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Our epoch, more so than any other, is a 
period of profound and accelerated trans
formations, not the least of them being the 
radical change of the built environment. 
The developing countries have been 
experiencing a rapid transformation of 
architectural expression over the past three 
or four decades as a result of the influence 
of economic expansion, modern techno
logy and the media. This trend is reflected 
in the hegemony of unimaginative and 
repetitious forms of architecture, stem
ming from the adoption of the lowest 
possible common denominators of archi
tectural conformity and banality. Standar
disation of architectural styles in turn leads 
to the loss of cultural characteristics and of 
authenticity in design concepts. Yet it is 
the fundamental authenticity and diversity 
of cultural life, of which the built environ
ment is a tangible component, that define 
the cultural identity of a community, and 
the objectives of the Aga Khan Award for 
Architecture are based on the preservation 
of cultural identity. 

The recognition and assertion of cultural 
identity has indeed become one of the 
fundamental demands made today by 
Muslim peoples. It follows that economic 
and technological progress, urban expan
sion and building programmes, should on 
no account be achieved at the cost of 
jeopardizing or sacrificing this identity. 
However, this assertion of an identity, 
which finds its inspiration in the cultural 
past and in the ecological reality, should 
not be viewed as a romantic attachment to 
a vanishing or extinct past. Rather, it 
should be regarded as a necessary phase in 
the reappraisal process of the forms of a 
culture. This phase can only be reached 
after a certain amount of experimentation 
with novel concepts and techniques has 
been attempted. In the course of experi
mentation obsolete elements are discarded 
as being no longer relevant to contem
porary conditions. In this way, the real 
significance of asserting the cultural iden
tity of people in the Muslim world will lie 
in the use of the past as a source of inspira
tion for the use of appropriate techniques 
and for the development of imaginative 
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styles in contemporary architecture. If it is 
conceived with imagination and sensitivity, 
this environment can be a cultural creation 
adapted to the needs and aspirations of its 
inhabitants. 

Unfortunately, however, in our part of the 
world, this sensitivity is just the factor 
which has been lacking. Up to now, the 
relationship which man has established 
with his environment can only be described 
as "conflictual". The options and direc
tions that guide and determine the physical 
planning of cities always end up affecting 
both the national environment and ulti
mately human life. The results we see 
around us are seldom happy or successful. 

One of the major dilemmas confronting 
urban planners is how to arrive at a type of 
architecture and of town-planning which is 
capable or revitalising lifeless settlements. 
These have been abstractly designed by 
professionals lacking in cultural and social 
consciousness. Their designs, be they 
banal or sophisticated in form, may seem 

logical and orderly from an outsider's 
viewpoint, but more often than not they 
are culturally irrelevant, environmentally 
inappropriate, expensive to build and even 
more so to maintain and operate. 

How can we counter the unimaginative 
uniformity we find in current architectural 
design? How can we create settlements 
and towns that are conducive to harmo
nious human relationships and to social 
solidarity? Recent experience demon
strates that operations designed to improve 
the environment by purely technical 
methods do not succeed unless they take 
into account the interrelationships 
between people and their environment. 
Architecture and town planners have reci
procal relationships with social structures, 
as well as with the cultural intellectual, 
emotional and moral development or 
individuals. And, it is also becoming 
increasingly recognised that sociologists 
and historians as well as professionals in 
many other disciplines have an essential 



contribution to make to the process of 
urbanisation, if this process is to lead to the 
enhancement of the quality of life and not 
merely to the provision of shelters. The 
principal problem for those who are con
cerned about the deterioration of the built 
environment is how best to help people at 
all levels to make sound choices and deci
sions which raise the quality of life. In this 
endeavour, frankly speaking, we are at a 
serious disadvantage since, in our part of 
the world, public awareness of environ
mental problems - particularly awareness 
of the ugliness, of the alienating effects and 
of the irrelevance of architectural expres
sion - is still not crystallised. 

In a number of industrialised countries, 
environmental problems have been 
brought to the public attention by the mass 
media, and have been elevated to become 
community or national issues after acting 
in close collaboration with community and 
grass-roots groups. In our part of the 
world, however, pioneering actions are 
unfortunately still very few in number, and 
they have been undertaken by courageous 
individuals or by non-governmental groups 
and associations. These people are striving 
with great difficulty to win the interest and 
support of the media and of the governing 
bodies. The Aga Khan Aware for Archi
tecture is one such pioneering group which 
seeks to generate and promote public 
awareness of the current problems of the 
built environment. It endeavours, above 
all, to demonstrate that progress and 
modernity in the field of building can be 
achieved by means other than the passive 
adoption of design concepts copied from 
foreign models. 

The Award aims to seek out architectural 
alternatives to the prevailing hegemony of 
a single standardised form of design in 
order to counter the adverse effects of this 
hegemony on the physical environment 
and on social and cultural values. It does so 
by identifying, awarding and publicising 
completed architectural projects that are 
culturally, socially and ecologically respon
sive to the environment and which have a 
potential for replicability. By selecting and 
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promoting designs in harmony with the 
cultural and environmental context, the 
Award, we hope, will become an on-going 
process, a dynamic force aimed at influen
cing the transformation of the built envi
ronment and proposing relevant forms of 
contemporary architecture for Islamic 
countries. 

Our presence today in Yemen is not 
fortuitous. In the Islamic world, Yemen is 
the country whose architectural heritage is 
best preserved, whose cultural authenticity 
is still predominant, and whose traditions 
are the most vivid. In this sense Yemen is 
unique. But this uniqueness is in jeopardy 
because, in the world we live in, a country 
cannot survive isolated and unresponsive 
to change and modernity. In order to keep 
abreast with what is commonly called 
"progress", Yemen has to digest and 
assimilate new ideas, methods and techno
logies coming from outside its boundaries. 

During the course of this seminar, we shall 
be discussing whether these new ideas and 
technologies should be accepted blindly, 
without being critically analysed before
hand, or adapted to local circumstances, 
both cultural and environmental. The 
incomparable heritage of Yemen is in 
danger of being undermined and its built 
environment disfigured, as has happened 
in neighbouring countries where uncritical 
acceptance of foreign models has resulted 
in cultural alienation and loss of identity. If 
this were to be repeated in this country, it 
would not only be an irreparable loss to the 
world, but it would also imply that Yemen 
will have gained little in exchange for 
giving up what is culturally worthwhile and 
architecturally appropriate. 
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