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I wish to ally myself with the essential objectives of the 

Award, which His Highness the Aga Khan has enunciated so 

eloquently on a number of occasions. In his concluding re

marks to the Istanbul symposium in September 1978 he said, 

"The Award will not be confined to architects competing with 

designs for a succession of prestigious public monuments. We 

are concerned with the Islamic world and, above all, with the 

people of Islam. " I have added the italics, for these are key 

words: concerned with the people of Islam. My main effort will 

be to highlight some of the policy implications of making Is

lamic architecture relevant to the people of Islam. 

If Islamic architecture is to become more relevant to the 

people of Islam, we need to have some idea of their economic, 

social, and political conditions in the contemporary setting. 

The majority of people living in the Muslim countries—prob

ably as many as two thirds—can be described as absolute 

poor: a condition of life so miserable as to defy any human 

description. They survive, if we can say survive at all, on 25 

U.S. cents, or less than one tenth of a Jordanian dinar, per 

day. Their children are malnourished, they are largely illiter

ate, and they are often denied the very minimum of basic 

needs and public services. They live on the margin of exis

tence, below any reasonable definition of human decency. In 

addition, the political and social environment in many of 

their societies is feudalistic, and the concepts of equality of 

opportunity and of peoples' participation in political and eco

nomic life are often mirages, not realities. 

As an economist I live and breathe in the midst of these 

unpleasant truths all the time. Now, what is their relevance to 

Islamic architecture? Very simply, if Islamic architecture is to 

become a living reality in modern times, it must respond to 

the needs of the poor people who are the overwhelming reality 

in the Muslim world. It cannot afford to become an elitist 

concept. Islamic architecture must be unlinked from the pop

ular image of kings' palaces and old castles and overflowing 

gardens and ornamental monuments. It can certainly borrow 

its essential designs, concepts, indigenous technology, func

tional features of drainage and cooling systems, etc., from the 

past, but it must translate them into a wholly new architecture 

that reflects the essential spirit of Islam and its values: equali

ty, accessibility, mass participation, and cost effectiveness. 

In other words, there are two fairly clear choices. We can 

proceed from a study of architecture to the needs of the peo

ple, or we can reverse the relationship and proceed from the 

needs of the people to the relevance of Islamic architecture to 

those needs. My own preference is for the latter course, 

though both routes can be made compatible if we remember 

that they are essentially linked. I do not believe in art for the 

sake of art; I believe that art must be for the sake of life. And I 

certainly do not believe in Islamic architecture merely for the 

sake of Islamic architecture; I believe that a revival of Islamic 

architecture must correspond to the needs of the poor people 

in Islam. Let me not overdraw the contrast. It should be possi

ble to engineer a happy blend, a proper fusion between the 

functional needs of our poor people and the aesthetic needs of 

an architecture that truly reflects our Islamic culture, tradi

tions, and history. But this remains an open question: we have 

no final answers yet. 

The real question is the social, economic, and political 

context within which all of us—architects, economists, ev

eryone—must work. We simply cannot shirk our broader 

social responsibility and pretend that poor societies have no 

alternative choices. For instance, the lights that shine so 

brightly on individual objects in the Tehran Museum of Glass 

and Ceramics could also have lighted a poor village. The 140 

million Jordanian dinars that the first phase of Yarmouk Uni

versity may cost can also be spent on alternative needs and 

less costly designs. The water that saturates the lush'gardens 

and trees of the high-income Clifton and Defence Society and 

along the main highway to the Karachi airport is water denied 

to at least two million poor inhabitants of Karachi's low-

income areas who do not even get adequate drinking water. 

Architects may admire the beauty of these buildings and the 

symmetry of their designs, but economists will bemoan the 

wasted resources and the denial of the very basic needs of the 

poor. 

Let us face the honest truth. Poor societies have scarce 

resources, and they confront some cruel choices. There is no 

use shrugging off our social responsibility under the conveni

ent label of "client-architect relationship." The architects 

must point out the different options and alternative choices to 

the policy makers, and must be prepared to be overruled. I 

welcome the emphasis on an architect's broader social respon

sibilities as a breath of fresh air. 

My architect friends may be looking somewhat unhappy, 

but I assure them that I do not expect them to be the final 

decision makers in the system. None of us technocrats is. But 

at least we can point out a number of alternative policy op



tions and designs, to ensure that the people making the final 

decisions have a reasonable range of choices. 

I have proceeded so far at a certain uncomfortable level of 

abstraction. Let me come now to a few practical examples, to 

illustrate how architecture should respond to the essence of 

the Islamic value system. Islam teaches equality. A building 

that does not embody the concept of equality cannot be re

garded as a very illustrious example of Islamic architecture. I 

once saw a presentation for a government building in Ta'if, 

Saudi Arabia. The design showed separate gates for the king, 

the ministers, public officials, and ordinary mortals. The en

tire building was described as a "fortress," a word that sum

marises the conception of the architect regarding the proper 

distance between the public servants and the people whom 

they supposedly serve. To cite another example, any city that 

is built along hierarchical lines and that consciously segregates 

different income groups in different locations can hardly qual

ify as a noble example of an Islamic city, regardless of the 

architectural excellence of its individual buildings. To show 

my impartiality, let me say that Islamabad, the capital of my 

own native country, falls within that category. You can decide 

for yourselves how many others also do. 

A corollary of equality is unrestricted access to public 

buildings and monuments. Monuments that do not reflect the 

national pride of a people, or that are seen only as symbols of 

personal glory, can become objects of public indifference re

gardless of their unique architectural style. Islamic architec

ture cannot be just a geometric form, a poetic mosaic, a mar

vel of symmetry: it must also respond to the aspirations of the 

people. It must embody traditions they can touch and feel and 

with which they can identify. Even the Taj Mahal has been 

ridiculed by a popular Indian poet, Sahir Ludhianivi, in a 

verse in the local Agra dialect that, loosely translated, means: 

Millions of poor people have loved and died; who says their 

love was not sincere? But then there came a great emperor 

with his great wealth, who built a great monument to 

his personal love, and thereby made fun of the daily struggle 

and the daily love of us poor people, whom he freely 

exploited. 

Let there be no misunderstanding: I am not campaigning 

against the Taj Mahal. The real question is: Do the monu

ments of the future symbolise the aspirations of a whole na

tion, or only the personal ego of an individual? 

It is important to remember that the much admired urban 

fabric of many older Muslim cities was not the result of any 

grandiose vision of individual architects. Rather, it repre

sented a multitude of decisions made by the members of the 

community, through a subtle social interaction that struck a 

balance between the rights of individuals and their neighbours 

and the larger community. 

Another essential feature of Islam is to place man (and 

woman) at the centre of the universe. Islamic architecture 

must therefore be built around people, rather than herding 

people around architecture. We economists have learned a 

bitter lesson during the last few decades as we have belatedly 

recognised that the real end of economic development is not 

increase in production but increase in human welfare; not 

worship of the goddess of GNP growth, but satisfaction of ba

sic human needs. Of course, the two objectives are linked, but 

the perspective is important: Do we go from production to 

people or from people to production? Let me pose the same 

question to the architects: Do you go from buildings to people 

or from people to buildings? I hope that the architects are 

much wiser than the economists, and that they do not get lost 

in form and design and forget to put people and their needs 

and aspirations at the centre of their creations. 

Islamic architecture must be economical and cost-effec

tive if it is to be at all relevant to the needs of the poor people 

of Islam. Islam resents conspicuous consumption; it preaches 

austerity and simplicity. However, architects and economists 

are too often prisoners of their own disciplines. Architects, 

fascinated by the beautiful symmetry of design and form, feel 

uncomfortable when reminded of financial costs. Economists, 

on the other hand, are far too lost in their economic calcula

tions to appreciate beauty, which is also an integral part of 

life. I hope for a happy marriage between the two, or (if that is 

an unrealistic expectation) at least a quiet coexistence. 

I wish to ask seven specific questions to which I think we 

must seek convincing answers. 

Can Islamic designs and forms be incorporated into low-

cost housing, which is targeted for poor people with an in

come of less than one quarter of a U.S. dollar per day? Can 

Islamic architecture be blended with the public services of ed

ucation, health, and water supply where standard costs must 

be so low as to be affordable to the poor without requiring 

huge and perpetual government subsidies? 

What is our choice when confronted with the conserva

tion of an historical building or the preservation of people? 

Take for example the walled city of Lahore. This is an histori

cal site that architects romanticise but that its half million 

poor residents bitterly resent and would gladly leave if given 

an alternative to such a miserable slum. I recall that when 

environmental concern arose in the rich societies, the devel

oping countries argued that preservation of human life was far 

more urgent for them than conservation of wildlife. What 

would be the architects' answer if given the same choice be

tween people and buildings? 

We must pause and ask ourselves whether we are getting 

too preoccupied with buildings, too little with people; too 

much with form, too little with substance; too much with 

physical realities, too little with socioeconomic objectives. 

For example, in the presentation of educational building 

models, the very objectives they are supposed to serve are 

scarcely mentioned. 

How much of a stress are we to place on indigenous tech

nology, local materials, indigenous architects? Many projects 

built in Muslim communities are designed by non-Muslim, 

nonindigenous architects. While it is an eloquent tribute to 

the infinite tolerance of Islam to let non-Muslims interpret 

Muslim architecture and Muslim culture for Muslim societies, 

and while I am a great believer in the interaction of varied 

cultures and religions and architectural designs, I would plead 

for some balance. There must be more self-confident develop

ment of indigenous architects and increased recognition of 

them by their own governments and by outside aid agencies. 

It is a sad commentary on their own intellectual colonialism 

that many governments are still reluctant to recognise the tal

ents of their own nationals, even when they are seeking a 



revival of national pride and culture. 

While I have freely used the term "Islamic architecture," I 

am still a little confused about what it really means. Many 

attempts to define it have tended to obscure rather than 

sharpen the distinction between Islamic and non-Islamic ar

chitecture. I am left with no clear or generally accepted defi

nition of Islamic architecture except that the relevant build

ings are all located in Muslim countries. I am sure we agree 

that this is not much of a definition. Is Islamic architecture 

that which embodies the essential value system of Islam, or is 

it a triumph of form and colour, or is it some unique synthesis 

of the two? I, at least, am not very sure. In a way I am glad 

that Islamic architecture is not rigidly defined at this time and 

that its definition is evolving gradually and pragmatically. But 

there is also a danger in keeping it too open-ended. 

Let me go on to an even more ticklish question. Much of 

the Islamic architecture we admire today is the product of a 

feudalistic age in which the will of the people hardly mat

tered. It reflected elitist decisions, although not always elitist 

value systems. Its adaptation to contemporary needs must take 

peoples' aspirations and voluntary choices into account. But 

do we really know these needs? Have there been any careful 

surveys? Are the poor people aware of what we are doing here? 

Do they really care? Should not some of our projection and 

dissemination be aimed at those people who will be the final 

arbiters of tomorrow? 

Let me add a final series of questions. Can Islamic archi

tecture develop in those Muslim countries that still deny 

equality of opportunity to their own people, that still violate 

every principle and the very spirit of Islam, and that are still 

run by vested interests? Isn't the revival of Islamic archi

tecture part and parcel of a much larger movement, a much wid

er struggle for a real renascence of the true spirit of Islam? 

These are troubling questions; they are not the sole con

cern of the architects. I raise them with great humility, aware 

of my excessive ignorance. But I have faced many of them as a 

national economic planner in Pakistan, and some I still con

front in dealing with problems of mass poverty at the World 

Bank. If I may make a concrete suggestion, I believe it would 

be extremely useful in future seminars to structure the work

shop discussions around a set of specific predetermined ques

tions, so that there is more focus in the final results. 

It is unrealistic to expect that we will find all the final 

answers tomorrow. What is important is simply that we keep 

searching. And what is of even greater importance is that we 

involve more disciplines in this search, since we have a ten

dency to get wrapped up in our own individual disciplines. 

I believe we are all on a journey of discovery, a voyage of 

the spirit. We have a proud culture, a glorious heritage. Let us 

follow its spirit, not merely its form. Let us distill the very best 

from it, not the worst. Let us not turn a nostalgia for the past 

into costly monuments for the future. Let us build for tomor

row's generation and for all our people, not only for a few. 

And let us do it with candour, with honesty, and with humili

ty, for the task is immense and the process has just begun. 

Let me conclude with a few of my favourite lines from 

T. S. Eliot: 

All our knowledge brings us closer to 

our ignorance; 

O, where is the knowledge we have lost 

in living; 

O, where is the wisdom we have lost 

in knowledge. 


