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Complexity, Coexistence and Plurality 

SDH A ÖZKAN 

Modernity and tradition as two diametrically opposite 

perspectives in life have substantially occupied the intellec

tual agenda of the present century. Modernity, following in 

the footsteps of industrial revolution, has sought continu

ous change, a better future, wide distribution of amenities, 

an aesthetic of plenty and other attributes related to the 

times. Interestingly it found a strong basis of existence in 

both liberal and authoritarian societies as it has politically 

formed an appealing future to enable many to have access 

to global resources. In the widespread and over-powering 

presence of modernity, traditionalism has kept a very low 

profile. Nevertheless, it has always been present in almost 

every society with a particular mission to maintain certain 

values which were in danger of being lost to change. In the 

case of our present century, such change has inevitably 

responded to the demands of modernity. 

In fact modernity has been an over-arching ambition for 

many nations, not only as a political ideal, as it has been 

formulated by many powerful leaders since the end of 

World War I, but also as a new way of life. After World War 

II the societies of both the East and the West have 

witnessed the massive destruction of their cultural and 

architectural heritage in order for the 'new' to replace it. 

This process of replacement has favoured the 'newer' as 

well as 'the modern' version. Technology and mass pro

duction have provided so many different solutions for old 

problems that to ignore their contribution would be 

synonymous with foolishness. The total system of our 

immediate environment has changed with the provision of 

conveniences like: heaters, refrigerators, cleaners, washers, 

closets, etc . . . all of which did not exist in the traditional 

way of life. Furniture has also been transformed as the 

habits of the people became 'modern'. The buildings as 

shells containing these functions could not be an excep

tion. Since architecture possessed the great power of 

reflecting life-styles, they transformed faster than any other. 

Therefore architecture has been caught in the changing 

idiom earlier than many other aspects of life. The final con

sequence of this change may more appropriately be regard

ed as the demolition of what had existed at a gigantic scale. 

In the cities of the Third World, where the population 

pressure has been enormous, there have not been expan

sive new areas with the infrastructure necessary to establish 

the new buildings which would accommodate new 

lifestyles. To provide that infrastructure meant vision and 

planning and more cost to the investors or the public 

sector. So it was ignored. The sad option was demolishing 

the old and building the new on the same land where the 

amenities existed. Modernity - or change - inevitably and 

unnecessarily became a pretext for destruction. Conse

quently, when the excitement subsided, it had to be 

blamed for such destruction. Obviously this did not have 

much to do with Modernism, its teaching or ideology. 

Regardless of modernity, the so called conveniences have 

brought so many other problems into urban life, that in a 

veiy short period of time, what was referred to as moder

nity collapsed. The causes for the failure were not simple, 

and had few identifiable apparent determinants. They were 

manifold. Vocal traditionalists who had been intellectualis-

ing the anti-modern discourse did not hesitate to blame 

modernity for everything that went wrong. When they 

were a small minority the media did not pay attention. Due 

to increased public concern, the media found the tradition

alist discourse interesting and joined them to incriminate 

Modernism. Not at the large, societal scale but in the realm 

of architecture and planning, the failure has been due to 

incompetence, lack of insight, concern, vision and talent. 

As these were complicated to deal with, certain segments 

of the media have preferred a simpler message. The polar 

dichotomy of the modem and traditional was soon 

invented, and manifested itself in the urban form. It needed 

more time to be visible as it had more subtle undertones, 

which emerged in other aspects of life. 

There is another aspect of Modernism worth dwelling 

upon which is its claim for universality. In the sixties many 

philosophers were speculating a global culture in which 

the mass media values, and the medium of communication 

would share and develop. When these discussions were 

taking place satellite television was not known and video 

tape was a rare commodity only affordable by professional 

studios. The eighties witnessed a shrinking world where 

conscience and culture were also to be shared globally. 

The phenomena of various news and entertainment 

networks became the reference sources of a global infor

mation flow. The new values and realities of information 

and entertainment became a part of the global network. In 



addition to this, the local networks reinterpreted or redis

tributed these broadcasts, which eventually reinforced and 

widened their influence. This occurred in spite of rather 

worrisome questions like: Who owns the media? Who 

decides on the priorities? Who benefits in the end? Never

theless, the factual correctness of their content as well as 

repetition secured their credibility. The competition for 

others to join in, guaranteed control. This brought plurality 

into existence allowing people choices. Dramatic changes 

in the eighties occurred as political camps collapsed and a 

longing for a more universal and perhaps more 

homogenised world emerged, all owing to the influence of 

the media. The information flow that had been monopo

lised by newspapers and was exclusively available to 

literate and multi-lingual elite became accessible to the 

general public via telecast media. Global networks have 

gained power by transforming local issues into global ones. 

All local events regardless of being political, cultural or 

climatic became material for wider distribution and global 

consumption. In return, what used to be global became of 

local concern. As famine in Sudan became an international 

priority, the hole in the ozone layer became a local subject. 

Global awareness anticipated in the sixties, became reality 

in the eighties. 

The cultural implications of this new information flow 

and its network are complex. They definitely deserve 

attention as the sensors and communication patterns of an 

emerging culture. It is also essential to note the power that 

this network has on our global existence, dictating the 

values of our natural and built environment. What is veiy 

interesting is the two way action of the emerging global 

communication network. As it projects values of the 

universal global existence it has to go to the local scene to 

generate material for the interest of the wider public. Therefore 

new information is simultaneously injected into the media 

to be shared by all. Be it cultural, political or natural the 

seeds of coexistence are sown by the same information flow. 

However abstract it might have been, globalism began to 

occur in the field of architecture as early as the nineteen-

twenties and thirties. When Modernism became the lingua 

franca of architecture and design, it gained the power to 

express and strongly reflect many aspirations of contempo

raneity, regardless of geography, history or culture. With its 

high regard for advanced technology, mass production, 

honesty of expression and the materials associated with it, 

this tendency has increased since then. Modernism is now 

conceived as the equivalent of 'global' and traditionalism 

has become 'local'. In the meantime, serious concerns have 

arisen about the role of architecture, not as a reflection of 

extremes but of daily life. The design language which has 

reflected the 'global' has been 'modernity'. It has, conceptu

ally, close association with being 'in touch with the times', 

international, and all the subsequent associations with 

universality. The other pole of 'traditional' values has been 

referred to as being local, contained and related to the 

conservation of the historical continuity. 

In architectural theory Modernism had unrivalled 

hegemony until it was challenged by counter movements 

like post-modernism, Classicism and traditionalism. At the 

present time architectural discourse is characterised by a 

tendency of duality. Two lines of thought coexist, which 

each deny the relevance of the other. 

Between global and local polarities the pendulum of 

concerns has now swung in a rather confusing arc. What 

has been intellectually and professionally rather unhealthy 

has been the lack of dialogue between the proponents of 

the extremes and the accusative nature of the discourse. 

Traditionalism and its derivations have cast Modernism in 

the role of villain, responsible for the ills of present day 

urban and environmental chaos and disaster. Modernists, in 

defence have labelled their attackers as the ones without a 

sense of future, retrogressive escapists from reality. Mod

ernists are portrayed as the aggressive transformers of the 

environment and the traditionalists as romantics who 

demand nothing but a peaceful life of the kind that existed 

before the industrial revolution. Architecture, as the melting 

pot of all cultural expression, has shared in this polarisation 

and become ideologically charged. In fact, the ideological 

conflict between traditionality and modernity may not 

exactly be seen as being manifested in modern or tradi

tional architecture. But, the undertone of the ideological 

discourse is pervasive and architecture and urban planning 

are exceptional in this regard. 

The widely advocated failure of Modernism has brought 

traditionalism to the foreground as an alternative solution. 

Many architectural theorists, especially from the mid-

seventies onward, diagnosed traditional built environ

ments, which grew and matured over the course of a long 

period of time with the participation of all aspects of the 

society as a remedy for all. Was it possible to revive tradi

tion? Was Modernism the sole cause for environmental 

deterioration? In time it became clear that there is no clear 

answer to either question because time has taken its toll 

and society has transformed the basic relationships be

tween society and production. The built environment is 

only one reflection of these relationships. Modernism has 

never been the cause but has only indicated the way in 

which to cope with the relationships between technology 

and urban society. On the contrary established Modernism 

has certain ethical principles in order to deal with the 



problems of plenty. A serious search of the issues behind 

environmental deterioration has not been undertaken. 

Certain facts have now been formulated in a rather simple, 

axiomatic form. The apparent causes for such problems are 

now considered to be the following: existence of the cultural 

values in the built environment; continuity between the 

past and present; a sense of identity; consideration of 

climate and a need for user (or community) participation. 

When His Highness The Aga Khan established his Award 

for Architecture, in very broad tenns these were the issues 

which had been substantially disregarded by the architects 

who were consequently held responsible for creating an 

inharmonious environment. His concern was primarily for 

the Muslim World which was dramatically neglected. In 

retrospect the last twelve years show us that the Award has 

been the only institutional, discursive platform where a 

genuine search was undertaken to explore solutions for 

our times by enhancing the cultural content that would 

restore meaning and depth to people and environment. 

The Aga Khan Award for Architecture has situated itself in 

the centre of this debate with the broadest possible theo

retical base. In its search, the Award has not categorically 

rejected the possible relevance of any approach. By doing 

so, it has ventured to benefit from both modern and 

traditional lines of thinking as well as other variants. 

Similar to the difficult tasks facing any institutional 

building process, the difficulty lay in establishing the 

intellectual integrity and value of the Award. A philosophy 

had to be instituted and a direction needed to be defined. 

During the lively debate that ensued the Award found itself 

in a position where the realities of the future, demanded by 

modernity, were as important as the values of the past and 

the sense of meaning as offered by traditionalism. The two 

lines of thinking had to be synthesised. The issues were 

defined through a critical process of thinking organised in 

the form of seminars, think-tanks and publications. Priori

ties were examined from the point of view of their content, 

understanding of lasting values and deep social concerns. 

In this process, modernity provided important aspects such 

as orientation towards the future, recognising the impor

tance of technology, along with industry in offering com

fort and convenience through mass production. All of these 

are undeniable features of our lives in the contemporary 

world, and yet, tradition has its roots in an indefinite history 

and cherishes continuity, meaning and community. The 

Award has always endeavoured to re-establish the ruptured 

link with the history without rejecting the use of the 

modern means and expressions. 

The first two cycles of the Awards of 1980 and 1983 

identified the issues, exemplified them in the solutions and 

signalled these issues to the wider public and the profes

sion. With the announcement of the projects the architec

tural profession observed the establishment of new priori

ties. It also noticed that the boundaries of its profession had 

been forced open and redefined. The social awareness of 

the profession was much more visible than ever before and 

areas of building activity which were never thought to 

belong to the profession became visible. For instance, The 

Kampung Improvement Projects took the profession by 

surprise and instigated a whole new attitude. 

The 1986 Jury indicted Modernism and passed a strong 

judgement in favour of traditionalism and populism as a 

remedy for the ills of modernity. By doing so the Jury 

confined the realm of their awards to a particular 

architectural ideology within which solutions should be 

seen to be viable. That area was the theoretical domain of 

Classicism, vernacularism, populism and contextualism. All 

of these approaches respected whatever had been existing 

in the society and the direction for the future was only 

indicated in perpetuating the theoretical lines of these 

rather conservative commitments. This honest, dedicated 

and rather strong message alarmed the profession. It began 

an exciting debate on the relevance of the Award and the 

relevance of a particular sector of architecture. The Award 

has benefited substantially by voicing both arguments and 

has incorporated them into its thinking. The level of 

expectation in the field of architecture of the Muslim world 

has now become profound as a result. In its search for 

solutions the profession did not like its options to be 

restricted to the past and to tradition exclusively. It had 

hopes that technology could be considered to be a viable 

alternative to tradition. The message of the 1986 Jury was 

regarded as a strong commitment, emphasising one 

dimension of the problem while people who were 

expecting direction from the Award continued to hope that 

they could benefit from a multitude of ideas, in different 

scales of complexity. 

The 1989 Jury had the legacy of the three past cycles of 

the Award to consider. It also benefited from the heated 

debate of the preceding cycle. The Jury decided to address 

the complexity of the situation by pointing out the out

standing projects independently as examples of architec

tural excellence. The eleven premiated "projects cover 

almost the total spectrum of architecture from rural to 

urban, from low to high technology. The criteria of archi

tectural excellence was flexible. The jury courageously 

pointed out exemplary projects at polar extremes without 

hesitation. Whether this was done in recognition of plural

ity or as a reflection of the understanding of the complexity 

of the situation, remains to be seen. 



As global awareness has increased, the interests and 

concerns of people to share each others' problems and 

cultures have grown proportionally. To represent one's 

cultural achievement to another, or, to inform and influ

ence the public of another country by means of having a 

presence there has a long history in the form of cultural 

centres. The Institut du Monde Arabe represents this 

phenomenon. Architecturally it reflects a symbiosis of the 

bend of the River Seine, a relationship with the University 

Campus next to it, the city of Paris and the Plaza which 

were all moulded into one form. By a deliberate architec

tural choice the Institute has been characterised as being on 

the cutting edge of contemporary technology, designed by 

an architect who has been more inspired by cinematogra

phy than any other sector of the arts. As an architect Jean 

Nouvel does not see architecture as a prescribed set of 

experiences which are designed to be experienced. On the 

contrary he wishes to project an episodic space-time 

continuum where the architecture forms the means and the 

context of a personal experience with space. 

The survey which the Award conducted in order to 

determine the reaction of the Arab community in Paris to 

the building has surprisingly proven that expatriates (ie 

Muslims) living there did not want to be associated with the 

superficial paraphernalia or relics of their folklore back 

home, but wished to have a cultural presence in Paris. 

They felt that this presence ought not to be associated with 

backwardness in time. This is a very important aspiration 

which has been captured by the architect. Apart from the 

architectural qualities which merited the Award, the 

positive reaction of the community to the hi-tech expres

sion was indicative of a changing societo-sphere in which a 

global culture has taken root. People who have been very 

proud of their past as well as their tradition and culture 

choose to take this usage for the expression of their 

presence in Paris. Jean Nouvel's playful hi-tech detailing, 

which depicted some abstract elements of Islamic architec

ture such as mashrabiyya, blended with a contemporary 

expression and was correct in allowing people to feel at 

ease with the existence of this culture. 

At the other end of the spectrum, the Jury recognised the 

traditional approach. Abdel Wahed El-Wakil's series of 

mosques situated dramatically on the urban seascape of 

Jeddah has been a most challenging alternative to the 

forceful beautification programme on the embankment 

built on the reclaimed land which the city had used as a 

means of expressing a search for a distinct image and 

identity. El-Wakil's skilful regeneration of various forms 

from the architectural heritage of Islam has been justified 

by the history of Hijaz where every holder of this holy land 

brought the best from all over the world. When compared 

to the excessive sculpture garden on the embankment, El-

Wakil's mosques are extremely distinct architectural 

elements and powerful symbols. The traditional content of 

architecture as the most expressive of all the arts in Islam 

reinforces El-Wakil's message. In designing these mosques 

he has used nothing but authentic load-bearing brick 

construction with white stucco finishing. Three of these 

mosques along the embankment create an episodic 

message that strengthen their joint existence. El-Wakil's 

mission bases itself on his diagnosis of the rupture and 

disconnection with tradition and the antithesis of Nouvel's 

hi-tech interpretation of abstract architecture elements. His 

approach has found a comfortable nook in the architectural 

discourse of the late eighties under the mantle of Classicism. 

The Master Jury's recognition of the achievements of 

these two extremes on the scale of architectural 

approaches offered them the chance to span this spectrum 

with projects which each exemplify different aspects of the 

architectural reality in the Islamic World. 

Three of the projects were related to the problem of 

context. If the young architect Samir Hamaici, with the 

support of the Association de la Sauvegarde de la Médina, 

had not intervened, a standard prototype school building 

would otherwise have been erected in the Medina of Tunis. 

The Sidi el-Aloui primary school has strong references to an 

architectural idiom developed by Serge Santelli in his 

Residence Andalous which has previously been recognised 

by the Award in 1983- The extremely important aspect of 

this is that the Award has obviously benefited from its own 

recognition and influence. It also provides architectural 

tools for architects to emulate in similar circumstances the 

idiom developed for the context. 

A diminutive, loosely organised summer residence in 

Turkey which was also recognised with an Award, was 

seen as having the potential of becoming a generic form 

with its unpretentious pose, without any loud declarations. 

In fact it intrinsically refers to widespread building forms in 

the informal sector where a minimum of technology and 

material resources are used. The form is not a primary 

objective but a natural achievement in the process of 

unpretentious building. This house is still spatially rich and 

rather sophisticated in its configuration. 

The third of these contextual projects is the Citra Niaga 

Urban Development Project in East Kalimantan, Indonesia. 

The project is contexually conceived from both the social 

and the architectural points of view. Precious urban land 

which was occupied by street vendors was developed by 

making use of these vendors as the initiators and eventual 

beneficiaries of the final scheme. From the phasing point of 



view, the project has a more profitable part such as the 

small apartments which were built in the early phase to 

finance the rest of the project. The project architects were 

also concerned with urban reality and responded to it by 

offering more public space to the city than before. In a short 

period of time a project which was conceived within the 

frame of reference of current market forces and urbanistic 

ideas has added to the quality of life in East Kalimantan. 

The understanding of unobtrusive architecture well 

placed within an urban or natural context was exemplified 

by these three projects. Obviously none are great master

pieces of architecture but rather timely solutions with a 

great potential to be replicated. Two additional projects 

considered by the Jury are the Al Kindi Plaza by Ali Shuaibi 

and the Beeah Group and BBW, with Richard Bödeker as 

designer of the Diplomatic Quarter Landscaping. The 

former re-invents an urban structure which relates itself to 

an architectural heritage related to the desert structures of 

the Najdi culture of the Riyadh region, redefined in contem

porary material and construction techniques. 

The Diplomatic Quarter Landscaping project takes the 

dialogue with nature to its extreme and successfully 

attempts to re-discover the plant species that survived in 

the hot arid climate of the region until recently. It uses them 

for the greening of an extensive desert landscape ecologi

cally known to be deprived of any vegetation. By doing so 

not only is scarce water saved but also the earth has been 

developed to hold its own humidity to generate top soil in 

the years to come. It is an attempt to regenerate more 

liveable landscapes on our planet. 

These projects were followed by two major buildings 

which constitute a new generic type not addressed by the 

Awards earlier. Henning Larsen's Saudi Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs building is a subtle exercise in modernity which 

seeks to establish roots in a society where traditional ties 

are strongly sought. He has achieved this in a veiy abstract 

manner by allowing the culture of the desert to reflect itself 

in modern architectural form. Components of the building, 

such as the corridors, relate to the traditional souks or to 

streets in medinas; openings to mashrabiyyas and tradi

tional Najdi windows. However all do so abstractly without 

any clip-on pastiche. The Parliament building, which was 

designed by the late Louis Kahn, initially intended as the 

capital of East Pakistan then became the same for the State 

of Bangladesh. This masterpiece is a product of Kahn's 

most mature period when he began to explore the richness 

of forms and novel expressions for large scale buildings. 

The Assembly Building has acquired the power to symbol

ise a nation with a population of more than one hundred 

million which takes pride in it. 

The architectural mastery which shaped Sher-e-Bangla 

Nagar has already been historically acknowledged and the 

Award simply followed suit. Very interestingly, this build

ing, which is probably one of the largest in the world, was 

accompanied by a rural housing project which is unique. 

The Grameen Bank enables the rural population in Bangla

desh to accommodate themselves much better by allowing 

them to have access to credit facilities and to obtain some 

building components in order to bring an element of safety 

and sanitation into their shelters. These are simple pre-cast 

columns and toilet units designed for this particular culture 

and climate. The rest is left to the individual families' 

creativity. The outcome of providing $3-400 credit to each 

family has been stunning, providing tens of thousands of 

homes for the most deprived sector of Muslim society. 

The last of the Awards recognised a mosque which is a 

monument to the understanding of plurality in its own 

history. The Great Omari Mosque has a superstructure 

which is the remnant of a Crusader Castle dating from the 

twelfth century. The Mamluks erected a mosque on top of 

this Castle in 1291, which was subsequently destroyed by 

the bombing of Sidon. Though the community had the 

chance to build an entirely new structure, they chose to 

restore the old mosque. 

The 1989 Awards reveal the present plurality of forces 

existing in today's Islamic world. The buildings range from 

the lowest to the highest possible technology, from the 

classical to the modern, from the smallest weekend 

residence on the Aegean to a huge parliament building in 

Dhaka. The message they convey reflects the complexity of 

the situation; one must never expect simple, standard 

recipes. With this the Jury challenges the indoctrinated 

version of Modernism which claimed to standardise 

solutions. With the same rigour the Jury also disagrees with 

the theory of Classicism in the present sense and with 

neoclassicism in the nineteenth-century sense since the 

problem is not one of technology and form exclusively. 

The solutions instead have to be a culmination of many 

factors expressed in architectural form. 

In the projects that follow, the Jury has selected exam

ples which have specific relevance to a particular problem 

or context. In doing so it has chosen to address specific-

questions, such as the problem of landscaping in a hot arid 

climate with minimal or no irrigation, or mral housing with 

minimal financial input and the problems of identity and 

expression of Muslims living in the West. In addition to 

these it was also able to identify architecture of quality in 

each and every project. 

FRONTIS: The painted patterns surrounding the fenestration of the 
Yemeni house reflect light and glare away from the interior 


