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Walking Lightly on Earth 
Souleymane Bachir Diagne

I had great expectations about learning a 
lot from my experience as a non-architect 
member of the Master Jury for the 2010 
Aga Khan Award for Architecture. I had 
foreseen getting educated about architec-
ture by my colleagues, given the good 
fortune of sitting with fellow jury members 
who are among the best in the world in 
that field, as well as in the related areas of 
landscape, design and art history. Little did 
I expect, however, to draw from the experi-
ence and from my interactions a new 
understanding of a wonderful philosophi-
cal novel that I have taught in my seminars 
on the history of philosophy in the Islamic 
world: Ibn Tufayl’s Hayy ibn Yaqzan. 

What made me think of that philosophic 
tale was a remark made from time to time 
by the chair of our jury, who would summa-
rize everybody’s reflections on the beauty, 
the efficiency and the message of a given 
building by saying that it “walked lightly  
on earth”. That phrase is a reference to 
Quranic verses (25:63 to 77) in which “the 
true servants of the most Gracious” are 
described. What is said of them first and 
foremost is that they are “those who walk 
on the earth in humility” (or lightly). Obvi-
ously, when applied to architecture, the 
notion implies measurable parameters 
constitutive of the “footprint” of the pro -
ject. But it certainly goes beyond those 
technical aspects. A building “walking 
lightly on earth” does not necessarily 
mean a “light” or “small” building: a sky-  
scraper could perfectly qualify, as did a 
few magnificent “big” projects that were 
considered worthy of praise by the jury. 
Some of them have been shortlisted. Even 
a building that expands over the sea, 
provided the outreach is for good reasons, 
can qualify in the same way. What is meant 
then by light walking concerns generally 
the precision, the efficiency and the grace 
with which architectural works are produ-
ced, without waste or dross, in a way that 
manifests humility and respect for the earth. 

The projects that ended up being shortlist-
ed embody quite eminently that respect. 
One of them is the Tulou Collective Hous-
ing in Nanhai, China. Without being intrin-
sically “light”, in terms of dimensions—
because it has to respond to the necessity

of providing low-income housing to a large
population of migrant workers—it does 
give meaning to the multifaceted notion of 
light walking by its message and the exam-
ple it offers. Inspired by fortress-like earth-
houses designed to shelter and protect 
multiple families, known throughout the 
Fujian province as tulou, its message is 
one of reconciliation between the weight 
of necessity and the demand for light walk-
ing. In particular, tulou is a reminder, at the 
heart of fast-growing cities attracting more 
and more people away from their lands, 
that city buildings need not be the rupture 
with the rural worlds represented by repeti-
tive and soulless housing projects weigh-
ing upon earth: on the contrary, they can 
be the reinvention, in new circumstances 
and situations, of the art of building from 
earth in a way that shows respect for  
the life of the community. To paraphrase 
Heidegger analysing “the origin of the 
work of art”, it could be said here that the 
world created by the architectural work 
grounds itself on the earth while the earth 
juts through it. 

One of the winners, the Ipekyol Textile 
Factory in Turkey, carries the same kind of 
message and adds another dimension  
to the meaning of light walking. Here is a 
country, Turkey, that by all accounts is one 
of the most dynamic economies in the 
world. An article from the New York Times 
(July 6, 2010) indicates that this “fast rising 
economic power”, “with a core of interna-
tionally competitive companies turning the 
youthful nation into an entrepreneurial 
hub”, currently enjoys 11.4 per cent 
growth—a rate “second only to China”. 
When in such a country one of those 
“internationally competitive companies”,  
in a sector unfortunately not known for 
good working conditions, decides to ask 
an architect to put the emphasis on the 
well-being of the employees, enabling 
them to “breathe” light in every spot within 
the factory, that is indeed another aspect 
of what it means to walk lightly on earth  
by showing respect for human labour.  
And the hope is, of course, that this project 
will set an example in the important 
domain of factory building.

The project that most embodies what it 
means to build “from the earth”, and 
therefore to walk on it with humility, is 
certainly the Madinat al-Zahra Museum 
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in Cordoba, Spain. The museum presents 
itself as literally coming out of earth, as  
the architects have chosen to keep it at the 
level of the archaeological site that it is 
designed to serve. Such an architectural 
choice, a physical translation of the organ-
ic link between museology and archaeolo-
gy, reminds us of the etymological signifi-
cance of humility: from the Latin humus, 
meaning earth. And it sends a powerful 
message that needs to be heard today: 
that Islam in Europe is one of its many 
roots, coming from its very soil. The muse-
um, by burying itself, as it were, in the 
earth of Andalusia, stands as a reminder 
that the Muslim past of the region has 
been a nurturing element for Europe and  
is today an integral part of its identity. It 
belies the view of many who metonymi-
cally reduce Islam to minarets that they 
demonise as a symbol of both foreignness 
and arrogance. In so doing, it speaks of 
the past as well as the future of men and 
women who were, who are, fully European 
and fully Muslim.

In many ways Madinat al-Zahra carries 
such a message of respect, and its exist-
ence constitutes both a trace and a sym-  
bol of the civilisation of Andalusia that one 
scholar of medieval Spain, Maria Rosa 
Menocal, has beautifully called, in the title 
of her book on the unique culture of toler-
ance created in that land by the three 
Abrahamic religions, “the ornament of the 
world”. 

The evocation of Andalusia during the 
discussions of the Madinat al-Zahra Muse-
um is probably what brought to my mind 
Ibn Tufayl and his Hayy Ibn Yaqzan and 
created the association between that phil-
osophical work and the notion of walking 
lightly on earth. 

Abu Bakr ibn Tufayl, who died in 1185 in 
Morocco, was born in Guadix, 50 miles 
northeast of Grenada. A master in philoso-
phy and medicine, he served under the 
ruling Almohad dynasty as adviser, physi-
cian and friend of the sultan Abu Yaqub 
Yusuf. He was also a mentor for another 
famous Andalusian philosopher, Ibn Rushd, 
also known as Averroes, whom he intro-
duced to the sultan. To demonstrate the 
Quranic notion of “fitra”—that is, an 
innate disposition to be enlightened with 
knowledge, in particular the knowledge 

of God, with which human beings are 
endowed—he chose the form of an alle-
gorical novel. That novel tells the story of 
an infant, Hayy ibn Yaqzan (meaning: the 
Living, son of the Vigilant), abandoned on 
a desert island, raised by a gazelle, who 
grows up to develop to perfection all of 
the human capabilities in his nature and to 
become an enlightened sage, fully cogni-
sant of the one God and of his own 
mission as a steward of His creation. 
It could be said without paradox that this 
allegory about a solitary figure is in fact  
a philosophical work on relationships. It  
is a book on self-education in essential 
connections: recognition of and connec-
tion with oneself; recognition of and 
connection with kindred beings or other 
selves; recognition of and connection  
with the divine; recognition of and connec-
tion with earth. All these connections  
are manifestations of the cosmic driving 
force of love, which he first tasted as an 
infant and a little boy in the bond with  
his deer-mother. 

It takes many stages for Hayy to compre-
hend all of these connections and his 
place in a totality held together by love. 
After a phase of violence and arrogance, 
during which he would perform vivisection 
on animals to try to understand the very 
principle of life and the significance of 
death, he gradually comes to understand 
that it is his most fundamental duty vis-à-
vis earth and the life it nurtures to protect 
it, expand it, enlighten it: that is what stew-
ardship of the earth commands. In other 
words, he comes to understand what it 
means to inhabit the world, and not think 
of himself as its master and possessor.  
It is in that sense that Hayy ibn Yaqzan 
deserves a prominent place in the history 
of works devoted to ecological awareness. 

Nothing is said in the tale about the build-
ings that this Robinson Crusoe avant la 
lettre creates on his island. But it is obvi-
ous, from the trajectory that led him to fully 
realise who he was meant to be, that his 
architecture will be inspired by his preoc-
cupation with the meaning of inhabiting. 
One could have in mind—I had—the likes 
of the Green School, one of the projects 
shortlisted, a sustainable campus where 
everything is made of bamboo and where 
the students are taught, primarily, to have  
a passion for Planet Earth. Other projects 
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that are not buildings translate as well the 
notion of inhabiting earth: the Wadi Hanifa
Wetlands that breathed life back into the 
environment near Riyadh, the project in 
Tunis designed to revitalise the colonial 
heritage of the city along with that of its 
“medina”, etc.—are all examples of  
Hayy’s architecture, the art of walking 
lightly on earth.

Note
1  Maria Rosa Menocal, The Ornament of the World: 

How Muslims, Jews and Christians Created a 
Culture of Tolerance in Medieval Spain (New York, 
Boston, London: Little, Brown and Company, 
2002).


