar noted that recognising the role of architecture in fostering a sense 
of belonging and locality was also relevant to this framework. To this end, she argued that 
architecture has a transformative potential to the extent that it empowers or enables 
certain narratives. Thus, the question guiding the evaluation of built form becomes: Which 
narratives are being empowered or enabled? Further discussion ensued about the degree 
to which it was possible to develop a criteria in which questions about social change 
and empowerment can be addressed, and how this could fit within a discussion of the 
aesthetic/design aspects. 

This dialectic of total design versus participatory design was highlighted as a fundamental 
tension that shapes the Aga Khan Award for Architecture evaluation process. Brigitte 
Shim noted that the Award recognises participatory and social aspects of architecture 
as well as formal design excellence, both of which represent points at opposite ends of 
the spectrum. The richness of the Award, she argued, lies in the way multiple positions 
along this spectrum are negotiated and represented in the projects that are premiated. 
Moreover, this makes the Award more accessible to multiple publics. Shim posited that 
that there is a need to focus on knowledge transfer between each ends of this spectrum: 
how participatory design feeds into total design and vice versa. Modjtaba Sadria reiterated 
this point, arguing that the relevance and legitimacy of the Award within mainstream 
architecture depends on the recognition of both excellence in design and the improvement 
of social conditions. Without both dimensions, the Award would become peripheral to 
architectural debate. Nezar AlSayyad noted that it is crucial to keep in mind that the 
separation between architecture as a social act and architecture as an architectonic art is 
in fact, a false dichotomy.  

Session 4: Synthesis

The final session consisted of two panel discussions intended to synthesise, summarise 
and further deepen the main themes of the workshop. The first panel, composed of 
Brigitte Shim, George Baird and Mohammad al-Asad, focused on the key problematic 
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as well as formal design excellence, both of which represent points at opposite ends of 
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that there is a need to focus on knowledge transfer between each ends of this spectrum: 
how participatory design feeds into total design and vice versa. Modjtaba Sadria reiterated 
this point, arguing that the relevance and legitimacy of the Award within mainstream 
architecture depends on the recognition of both excellence in design and the improvement 
of social conditions. Without both dimensions, the Award would become peripheral to 
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in fact, a false dichotomy.  

Session 4: Synthesis

The final session consisted of two panel discussions intended to synthesise, summarise 
and further deepen the main themes of the workshop. The first panel, composed of 
Brigitte Shim, George Baird and Mohammad al-Asad, focused on the key problematic 
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of representation. The second panel, involving Edward Soja, Abidin Kusno and Ian 
Angus, returned to the theme of whether it was possible to argue for or against the 
homogenisation and/or heterogenisation of representations. The session began with some 
general comments about the outcomes of the workshop discussion, and possible ways of 
framing future questions. 

Bringing together architecture and social theory

The marked difference in disciplinary perspectives throughout the debates in the workshop 
was commented on by Ian Angus, who noted the tensions at the intersection between 
architecture and philosophy/social theory, both of which used different languages and 
conceptual frameworks to talk about homogeneity of representations. In particular, the 
terms modernity, modernism and modernisation, and the different temporalities they 
invoke, needed to be clearly distinguished throughout the workshop, and for future debates.  

Expanding on this point in his discussions, Abidin Kusno argued that architecture, perhaps 
more than social science approaches, has its own language and identity which tends to 
undermine its ability to engage and dialogue with other disciplines. He suggested that making 
architectural discourse responsive to social issues would necessitate an intervention at 
the level of architectural education; a reframing of the design process away from a primary 
emphasis on form, to an emphasis on urgent, contemporary social issues as the conceptual 
starting point. Similarly, James Holston noted that rather this could also be considered in 
relation to the way in which the Aga Khan Award for Architecture conducts the Award 
process. Instead of starting with the identification of a building or project and working 
back towards its social relevance, he suggested an approach that begins with a social issue 
and works towards a solution or form. In other words, an approach in which ‘architecture 
thinks society’. Brigitte Shim commented that the Award should be positioned in a way 
that encompasses both total design and participatory design, but ensures that innovation, 
self-esteem and sustainability (in both social and built sense) remain central to the way the 
Award evaluates architectural projects.

Knowledge sharing and the Aga Khan Award for Architecture

Mohammad al-Asad commented on the way in which personal experience and 
ethnography were used throughout the discussions to investigate the homogenisation and 
heterogenisation of representations. He noted that all participants come from a relatively 
privileged position of being able to negotiate across different social and cultural worlds; 
personal experiences through the tool of storytelling present a particularly powerful way 
of illustrating and communicating these debates. Al-Asad also questioned how issues such 
as those explored in the current workshop, could be made relevant to a wider audience. 
Others highlighted the importance of communicating these types of debates back into the 

Award process to aid self-reflexivity and open-endedness, and also to Award stakeholders 
and the public. 

Brigitte Shim commented that this form of knowledge is crucial for pushing the Award to 
the forefront of architectural debates, and opening a space for new thinking. There is also, 
she argued, a need to position knowledge generated in relation to what is being practiced 
‘on the ground’ in architecture and urban planning. Shim also noted that the ability of the 
Award to do this is impacted by the inherent tension between the fast-moving modern 
condition that involves constant processes of mingling, appropriating and creating, and the 
slowness of the production of built form. 

Panel Discussion 1: The concept of representation 

There was agreement amongst several participants that as a concept, representation and 
its social repercussions were difficult to articulate or theorise in isolation from a given 
locale or context. The centrality of ‘representations’ in architecture was highlighted by 
George Baird, who argued that built forms are essentially presentations of the individual 
and collective self. He cited the example of auto-constructed housing covered in earlier 
discussions, where representation referred to both the representation of people and their 
buildings. In her comments, Brigitte Shim discussed the concept of representation as it 
applied in the AKAA jury process. She explained that projects were not only represented 
to jurors visually through images, but also represented socially and spatially through 
reports on the production process (including the collaboration between social actors 
such as architects, local craftsmen, stakeholders and residents involved in the project’s 
construction) and the way the built projects are subsequently used and inhabited. The 
importance of recognising multiple forms and layers of representation was thus emphasised. 

Other participants questioned the utility of the concept of representation for the present 
discussion. Nezar AlSayyad argued that ‘representation’ was an unclear concept that 
potentially complicates, unnecessarily, debates about homogenisation. It was suggested 
that instead the emphasis should be on the notion of ‘agency’ which emerged in many of 
the papers in relation to representation: several of the contributions used representation 
as a way to address issues of agency, while others explored the role and meaning of 
agency in the production of the built environment. 

Exploring further the question of representation in relation to the lived and built 
environment, Modjtaba Sadria commented that the majority of the discussions during 
the workshop had, due to the architectural focus of the workshop, looked primarily at 
how architectural homogenisation has had a social impact. He challenged participants to 
consider the inverse relationship: how value systems impact on architecture. Referring 
to the Deleuzian argument that states that the quality of representation is based on 
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its effect, he posed the question: If there is a homogenisation of representations, what 
effects are being produced? It was noted that these effects can be evaluated by looking 
at the homogenisation of representations in architecture, and then analysing the effect 
this then has on society. This thinking can also be turned on its head, by analysing the 
possible homogenisation of representations in value systems, and the kind of architecture 
this produces. From this perspective, the homogenisation of representations can be 
understood as the interiorisation of value systems. Sadria linked this problematic to the 
current financial crisis which, it was argued, carries with it a wider crisis of the way 
we frame our social worlds; a crisis of functionality of our interiorised value systems. 
Consequently, new challenges arise for both the lived and built environment, which are 
no longer based on the reproduction of old systems. 

Several participants commented on the breadth of the topic raised by this problematic. 
Edward Soja noted that the values and aims embodied in the Aga Khan Award for 
Architecture addresses some of the issues raised by the argument of challenging existing 
belief systems, to the extent that it works to decenter the discourse of architectural 
design and practice, and emphasises socially and environmentally sustainable practices 
and design. There was a general consensus that the current historical moment represents 
a fundamental shift, if not, as Nezar AlSayyad noted, at the level of a post-Fordist, post-
modernist, or post-technological transition. 

Some commentators disagreed with the idea that there has been a homogenisation of 
representations in value systems and culture which is affecting architecture and built form. 
Nezar AlSayyad argued that the assumed connection between the homogenisation of 
value systems resulting from the homogenisation of representations was problematic and 
potentially deterministic. Others argued that if the current crisis presents an opportunity 
to create new representations and ways of being in the world, there were many examples 
of cutting edge thinking and innovative practices around sustainable living within the 
discipline of architecture that could play an important role in this movement. Offering a 
different perspective, George Baird acknowledged that while architecture does have social 
and political power, this power is constrained contextually and temporally. Architecture, 
he argued, moves too slowly to be able to respond to urgent challenges or to play a key 
role in producing utopian change. 

Panel Discussion 2: Homogenisation and heterogenisation

Initiating the discussions of the second panel, Edward Soja argued that it is a false premise 
to approach the idea of homogeneity of representations as a process that has a certain 
impact or consequence, whether that consequence is positive or negative. It was re-
emphasised that homogeneity and heterogeneity are happening simultaneously, and is 
therefore not an ‘either/or’ dilemma, but rather a situation better conceptualised in terms 

of a ‘both and also’ logic. Soja reiterated the point that the historical and geographical 
dimensions in the discussion of homogenisation of representations are inseparable. Thus, 
homogenisation of the built and lived environment should be framed using a spatial-
temporal, as well as a socio-spatial dialectic. In this way, he argued, it becomes possible to 
identify and investigate new creative and generative forces – made up of clusters of new 
spatialities, networks and activities – that are shaping cities in the 21st century.

Ian Angus proposed that there is a problem of homogenising tendencies in society, 
even though there also exist pluralising tendencies as well. He argued for the framing of 
homogenisation as a socially critical concept, and advocated for it to be used as a means 
to legitimise and support cultural heterogeneity that arises as a response to the pressure 
of cultural homogeneity and social exclusion. Angus also introduced property as a possible 
mediating concept related to social exclusion and the built and lived environment, that 
could be used as part of a socially critical commentary of homogenisation. The example 
was given of contemporary social movements that attempt to reinvent common property 
as a form of cultural and political resistance to the processes of homogenisation. He 
noted that it was important to bring into future debates these new ways of constructing 
communities and new forms of publics. Edward Soja, while agreeing with these points, 
spoke of the importance of acknowledging the identity politics involved in the construction 
of communities, and to foster new forms of community that are inclusive and ‘radically 
open’.

In his commentary, Abidin Kusno posited that the binary opposition of homogenisation 
versus heterogenisation is a useful tool to begin with, as it enables both positions to be 
clearly outlined, in order to be able to question and acknowledge the limitations of both 
sides through dialogue and debate. It was argued that new thinking will emerge from 
maintaining this tension, as long as there continues to be an acknowledgment of the 
constructedness of both positions within the same system. Furthermore, Kusno argued 
that both forces of homogenisation and heterogenisation are constantly in operation, 
however their identification as such, and their impact, are essentially dependent upon 
the specific context in which they are given meaning. Building on this argument, Arijit 
Sen reiterated that the multitude of positionalities and spatialities of the social actors 
– including academics and their disciplinary approaches – brought to the discussion of 
homogeneity and heterogeneity needs to be continually acknowledged. 

The workshop closed with a request for participants to use the preceding discussions to 
further deepen their papers (presented as chapters in this volume). The importance of 
approaching these topics from a problem-posing rather than problem-solving perspective 
was mentioned, thus maintaining an issues-centered approach to continued dialogue 
around the topics raised in the workshop.



227226

its effect, he posed the question: If there is a homogenisation of representations, what 
effects are being produced? It was noted that these effects can be evaluated by looking 
at the homogenisation of representations in architecture, and then analysing the effect 
this then has on society. This thinking can also be turned on its head, by analysing the 
possible homogenisation of representations in value systems, and the kind of architecture 
this produces. From this perspective, the homogenisation of representations can be 
understood as the interiorisation of value systems. Sadria linked this problematic to the 
current financial crisis which, it was argued, carries with it a wider crisis of the way 
we frame our social worlds; a crisis of functionality of our interiorised value systems. 
Consequently, new challenges arise for both the lived and built environment, which are 
no longer based on the reproduction of old systems. 

Several participants commented on the breadth of the topic raised by this problematic. 
Edward Soja noted that the values and aims embodied in the Aga Khan Award for 
Architecture addresses some of the issues raised by the argument of challenging existing 
belief systems, to the extent that it works to decenter the discourse of architectural 
design and practice, and emphasises socially and environmentally sustainable practices 
and design. There was a general consensus that the current historical moment represents 
a fundamental shift, if not, as Nezar AlSayyad noted, at the level of a post-Fordist, post-
modernist, or post-technological transition. 

Some commentators disagreed with the idea that there has been a homogenisation of 
representations in value systems and culture which is affecting architecture and built form. 
Nezar AlSayyad argued that the assumed connection between the homogenisation of 
value systems resulting from the homogenisation of representations was problematic and 
potentially deterministic. Others argued that if the current crisis presents an opportunity 
to create new representations and ways of being in the world, there were many examples 
of cutting edge thinking and innovative practices around sustainable living within the 
discipline of architecture that could play an important role in this movement. Offering a 
different perspective, George Baird acknowledged that while architecture does have social 
and political power, this power is constrained contextually and temporally. Architecture, 
he argued, moves too slowly to be able to respond to urgent challenges or to play a key 
role in producing utopian change. 

Panel Discussion 2: Homogenisation and heterogenisation

Initiating the discussions of the second panel, Edward Soja argued that it is a false premise 
to approach the idea of homogeneity of representations as a process that has a certain 
impact or consequence, whether that consequence is positive or negative. It was re-
emphasised that homogeneity and heterogeneity are happening simultaneously, and is 
therefore not an ‘either/or’ dilemma, but rather a situation better conceptualised in terms 

of a ‘both and also’ logic. Soja reiterated the point that the historical and geographical 
dimensions in the discussion of homogenisation of representations are inseparable. Thus, 
homogenisation of the built and lived environment should be framed using a spatial-
temporal, as well as a socio-spatial dialectic. In this way, he argued, it becomes possible to 
identify and investigate new creative and generative forces – made up of clusters of new 
spatialities, networks and activities – that are shaping cities in the 21st century.

Ian Angus proposed that there is a problem of homogenising tendencies in society, 
even though there also exist pluralising tendencies as well. He argued for the framing of 
homogenisation as a socially critical concept, and advocated for it to be used as a means 
to legitimise and support cultural heterogeneity that arises as a response to the pressure 
of cultural homogeneity and social exclusion. Angus also introduced property as a possible 
mediating concept related to social exclusion and the built and lived environment, that 
could be used as part of a socially critical commentary of homogenisation. The example 
was given of contemporary social movements that attempt to reinvent common property 
as a form of cultural and political resistance to the processes of homogenisation. He 
noted that it was important to bring into future debates these new ways of constructing 
communities and new forms of publics. Edward Soja, while agreeing with these points, 
spoke of the importance of acknowledging the identity politics involved in the construction 
of communities, and to foster new forms of community that are inclusive and ‘radically 
open’.

In his commentary, Abidin Kusno posited that the binary opposition of homogenisation 
versus heterogenisation is a useful tool to begin with, as it enables both positions to be 
clearly outlined, in order to be able to question and acknowledge the limitations of both 
sides through dialogue and debate. It was argued that new thinking will emerge from 
maintaining this tension, as long as there continues to be an acknowledgment of the 
constructedness of both positions within the same system. Furthermore, Kusno argued 
that both forces of homogenisation and heterogenisation are constantly in operation, 
however their identification as such, and their impact, are essentially dependent upon 
the specific context in which they are given meaning. Building on this argument, Arijit 
Sen reiterated that the multitude of positionalities and spatialities of the social actors 
– including academics and their disciplinary approaches – brought to the discussion of 
homogeneity and heterogeneity needs to be continually acknowledged. 

The workshop closed with a request for participants to use the preceding discussions to 
further deepen their papers (presented as chapters in this volume). The importance of 
approaching these topics from a problem-posing rather than problem-solving perspective 
was mentioned, thus maintaining an issues-centered approach to continued dialogue 
around the topics raised in the workshop.



229228

List of Workshop Participants

Mohammad al-Asad Architect and Architectural Historian; Chairman of the Centre 
for the Study of the Built Environment, Amman, Jordan.

Nezar AlSayyad Professor of Architecture, City Planning, Urban Design, and Urban 
History; Associate Dean for International Programs; Chair of the Center for Middle Eastern 
Studies; and Director of the International Association for Traditional Environments, 
University of California, Berkeley.

Ian Angus Professor of Humanities, Department of Sociology and Anthropology and 
Department of Humanities, Simon Fraser University.

George Baird Dean of the John H. Daniels Faculty of Architecture, Landscape and 
Design and Professor of Architecture, University of Toronto.

Trevor Boddy Architect, Critic, Curator, Historian of Architecture and Consulting 
Urban Designer, Vancouver.

Farrokh Derakhshani Director of the Aga Khan Award for Architecture.

Mari Fujita Assistant Professor, School of Architecture, University of British Columbia.

James Holston Associate Professor of Social and Cultural Anthropology, Department 
of Anthropology, University of California, Berkeley.

Jyoti Hosagrahar Director of Sustainable Urbanism International, Columbia University, 
New York and Bangalore, India.

Anthony D. King, Emeritus Professor of Art History and Sociology, State University 
of New York, Binghamton.




