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His Highness the Aga Khan created the Award for Architecture in order that Muslim 

societies can speak about themselves, and freely express their concerns, their prob

lems, their aspirations, and their dreams, as well as their failures, their regressive pro

cesses, their wrong solutions, their refusals, their violence. The Award listens carefully 

to these varied and changing expressions without imposing value judgments, without 

preferring any expression over the other, and without adopting any philosophical or 

political vision which excludes the new trends and new alternatives that are emerging 

in so many societies. 

We are now celebrating the fifth Award cycle. As has been clearly established during 

the previous cycles, we once again see the Award's continuing intellectual endeavour, 

the same open attitude and attentiveness, the same eager but patient will to make 

explicit, in a relevant, modern language that is far from any polemical or arrogant 

position, the messages that are implicit in the present architectural alternatives. 

The Master Jury of this fifth cycle has been guided in their process of evaluation by a 

particularly clear and coherent diagnosis: for the past twenty or thirty years, all Muslim 

societies have been engaged in deteriorating, disintegrating, and regressive mecha

nisms which simultaneously affect all levels of politics, the economy, culture, educa

tion, and society. More and more architects - as well as engineers, teachers, writers, 

artists, and journalists - are aware of this dramatic trend and are struggling to find new 

answers and new strategies to stop it, if possible, or at least to limit the negative ef

fects of all the disintegrating forces which are operating at all levels of society. 

During the 1960s, many architects ignored or disdained the needs and expectations 

of the uprooted segments of rural populations which had moved to the urban centres. 

They built ugly, collective housing characterized by low rent, low life and low culture. 

This is evident everywhere in the suburbs of many cities in what was previously called 

the "free" world, in the societies of Eastern Europe, and, of course, in Third World 

societies. In the Third World, demographic pressure, increasing impoverishment, the 

corruption of so-called "political elites", the total lack of democracy, and oppressive 

systems of exploitation combining international systems of exchange with national and 

local disorder, have generated the physical deterioration of buildings, streets, and 

urban tissues and facilities. By this continuous process of contamination, the whole 

environment, both in the larger metropolises and in rural areas, has been affected. 



We must clearly identify the determinant factors which have imposed this deteriora

tion throughout the so-called "Muslim societies". One of the great merits of all the 

Award Master Juries during the five Award cycles is that they have never linked these 

deteriorating factors with Islam or with what is currently described as fundamentalist, 

integrisi, or radical Islam. Rather, they have suggested that the extremist expressions of 

Islam are themselves an effect and not a cause, as is often suggested by political scien

tists. This means that there is a process of mental deterioration accompanying the 

physical deterioration in the societies we are considering. 

The determinant factors which any further critical analysis should consider are: 

- The international monetary system. 

- The economic strategies imposed by the leadership of the rich, industrialized coun

tries. 

- The failure of the "national" elites who have monopolized decision-making pro

cesses without giving the people the slightest chance to participate, and without even 

listening to their claims or their various expressions of suffering or distress'. 

- The mass educational system which imposed political and religious slogans on 

generations of young people (especially in countries like Egypt, Iraq, Syria, Algeria, 

and Morocco where 75% of the population was born after I960). 

- Substitution, on a very large sociological scale, of integrated and integrating pil

lar and urban cultures as they existed everywhere in Muslim societies before 1950-

1960 by a populist distintegrated culture. It is unfortunate that even scholars are often 

reluctant to foster positive communication between different linguistic spheres. The 

French elaboration of the concept "populist/populism" is richer and more operative, 

for our purposes here, than the same words in English. 

- The increasing impoverishment of society as a whole, making it impossible for 

even students and professors or researchers to have access to scientific books, modern 

literature and works of art; the great majority of people are prisoners of the fantasy of 

the discourses, representations, and images broadcast by the media. Books are too 

expensive or simply unavailable, while populist literature such as pamphlets, so-called 

religious stories, and religious texts, and the imagery widely expressed in songs, maga

zines, and radio are, on the contrary, more and more widespread in even the remotest 

villages. 

- Structural violence is, more and more often, replacing the traditional, coherent and 

efficient codes of culture, ethics, and religion. These value systems - codes of honour 

and social solidarity - have been maintained for centuries in Muslim societies in rural 

areas. One example is the highly elaborate cultural codes, called adab, observed by 



the educated classes in urban areas. The disintegration of these codes has taken place 

over the past thirty years, but more radically over the past twenty years. 

In light of this new situation, what are the alternatives proposed by local, committed, 

concerned architects? 

The Master Jury of the current Award cycle proposed the following statements as 

leit-motifs for the nine winning projects: 

- All of the architects had to struggle against bureaucracy, characterized by adminis

trative officers who were unaware of the problems involved, who adhered to rules, 

norms, and constraints that were irrelevant to the cases at hand, the needs expressed, 

and the solutions proposed. At the same time, the architects all had to gain the sup

port, at varying levels, of the local authorities. 

- The architects all reverted to the use of local skills and locally-available materials 

instead of imported cement and steel, which are more currently used and provided by 

industrial firms. Also, they had to train the local users and residents to participate in 

the various building operations in order for them to share in the collective respect for 

their newly created environment. 

- The architects all strive to improve the living conditions of low-income communi

ties, not with standard units designed in big offices with a complete disregard for the 

habits, culture, and needs of the new users, but with the ambition "to develop a na

tional capacity to manage such projects and replicate them, in the face of continuing 

urban growth", "to build a bridge between a marginal refugee population and official 

institutions", and "to encourage a process of self-help amongst a community used to 

meeting its own needs for shelter", as has been stated in the jury citation for the East 

Wahdat Upgrading Programme. 

- They aim at "humanitarian and socio-economic development... in a neighbourhood 

of honest - albeit poor - people, proud of their achievements - the humanization of 

what were de-humanized segments of society", as cited for the Kampung Kali Cho-de. 

- Instead of anonymous, standard, administrative buildings, they have attempted to 

give a sense of dignity, pride and belonging, to children, students and parents by 

introducing new images and forms, by restoring collective memory, lost skills, and 

shared aesthetics as can be seen in the Stone Building System, and by helping trans

form a young, jobless population into business owners (Entrepreneurship Develop

ment Institute of India). This Institute deserves special mention because it points to a 

major ideological mistake which was repeated in so many developing countries during 

the 1960s and 1970s. This is the famous "socialist, collective model" as imposed in the 

former Soviet Union and its satellites, and transferred to transitional societies by wilful 



regimes such as those in Algeria, Tanzania, or the Guinea of Sekou Touré. After gain

ing political sovereignty, the previously colonized countries needed just what the 

Institute of Ahmedabad has provided since 1987: to endow each citizen with a sense 

of responsibility through secured ownership, and a sense of freedom through the 

actual practice of entrepreneurship which is protected, encouraged, and honoured by 

the state, and stimulated and promoted by individual initiatives. This was, historically, 

the social, economic, and educational process by which the European bourgeoisie 

enhanced democratic regimes. Here, we recognize and understand the deep ideologi

cal forces which have led the developing societies into their present state of deteriora

tion, subjected as they were to disabling policies, while European societies have con

tinued, since the 18th century, to foster enabling economic, social and cultural policies 

of their own. 

- The Palace Parks Programme and the Kairouan Conservation Programme point to 

aspects of the architectural struggle in deteriorating societies. Obviously, the Master 

Jury wanted to corroborate the coherence of a single message - which is not their 

message, but one conveyed by the convergent efforts of architects in several parts of 

the world. It is a message which is not only particular to Muslim societies in their 

present phase, but one that also concerns the most developed and sophisticated socie

ties. 

How do contemporary societies relate to their past? Do they use the past ideologi

cally, apologetically, and fancifully or according to a critical, responsible, and coherent 

knowledge of history? If we consider, for example, the significance which European 

societies since the 19th century have placed on "popular arts and traditions" in their 

museums (Musées cles Arts et Traditions Populaires as they are called in France), we 

discover an arbitrary ideological definition of "popular culture" imposed by the power

ful. rich, and educated bourgeoisie. This is being revised now. When we consider 

"Muslim" societies, we are struck, at first, by the profound and enduring discontinuities 

since the emergence of an "Islamic" state. It is not the place, here, to elaborate on this 

veiy important historical and sociological fact, which has not yet been fully considered 

in conservation and restoration efforts: 

As stated by the Master Jury, the main problem is to find a way "to return a body of 

monuments (or a whole city, such as Kairouan, Fez, Cairo or Lahore) to the public in 

terms of history and aesthetics and to produce a system that perpetuates its mainte

nance". This approach is not sufficient, because it does not include in its thinking 

process the historical and psycho-sociological concept of the irreversible, the rupture 

or discontinuities, the semiotic shifts, and the structuring and de-structuring processes 



at work in all societies and all cultures as changing systems of signs, symbols and 

signals. 

The Palace Parks Programme and the Kairouan Conservation Programme illustrate 

these views. Apart from purely architectural and urban considerations, the success of 

conservation and restoration efforts depends on concomitant efforts to restore the 

historical and cultural conscience of the users in each environment. Teachers, re

searchers, artists, writers, and historians all have a responsibility to explain to their 

societies the attitudes of mind, the procedures, and the concepts required to have an 

effective, productive relationship between the past, the present, and the future. This 

has not been done even in old, well-educated and established European societies. 

The historical dimensions of Kairouan, like many old cities in the Muslim world, are 

far from being fully known. Which period, and which aspects of history and the urban 

fabric, should be restored? Which of them have actually been restored? How does one 

insert and link these aspects to the ruptured contemporary structure, especially when 

the younger generation's historical priorities are so very different from the values re

asserted in some of the restored houses, monuments, or quarters? 

There is a necessary follow-up to each attempt at conservation or restoration. It is 

necessary to know how people receive these initiatives, how they actually use them, 

how they are inspired by them, whether they remain marginalized, unconcerned, or 

even opposed to them. Is tourism only for profit or can it be used for a serious cultural 

exchange between peoples belonging to different loyalties and pasts? 

Modesty, low profile, poverty, misery, humiliation, discontinuities, lack of participa

tion, inaccessibility, frustrations, slums, deterioration, disintegration, marginalization, 

bureaucracy, corruption, oppression ... this is the vocabulary more currently used to 

describe contemporary "Muslim" societies and it can be enlarged to include Third 

World societies. 

Restoration, conservation, humanization, continuation, re-activation, insertion of 

tradition in modernity, salvation, help, solidarity, dignity, pride, legitimacy, recovery, 

renaissance, awakening - is the positive lexicon that is opposed to this negative one. 

Architects are not alone in using this parallel or dialectic terminology. Intellectuals, 

writers, economists, journalists, and politicians cannot avoid it and repeat it so con

stantly that one has to ask if it is a rhetorical exercise or if it reflects concrete changes, 

positive evolutions, and relevant solutions to pressing problems. 

Of all these professions, successful architects have the privilege of achieving con

crete results: they shape the environment, create spaces, forms, places where people 

can achieve evolutionary behaviour, emancipating thoughts, a creative existence. 



Unfortunately, all architects are not successful in this way; clients have a role to play in 

imposing more effective conditions that go beyond the local, conjunctural, ephemeral 

solutions suggested by the paralleled opposition between the two sets of such nega

tive/positive vocabulary. This question of clients has not been either correctly or seri

ously addressed in previous cycles of the Award. With it, we come back to society as a 

whole in all its various segments and categories; and with society, we raise again the 

issues of culture and politics in contemporary "Muslim" societies. 

If we consider critically each concept or notion conveyed by each of the words listed 

above, we are obliged to recognize that Islamic thought in its various linguistic 

spheres (Arabic, Turkish, Persian, Urdu) has not yet crossed ethical, religious or politi

cal boundaries to reach an intellectual, scientific field. Tradition and modernity are still 

used in a dichotomous, dualist opposition, while both concepts are subjected to a 

new, radical anthropological re-evaluation. This is why I often insist on the unthink

able and the as yet unthought in contemporary Islamic thought. Societies suffer, of 

course, from this intellectual vacuum left by the rhetorical repetitions of all those who 

refer endlessly to tradition without having any concrete historical or anthropological 

knowledge of it. 

Here I should like to add another concept to be considered by architects as well as 

intellectuals, artists and politicians. What I mean is traditionalisation as opposed to 

living tradition. Tradition in deteriorating societies cannot be restored or reactivated in 

all its integrating functions in societies not yet fragmented by modern economic sys

tems of production and exchange. It can only be isolated with selected aspects set 

apart from the deteriorated environment or the modernized segments of society. Good 

examples are the mosques built by El Wakil in isolated landscapes, or modern archi

tecture without its semiological environment. This practice is called traditionalisation; 

the so-called Muslim states favour this manipulation of tradition and extend it to law, 

economics (the so-called Islamic banks), education and politics; that is why my friend 

Hisham Sharabi is right to develop his concept of neopatriarchy, a theory of distorted 

change in Arab society.3 Neopatriarchy is generated by the political will to disguise 

fragments of modernity imposed by the modern economy and modern technology. 

Pieces or elements of tradition are juxtaposed or inserted in an urban space or social 

environment, and are ravaged by deteriorating, distorting, disintegrating forces operat

ing in mentalities, collective behaviour, discourse, physical landscapes, villages, 

houses, and religious beliefs. I do not know to what extent the members of the Master 

Jury of this fifth cycle have raised and used this holistic view of the contemporary or 

so-called "current" Muslim societies. 



The initial idea of the Aga Khan Award remains fascinating because it leads all social 

agents working in Muslim societies, but especially architects, to take into consideration 

the difficult issue of integrating disintegrating activities in deteriorating societies. It is 

not sufficient to identify excellence in a building, or relevance in a house, a school, or 

a kampung. It is more important to explain, in a critical analysis of each project, its 

ultimate function in society as a holistic system of forces. These operate either to 

accelerate the disintegration process, or to limit it, or eventually to stop it and initiate a 

new integrating process. It is clear that neopatriarchy or traditionalisation is over

whelmingly dominating, operating to different degrees and at different speeds in all 

so-called Muslim societies. It affects official ideologies, state decision-making, private 

enterprises, various social groups and even intellectuals. It is a powerful, holistic trend 

given added efficiency by the current economic and political crisis in the seven major 

First World powers. 

However, this historical trend that affects many societies is both intellectually and 

culturally irrelevant in comparison with the Classical Islamic tradition, or modernity in 

its emancipating, innovative and positive discoveries. Deteriorating societies ignore 

both sides: what Classical Islam is historically as an integrating culture and civilization; 

and what modernity is anthropologically as a holistic view of human history and, 

consequently, a controlled, critical strategy for emancipating the human condition. 

These are the yet unthought, and even unthinkable issues in contemporary deterio

rating societies. But have they been better thought out or more correctly addressed in 

the so-called developed societies, especially in Europe, where modernity in its anthro

pological dimension emerged for the first time from 1650-1680 onwards, and imposed 

its positive and negative models? My contention is that the five different Master Juries 

for the five cycles have not analyzed this level of reflection with respect to the position 

of deteriorating societies that confront the positive and negative forces of what we call 

modernity. They have opted for either the recognition of excellence, which is the 

dominant view among leading architects, or, especially in the present cycle, for what I 

would call architecture for giving back, for restoring dignity to the brutalized, dis

tressed, populist societies. But they have not yet revealed the hidden mechanism, 

operating at different levels within various social, political and economic agents. This, 

in the name of modernity, leads precisely to their deteriorated dignity which is sup

posed to be protected and restored through architectural efforts such as those 

premiateti here. 

We keep repeating that the Aga Khan Award is the unique forum where architects 

and urbanists can confront each other with their views, theories and experiences. In 



the case of historians, sociologists, anthropologists, political scientists, philosophers 

and even theologians, the style of thinking required by deteriorating societies could 

not be developed productively, concretely, or efficiently. Architects - apart from some 

admirable ones - have neither the time, nor perhaps the intellectual motivation to 

engage in the many fields of knowledge affecting the societies where they are sup

posed to bring solutions to complex problems. Since its first step towards the provi

sion of a space for free research and exchange leading to knowledge and critical 

analysis, the raising of issues and directions of new thinking so that developing/dete

riorating societies are not left to the destructive impact of blind, arbitrary mechanisms, 

the Award has attempted to do this by, for example, putting together the concepts of 

developing and deteriorating for the first time since the late sixties. Then, when we 

spoke of underdeveloped, backward or developing societies, we could not consider 

development in the traditional, archaic sense as we were still Muslim societies in the 

midst of the deteriorating process. Now, in overpopulated cities and villages, in op

pressive, plethoric bureaucracies, in rigid neopatriarchical institutions, in devastating 

collective misery, in the increasing crisis facing the educational system, we see the 

obvious manifestations of deterioration more clearly. We are obliged to rethink the 

whole issue of development as a dialectic process, not between underdevelopment 

linked to traditional systems and development bringing modernity, but rather as a 

struggle between a holistic development encompassing all segments, all levels of 

human existence, and fragmented sectoral development causing a generalized deterio

ration of society. No one would deny that architects and urbanists play a major role in 

this struggle between two opposing concepts which each lead to a different historical 

evolution. And I do not see any way of escaping the debate on modernity as it oper

ates in the "advanced" rich societies or the model of development/deterioration it 

imposes on disenabled, manipulated, exploited societies. 

These are proposals or appeals to enrich our debates, exchanges and efforts in the 

free spaces provided by the Aga Khan Award and to permit us to take advantage of 

the specific opportunities offered by the seminars, the chairs for teaching, the publica

tions, the vast and unique documentation collected over the past fifteen years in the 

Geneva office. Architecture is a solid, indisputable ground for developing a new ap

proach. for creative thinking about the present stage of historical evolution in all Mus

lim societies. Architecture can be diverted from its positive contributions to this evolu

tion by overwhelming ideological forces; but it can also resist these forces and offer 

durable, emancipating answers to the irrepressible hopes and legitimate expectations 

of future generations. I will even venture to say that architecture today, in Muslim 



societies, can be an efficient alternative to the models claimed by fundamentalist 

movements but this cannot happen if architecture continues to be controlled by the 

aristocratic spirit of the Beaux-Arts. 

Notes 

1. Already at the end of the sixties, an intelligent and courageous Egyptian sociologist, described a 

very significant, symbolic expression of suffering in his books Zahirad al-Murasala il dei rib eil sfa'i 

and Hutaf al-Samitin. The first is a collection of letters sent by Egyptian peasants to the tomb of 

Shaf'i', a famous jurist; in these letters, each one introduces a case which he could not expose to the 

court or the administration; the second is a collection of wishes written by taxi-drivers in their cars. 

2. Mohammed Arkoun, Ouverture sur l'Islam, 2ème édition, Paris, 1992 

3. Hisham Sharabi, Neopatriarchy: A Theory of Distorted Change in Arab Society, Oxford University 

Press, 1987 


