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Reuniting Processes and Product: 
Lessons for the Built Environment
Hanif Kara   

A Story within a Story
Good design needs to be recognised with 
awards of this stature to ensure that merit 
triumphs over mediocrity, good over bad, 
and to prove that investment in quality 
buildings and infrastructure can generate 
further societal wealth. The recipients of 
such rewards can often act as agents of 
change, encouraging others to emulate 
their achievements with the same convic-
tion, creativity and intelligence, risking 
resources without certainty of outcome, to 
build better places for the common good. 
Furthermore, this Award’s process, by its 
nature, has the ability to prove that the 
story behind a project is often as important 
as the project itself—and this Award cycle 
reiterates that point as strongly as any 
preceding it. 

The Award’s ability to get to the core 
values of a project has a lot to do with the 
nature of the judging process—the three-
year cycle of scrutiny to which all nomi-
nees must submit. The experience is 
increasingly rewarding over time, for those 
involved in the process, as a scheme 
becomes exposed to ever-greater levels of 
magnification. Judging begins with initial 
assessments of schemes, based purely on 
images and “sound bites” from the archi-
tect or client, but as these pass under the 
eyes of the Steering Committee, Master 
Jury, the Aga Khan Award team and review 
panels, information is filtered and clearer 
views begin to form. But it is the rigorous 
On-Site Review process that differentiates 
the AKAA from other more superficial 
awards, as it leads one beyond mere 
image or curiosity to the very root of the 
project. And it is from this root that the 
true stories of the winning buildings 
emerge—although each can have more 
than one story.

This iterative process of compounding and 
assimilating information over time seems 
analogous with evolutionary biologist Richard 
Dawkins’s coining of the term “meme” in 
his 1976 book, The Selfish Gene,1 a word 
articulating the concept of a self-replicat-
ing cultural idea that modifies human 
behaviour, perceptions or attitudes—small 
shifts that collectively can induce seismic 

societal changes. But why is this concept 
applicable to this Award? Previously the 
Award has most often been given to 
publicly funded projects for the developing 
world, used mainly by the public, but with 
the Ipekyol Textile Factory clothing factory 
in Edirne, Turkey, one may hypothesise that 
the same criteria might be just as applica-
ble to the private sector. 

In previous judging cycles, the Award has 
never been conferred on a factory build-
ing; but then again, this is no ordinary 
factory. Furthermore, it has taken many 
Award cycles (over 30 years) to slowly shift 
attitudes in the regions amongst clients 
and architects, and within juries that 
encourage this relatively “new type” of 
building to be nominated and considered. 
Factories affect societies and can rightfully 
be included for an award that premiates 
good design, alongside the more common ly 
featured building types such as museums, 
cultural buildings, schools and houses. 

In the less developed world, clothing 
production, predominantly for the Western 
market, is associated with sweatshops—
large, anonymous factories located in 
sheds on the urban periphery, with appall-
ing working conditions, at the blunt end of 
a fragmented production process. Within 
their walls, there is little or no enduring 
technology transfer, and with the product’s 
true value being realised only in the coun-
try of consumption, no real contribution in 
taxes to the economies of the host nation. 
Meanwhile, the nature of the production 
line means that not only are modern 
consumption demands met through facili-
ties that alienate workers from each other 
and from the products they produce,  
but the fragmentary production process 
ensures that a holistic quality-control 
process is next to nonexistent.

Ipekyol, on the other hand, is an aspirational 
brand, and its chairman, Yalçin Ayaydin, is 
nothing if not a visionary. His own child-
hood in a family of garment workers gave 
him an intimate knowledge of the business, 
one that he would later use to build his 
own fabric company and eventual clothing 
empire. Ipekyol started manufacturing 
clothes for the great fashion houses of 
Europe, where there is a heavy emphasis 
on product quality, but recently the firm 
realised that its brand need not work under
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these companies, but could compete on a
par, creating more wealth-generation poten-
tial for the owner and the country. One 
might read the construction of this factory 
then as nothing but a sound commercial 
decision from an owner who, after collect-
ing feedback from consumers, decided 
that if the highest quality was to be main-
tained, the whole production process would 
have to be brought under one roof. Yet this 
“one-stop” factory resists the temptation 
to favour the commodity/consumer rela-
tionship and instead reinforces that of the 
producer/commodity. From this one deci-
sion, possibly in memory of the owner’s 
childhood, has transpired a microeconom-
ic social agenda for the brand resulting in 
a retail product and physical workplace 
that both thrive on design.

Situationism and the “Factory Girl” 

Machines, like prickles / 
Sink into her heart every day
Her hands that should knit wools / 
are breadwinning every day
Every evening at sunset / 
A girl passes my door
Turns the corner and disappears / 
with her head bowed tiredly
She rolls tobacco in the factory / 
as if she smokes herself
Dreaming while rolling / 
Like all human beings do... 
—From “Factory Girl”  
by Turkish singer Alplay 

Of course, such a social vision needs a 
visionary to give it form. At one point, I 
asked about the main inspirations of the 
factory’s architect, Emre Arolat—a ques-
tion that practitioners like to pose to gain 
insight into others’ thinking, and to dispel 
any personal preconceptions about the 
work. Without being explicit, he told me 
of Guy Debord’s infamous Situationist 
text, The Society of the Spectacle,2 which 
I quickly revisited to find this quote: 
“Commodities are all there is to see—the 
world we see is a world of commodity.” 
Similarly, journalist Nina Rappaport refers 
to contemporary centres of production, 
where, for example, in the luxury automo-
bile industry, the consumer is allowed to 
watch part of the production process as 
a “pre-consumption experience”, in 
“spectacular factories”.3 By contrast, the 
outsourcing manufacturers, such as the 

workshops and warehouses for Nike and
GAP or indeed most of the factories in 
Turkey, would be considered “anti-spec-
tacular” factories. Neither classification, 
however, fits the unique character of the 
Ipekyol Textile Factory, as neither prioritis-
es the worker over the consumer—whether 
in terms of “exclusivity” or “best value”. 

In my view, Debord’s cry for some form  
of cultural revolution is echoed in Arolat’s 
design. At Ipekyol Textile Factory, Modernist 
“Bauhaus” references are palpable,  
but sound reasoning can be posited for 
the choice of this architectural style. The 
formal look is delivering a rare message for 
the typology—here the form follows the 
function of the worker. There is a frugal but 
intrinsic quality to the choice of materials, 
enhancing the working experience of the 
users, the image and brand of the product, 
while presenting a strong public face to 
the eventual consumers. 

The Consequential Effect— 
Making the Building
As a holistic synergy between client and 
architect, this qualitative shift in the 
conventional factory typology is achieved 
through a number of approaches, with  
a level of poetry evident in all of them. 
Completing this part of the bigger story  
is the fact that despite the choice of the 
Modern idiom, all materials used in the 
making of the building were procured within 
Turkey. Local industry and employment 
were supported through the decision not 
to outsource the modern cladding system, 
or indeed any materials. The design also 
exhibits no reliance on trendy (and more 
expensive) systems and is carried out with-
out resorting to less modern approaches 
taken by comparable facilities in Turkey. 
Arolat realised economies in dealing with 
seismic loads by adopting an even distri-
bution of columns without bold, ambitious 
spans—a smart, pragmatic response for 
dealing with the issue, one that is worry-
ingly often either ignored altogether or 
handled with the kind of overengineering 
only justified by the software power of 
finite element analysis.

But it is in the formal layout that this building’s 
social awareness is most evident. Counter-
pointing the appropriate industrial aesth-
etic of the general cladding, the generous, 
cool and light-glazed entrance foyer 
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connects the building with its context and 
acts as its shop front. Beyond this are the 
training rooms where recruits can take 
three-month courses that give them the 
skills base to increase their chances of 
working within the industry—a pedagogic 
tool to promote the industry in an area 
long associated with fabric production. 
Beyond this, changing, toilet and canteen 
facilities are spacious, well designed and 
scrupulously clean. Light wells in the 
administrative areas double as natural 
ventilation shafts, as well as acting as 
breakout spaces for workers. And on the 
factory floor, the architect’s choice of a 
high and deep form exponentially trans-
forms the space, creating a bright and airy, 
naturally ventilated space that has both 
grace and dignity.

Throughout, visual communication is  
inherent in the spatial strategy and design 
aesthetic in a manner intended to break 
down the social hierarchy between blue- 
and white-collar workers, and in an industry 
usually characterised by a predominantly 
female workforce and male managers, 
between male and female; the “Factory 
Girl” is no longer pigeonholed. This “one-
stop” factory is a multivalent, inclusive 
design that incorporates forms and 
approaches that embody a deeper under-
standing of not only the needs of the local 
economy and the commercial factors that 
drive the clothing industry (digital technol-
ogies, economies of space and speed  
of production) but the social aspects too. 
The project is also a call for “inclusive 
design” in the East for facilities that are 
used mainly by female workers, although 
putting the words “inclusive” and “design” 
together has the potential for seeming like 
a contradiction; popular design thinking 
tends to promote individual creation and 
often celebrates those who develop 
unique visual language in a process that 
runs counter to the idea of inclusiveness. 
Ultimately, in a way that still generates 
profit for the owner, the Ipekyol facility  
is about nothing less than transforming  
the “Factory Girl’s” life.

Many Birds, One Stone
This story concludes with getting “many 
birds with one stone”. Through mediation 
and appropriation of a client’s vision, 
materiality, branding, geography, localism, 
inclusivity, technology and architecture, 

progress and social wealth are restored
to the garment factory worker while value 
accrues to the business owner. It was like 
that once, before the domination of 
consumer society, when the physical 
process of design and making was linked 
to a common sense of purpose and bene-
fit. Today, for instance, “manufacturing as 
a nation” in developed countries is unlikely 
to be restored—it is gone, and perhaps 
forever. From this, developing countries 
could learn that the division of process 
and products was a last lament and try to 
hold onto the honesty of “making”. In the 
built environment, occasionally the AKAA is 
mistakenly thought to award only old build-
ing types—in refurbishments or restora-
tions. Restoring the “old” or making the 
“new” must not be viewed as the automat-
ic path to progress on its own. Why should 
the developing world “make do” with what 
it has at hand (old buildings that need 
conserving)? Yet equally, the developing 
world should not resort to “flattening” 
history and territorialising the lands with 
new buildings. The Ipekyol Textile Factory 
could be seen as an exemplar—a possibili-
ty for a different future for factories in the 
region. Often changes created by new 
mass genres (modern construction, in this 
case) are widely considered an assault on 
civilisation or culture and labeled “marginal 
noise”, to be dismissed. A case in point  
is the “boom-box mixers” of New York’s 
Bronx, which were once similarly dismissed 
but today are recognised as the fore-
fathers of “hip hop”. Much earlier, the 
songs of the Beatles were dismissed 
because of their “newness” and reliance 
on new technologies. This factory too 
could be dismissed as “marginal noise”.

The Ipekyol Textile Factory came from a 
private conviction funded by a commercial 
venture and was designed predominantly 
for the use of factory workers. On a global 
scale, such an approach is rare, demand-
ing courage and commitment from the 
client and the architect to fight the relent-
less march of pure production logic in 
factories today, which proceeds without 
an understanding of its ultimate conse-
quences. With a little imagination, perhaps 
the Ipekyol Textile Factory suggests an 
alternative ending to this otherwise sadly 
familiar tale.
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 Notes
1  Richard Dawkins, The Selfish Gene (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1976).
2  Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, 

translated by Fredy Perlman (Detroit: Black  
and Red, 1977).

3  Nina Rappaport, “The Consumption of 
Production”, Praxis, issue 5, Architecture  
after Capitalism, 2003.
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Ipekyol Textile Factory Edirne, Turkey
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