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This book on the sixth cycle of the Aga Khan Award for Architecture attempts a new 

way of looking at these awards. In a broader sense, it also means looking at architecture 

in a new way. Indeed, to use this book effectively, one must cast off learned definitions of 

architecture and be open to new ways of interpretation as well as revising old ones. At 

the same time, the mandate of the Award to honour and encourage architectural 

achievement in Islamic cultures itself prompts questions, not only for readers of this 

book, but also for the jury members who premiated the projects represented here. 

For example, is it possible today, in the late twentieth century, to define western and 

Muslim in terms of architecture? First World and Third World; fundamentalism and 

modernisation; critical and mediated? Just how much influence does the West - which 

in many eyes also includes Japan - have in Muslim societies today, and in particular, on 

architecture in those societies? Do satellite dishes in a below-poverty community in Pa

kistan constitute influence from the West? Does a High Tech tower in Kuala Lumpur 

mean that modernisation has a foothold in Malaysia that is not indigenous to that part 

of the world? Is a brick hospital in Mauritania that struggles to keep the lights on with 

stand-by generators only a regional project with no greater message for architecture? Is 

a re-forestation project in Ankara even architecture at all? 

Questions such as these are addressed in the essays, selected transcripts of the jury 

discussions and the projects found in the following pages. But before turning to these it 

is useful to consider both the projects and the questions that they pose in terms of the 

idea of region, precisely because the Award itself is aimed at the 'place' of architecture 

in Islamic societies. It is problematic to characterise the Muslim world as a region be

cause Islam is a religion that transcends both race and place. But there is a way of seeing 

the many societies that follow Islam as comprising a new idea of region that is defined 

both by religion and by means of communication, rather than by geography alone. In 

this particular context, one can theoretically conflate the terms religion and region, 

for the religion of Islam also creates enclaves, defines limits or boundaries, through its 

practices which, though they may not be limited to geographic place, can be seen to 

represent the idea of a place; that is, a place of Islam. While the bringing together of 

religion and region is easy to understand, the introduction of means of communication, 

specifically media, creates a more problematic mix. It questions the former notions of 

region as tied to geographic place, and thus the role of architecture in place-making. 

In architecture, which is the primary focus of the Award, the idea of region as 

bounded place was clearly elaborated by the critic Kenneth Frampton. His concept of 

'Regionalism', which he first defined in his 1980 book, Modern Architecture: A CriticaI His

tory, was further elaborated in his introduction to Modern Architecture and the Critical Present 



(1982), a volume Frampton edited in response to reactions to the earlier book. In his 

introduction to the latter Frampton writes about Regionalism, 'Architecture and build

ing . . . have always been bound up with place creation, whereas production which is justi

fiably associated in our minds with industry - is largely indifferent to place and tends, in 

the long run, to be destructive of rooted culture.' He defines the salient cultural precept 

of Regionalism as '"place" creation; its general model is enclave - the bounded urban 

fragment against which the inundation of the place-less consumerist environment will 

find itself momentarily checked.' At the same time, he writes, 'a common characteristic 

of Regionalism is its indifference - even hostility to the media.' While hostility to 

media might have been possible in 1982, today in 1995 it is no longer possible to sustain 

such a position. In fact, I would argue that Frampton's concept of Regionalism becomes 

problematic today because media, like religion, has altered the notion of what consti

tutes place or region. This change is central to the issues raised in this book. 

Is it possible to view a project such as the Hafsia Quarter reconstruction (page 48) as 

more than a 'bounded urban fragment' responding to the pressures of urbanisation in 

Tunis? And given its primarily Muslim population and the ability of religion to create 

place, is it also possible to see the Hafsia Quarter as something other than an 'enclave', 

another component of Frampton's idea of Regionalism? The answer today must be yes. 

The power of media over place and over architecture can be seen in Mostar, Bosnia-

Herzegovina. The Conservation of Mostar Old Town received an Aga Khan Award for 

Architecture in 1986 for its 'remarkably conceived and realised conservation of the en

tire sixteenth century centre of this historic town.' Perhaps the most significant piece 

was the restoration of the Stari Most bridge, first built in 1566 by Khairuddin, a pupil of 

the great Ottoman architect Sinan. Spanning the Neretva River, the bridge had even 

survived World War II, when the German Army drove its tanks across it. But modern 

culture is ultimately indifferent to architecture; as the Serbs fired on Mostar in 1993 

without regard for the symbolic monuments, the ultimate symbolism of Old Mostar 

became the images of destroyed structures, including the bridge, which were flashed 

around the world by the international media. The reality of this place and the symbolism 

of its architecture became secondary to an image of destruction. Even in such limited 

disputes, the old symbols of a society are no longer sacred. Thus an entirely new level of 

understanding must be brought to bear on the symbolic development of architecture. 

Many societies in the Muslim world are becoming increasingly industrialised and 

increasingly financially viable. But more than industry, more than oil or finances, the 

factor that equalises or homogenises western and Muslim societies is the global media. 

Boundaries formerly made by geography or tradition, by state or religion, by race or 

tribe, or even politics are today rendered problematic by the reception of a satellite 

signal that has the capability of relaying the same information to New York and Tehran, 

Tokyo and Jakarta, Paris and Istanbul. Though one could argue that the origination of 

that information - such as CNN's American coverage of the 1991 war in Kuwait -

represents the view of a particular region, it is the reception of that signal and the infor

mation that it carries that crosses previously impenetrable barriers. Given this crossover 

of global information, how can one identify a truly regional architecture? This is one of 

the problems presented by the Award projects seen here. 

Like religion, media today also transcends race and place; but unlike religion, which 

demarcates limits by virtue of its practices, media neither finds nor creates boundaries; 

its power of transcendence is as great as the power of its satellite signal - received every

where or nowhere, but no longer limited to place. In the post-industrial age now being 

experienced in much of the West, this media and its flow of information are spanning 

the globe ahead of, or in tandem with, the industrialisation of Third World countries, 

which in many instances are also Islamic cultures. It is this industrialisation which 

Frampton argues breaks down the idea of bounded place. 

Recognition of media's ability to reach all places, and thereby neutralise all places, 

can be seen in almost any international news broadcast. When the same two minutes (or 

less) of airtime are accorded to the shelling of historic Mostar as to the war and famine 



of Somalia and the race riots in Los Angeles, each 'place' is reduced to images and 

information that remove that place from its context and put it in a global How of media 

that is seemingly without hierarchies. The danger in this for architecture is, as Frampton 

points out, that building's traditional role, which has been one of place creation, 

becomes compromised. Because the definition of place is changing, what constitutes 

architecture must also be rethought. Must region still be defined as bounded place, and 

is architecture's role still limited by this definition? 

Clearly Frampton himself felt the need to rethink his concept of regionalism, for in 

his essay 'Towards a Critical Regionalism: Six Points for an Architecture of Resistance', 

published in 1983, he introduces the term critical {a definition of the critical is also im

portant to the work in this book). Frampton sets up the idea of 'Critical Regionalism' in 

opposition to 'the phenomenon of universalisation.' He writes, 'The fundamental strat

egy of Critical Regionalism is to mediate the impact of universal civilisation with ele

ments derived indirectly from the peculiarities of a particular place.' Today the idea of 

the universal could be interpreted as media, although Frampton continues to think of 

the universal in the more general term of production. But more important to his argu

ment is his insistence on 'the absolute precondition of a bounded domain in order to 

create an architecture of resistance,' that is, a critical architecture. Thus, for Frampton, 

while the critical implies resistance to many forms of absorption - including westernisa

tion, universalisation and consumption he continues to locate this idea in a bounded 

place. But it must be possible to expand on Frampton's definition of the critical in light 

of the conditions in Islamic cultures today. 

While the idea of 'bounded domain' has been changed by the transcendent capability 

of media, and in the case of the Award, by a universal religion, the notion of resistance 

in architecture resistance to kitsch, to nostalgia, to a lost vernacular or to populism -

is an important condition of the critical, especially as the critical is framed in the Award 

projects presented here. 

But how is that resistance possible if place is no longer bounded? What factors make 

a tower in Kuala Lumpur or a hospital in Mauritania examples of a critical architec

ture? Is an architecture of resistance still possible in an age of media? 

Indeed, I would argue that recognition of and resistence to media, rather than the 

indifference or hostility that Frampton suggests, is one way to redefine place and thereby 

a possible critical architecture. This could be an architecture that 'mediates' the univer

sal with the particular in an attempt, through architecture, to redefine both place and 

the place of architecture. This would be an architecture that both resists westernisation 

as well as the superficial imagery of a nostalgia for an unrecoverable past. A critical 

architecture is important today in the Muslim world because it can redefine the neces

sary symbolism that architecture must still provide. 

Regionalism flourishes in the cultural fissures, Frampton writes, which are 'charac

terized, after Abraham Moles, as the "interstices of freedom"'. These interstices, which 

can be found even in a globalised and placeless society, also offer a 'place' for architec

ture. This concept is parallel to the Aga Khan Award for Architecture's own amibtion 

to provide a 'space for freedom' in which an architecture of resistance, one that medi

ates and transcends kitsch and nostalgia, tradition and modernisation, is encouraged. 

In Architecture Beyond Architecture, the questions that the idea of a critical architecture raises 

and their possible answers begin to emerge. 
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