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Preface

In over three decades, the Aga Khan Award for Architecture has premiated some one hundred 
exemplary architectural projects. This has been achieved through a meticulous process of 
identification and nomination of hundreds of schemes every triennial cycle, the on-site review 
and inspection of the most eligible and a final selection by an independent master jury. 
The Award recipients are communicated to the general public through publications and the 
media, contributing to the worldwide discourse on architecture and bringing to the surface 
issues that are often ignored by the so-called mainstream discourse. 

In its search for exemplary projects, the Award strives for a better understanding of the 
context of our built environments and their inhabitants, to assure that nominated projects 
from different parts of the world, with diverse approaches, programmes and solutions to our 
spatial needs, are responding to the realities of their circumstances. This effort has taken the 
form of Award seminars on specific topics, field trips, the organisation of think tanks, as well 
as the meetings and discussions of the master juries and steering committees that constitute 
the Award’s governing bodies. A crucial question facing the Award today is how to ensure 
that its concepts and processes remain relevant to the challenges of the 21st century.

One of the unique aspects of the Award is that in its activities it is not just concerned with 
architects and building professionals but considers architecture a social act and responsibility, 
thus engaging with and benefiting from the knowledge and expertise of practitioners of other 
disciplines, such as philosophers, historians, sociologists and artists, as well as government 
policy planners and decision makers. The Award has, in its turn, tried to act as a catalyst for 
these other disciplines, prodding them to consider architecture as an important element in 
the study of societies and the human environment.  

During the Award’s ninth cycle, Professor Modjtaba Sadria, as a member of the Award’s 
steering committee, proposed a venture aimed at creating a repository of knowledge that the 
Award could draw upon as it faces new challenges of a rapidly evolving built environment. 
Professor Sadria suggested that the Award should organise a series of workshops that 
would “attempt to come to grips with the most significant issues dealing with the practice of 
architecture in Muslim societies”. Under the title “Elements of Modernity in Contemporary 
Muslim Societies and their Relationship with Architecture”, the workshops aim to grasp the 
ongoing process of “knowledge construction” that is shaping and re-shaping contemporary 
Muslim societies and their relationship with their built environments.

This publication is the outcome of the first workshop held in London in May 2007. Modjtaba 
Sadria’s introduction lays out the thinking processes behind the workshop and explores the 
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issue of plurality and modernities. Armando Salvatore and Masoud Kamali presented the 
two main papers during the workshop, which were followed by a presentation by Charles 
Jencks on ‘Why Critical Modernism?’ The discussions that followed during the four workshop 
sessions recorded in this book complement the presentations and constitute the arguments 
triggered by each presenter, the essence of workshop. After the workshop, a number of 
the participants submitted articles expressing their intellectual standpoints in relation to the 
issues discussed; these appear towards the end of the publication, immediately following the 
discussions.

A second workshop, to be held in Vancouver in 2009, will further explore the “Tangible 
Elements of Modernities”, once again bringing together academics in the field of architecture 
and the social sciences in an interdisciplinary gathering, to attempt to come to a mutual 
understanding of these issues, and to relate them directly to the built environment and its 
inhabitants, with the hope that a better understanding of this dynamic relationship will give us 
the tools to create a better society.

Farrokh Derakhshani
Geneva, January 2009 
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