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Over the last couple of years, I've had a chance to witness the vastness of the Aga Khan 
Development Network. 

In Afghanistan, I worked at a hospital managed by Aga Khan University, called home 
using a SIM card provided by Roshan Telecom, and relaxed at the Serena Hotel on 
Fridays. In Kenya, I worked at Aga Khan University Hospital, banked at Diamond Trust 
Bank, exercised at the Aga Khan Sports Club, and vacationed at Serena Beach Hotel & 
Spa in Mombasa. 

In East Africa, I found that I could wear my Ismaili identity all day long (rather than only 
between the hours of 7-9pm as we generally do in the West). After all, everyone there 
knew what it meant to be an Ismaili Muslim and who the Aga Khan was. Having been born 
and raised in the States, I was tired of having to explain all of these things and on most 
days, I avoided such discussions with classmates or colleagues. 

On my first visit to Kenya in 2010, I spent a couple of hours touring Mombasa. As the 
driver was taking me from one place to another, I found an opportunity to conduct some 
high-quality market research. 

"So Alois, you've shown me the Aga Khan Hospital and the Aga Khan 
Academy. Have you ever seen the Aga Khan in person?" I asked. 
 
"Me, no. Well, yes but from afar," Alois replied. 
 
"Oh okay. Well, what do you think of him? What do you think of the Aga 
Khan?" 
 
"You want to know what I really think?" he asked. 
 
Hesitating for a moment, I answered, "Yes, I want to know what you really 
think." I braced myself as I expected an abrasive answer. 
 
"If there were two or three like him in this world, this place would be 
paradise." I was stunned. 

A smile appeared on my face as I sat in traffic - thankful for the few moments it granted me 
to ponder. How did one person establish such a complex entity as the AKDN? How does it 
all fit together? What do the individual institutions have to do with each other? 
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I.	  Aga	  Khan	  Development	  Network	  –	  Harmony	  Wheel	  

The AKDN has a single shareholder and a single purpose: 

“To the Imamat the meaning of ‘quality of life’ extends to the entire ethical and social context in 
which people live, and not only to their material well-being measured over generation after 
generation. Consequently, the Imamat’s is a holistic vision of development, as is prescribed by the 
faith of Islam. It is about investing in people, in their pluralism, in their intellectual pursuit, and 
search for new and useful knowledge, just as much as in material resources. But it is also about 
investing with a social conscience inspired by the ethics of Islam. It is work that benefits all, 
regardless of gender, ethnicity, religion, nationality or background. Does the Holy Qur’an not say in 
one of the most inspiring references to mankind, that Allah has created all from one soul?” 
[Mawlana Hazar Imam, Kenya, December 2003] 

 
This is summarized as AKDN’s Primary Intention, shown below: 
 

  
The AKDN agencies can be systematically organized using the fields of the Inflow Matrix Harmony 
Wheel1 as shown here:  

 
 1Elijah Ignatieff is a contemporary master of systematics and systems thinking. He is the originator of the Inflow    

 Matrix, a combination of innovative knowledge management tools and holistic thinking processes. 
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The AKDN is the quintessential entity to map to the Harmony Wheel, as it has had a significant 
and measurable impact on all nine fields of the outer group. Each of the fields is governed by a specific 
value extracted from the AKDN Ethical Framework document. The values are defined as follows: 
 

FIELD VALUE DEFINITION 
1. Science Learning To acquire knowledge of or skill in (something) by study, 

instruction, or experience. 
2. Economics Sustainability To value the keeping in existence and maintaining of a system. 
3. Education Intelligence To value the capacity for learning, reasoning, understanding, 

and similar forms of mental activity. 
4. Technology Integration To value the act or instance of combining into an integral 

whole. 5. Arts Inspiration To value a divine influence directly and immediately exerted 
upon the mind or soul. 

6. Health Respect To value a sense of the worth or excellence of a person, a 
personal quality or ability. 

7. Philanthropy Compassion To value a deep awareness of the suffering of another coupled 
with the wish to relieve it. 

8. Politics Justice To value the proper placement of every person, place, or thing 
according to its rightful due.  

9. Governance Trust To value a person on whom or thing on which one relies upon. 

Center: Community Life To value the force that makes or keeps something alive; the 
vivifying or quickening principle. 

 
	  
II.	  Aga	  Khan	  Academy	  –	  Synergy	  Wheel	  

Embedded within the Harmony Wheel is the Synergy Wheel. Since the AKDN is mapped to the Harmony 
Wheel, any one of its agencies can be mapped to the Synergy Wheel. Doing so would provide a holistic 
view of the specific agency – as each agency operates independently, but within the greater framework to 
fulfill the overall purpose of the AKDN. 
 
A relatively new AKDN initiative is the establishment of the Aga Khan Academies - an envisaged network 
of 18 centers of learning located throughout Africa, Asia, and the Middle East. Mawlana Hazar Imam has 
defined the mission of these Academies as follows:  
 

“To provide education that prepares children for life, [which] must go beyond fundamental skills to 
stimulate creativity, intellectual curiosity and honest inquiry. Advancement and development, both 
personal and societal, are dependent on these elements. Innovation and progress arise from the 
ability to approach a challenge in a new way and offer a solution.” [Mombasa, Kenya]  

 
In order to better understand the purpose of these Academies, it is crucial to understand the current 
global context, also defined by Mawlana Hazar Imam in his speech at Aga Khan University in 2006: 
 

“All of these changes suggest that we are moving into a new epoch of history, a new condition of 
human life. Many observers describe this new world as the “Knowledge Society” – contrasting it 
with the Industrial Societies or the Agricultural Societies of the past. In this new era, the 
predominant source of influence will stem from information, intelligence and insight rather than 
physical power or natural resources…That will mean embracing the values of collaboration and 
coordination, openness and partnership, choice and diversity—which will under-gird the 
Knowledge Society, learning constantly to review and revise and renew what we think we know – 
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learning how to go on learning. The spirit of the Knowledge Society is the spirit of Pluralism—a 
readiness to accept the Other, indeed to learn from him, to see difference as an opportunity rather 
than a threat.” 

 
The Primary Intention of the Aga Khan Academy Synergy Map (shown below) summarizes the 
institution’s mission, given the global context described above. It is important to remember that the 
Academies also participate in and support a greater vision – that of the AKDN, which includes and 
transcends the mission of the Aga Khan Academies. 
 

 

The Aga Khan Academy’s activities can be mapped to the Synergy Wheel as shown here:  
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III.	  Aga	  Khan	  Academy	  –	  Governing	  Values	  

Truth @ Communication	  
Definition – Truth: Immanent, experiential truth of interconnectedness & non-
separateness, existence as changing states of awareness within timeless spirit. 
 
Justification – In the forward to the Aga Khan Academies' brochure, Mawlana Hazar 
Imam remarked that one goal of education must be to: 
 

“Stimulate students to consider a variety of perspectives on some of the fundamental questions 
posed by the human condition: 'What is truth? What is reality?’ and ‘What are my duties to my 
fellow man, to my country and to God?’” 

 
 
Collaboration @ Research 
Definition – Collaboration: Two or more people or organizations working together to 
realize shared goals by sharing knowledge, learning, and building consensus. 
 
Justification – Professor Andrew Hargreaves holds the Thomas More Brennan Chair 
in Education at Boston College, the mission of which is to promote social justice and 
connect theory and practice in education. In his book Teaching in the Knowledge 

Society, Professor Hargreaves writes: 
 

“Professional learning communities in schools emphasize three key components: collaborative 
work and discussion among the school’s professionals; a strong and consistent focus on teaching 
and learning within that collaborative work; and gathering assessment and other data to inquire 
into and evaluate progress and problems over time.”  

 
Each Academy will house a Professional Development Center (PDC), a cutting-edge training ground for 
educators and a regional research hub. The PDCs serve as the platform for collaborative research 
globally: first among the educators at Aga Khan Academy, Mombasa, then from one Academy to another, 
and finally with all of the partner institutions across the world.  
 
 

(Enabled) Self-Actualization @ Infrastructure 
Definition – Self-Actualization: The desire for self-fulfillment; to become actualized in 
what one is potentially. To become more and more what one is; to become everything 
that one is capable of becoming.  
 
Justification – Abraham Maslow defined self-actualization as "intrinsic growth of what 
is already in the organism, or more accurately of what is the organism itself...self-

actualization is growth-motivated rather than deficiency-motivated." This quote explains that one cannot 
reach self-actualization until the lower order needs of Maslow's hierarchy are satisfied.  
 
For the residential students at Aga Khan Academy, the state-of-the-art, purpose-built infrastructures fulfill 
all of the prerequisite needs for self-actualization, beginning with biological and physiological and up 
through aesthetic needs (shown below). Thus, the Academy’s infrastructure enables the students to strive 
towards self-actualization and transcendence.  
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Intellectual Humility @ Learning / Human Resources 
Definition – Intellectual Humility: Awareness of the limits of one’s knowledge, including 
sensitivity to circumstances in which one’s native egocentrism is likely to function self-
deceptively. 
 
Justification – Mawlana Hazar Imam has emphasized the value of intellectual humility 

in a number of speeches related to the Aga Khan Academies. The most significant speech in this arena is 
the Peterson Lecture at the Annual Meeting of the International Baccalaureate Organization (Atlanta, 
Georgia - USA, 2008):  
 

“…In the final analysis, the great problem of humankind in a global age will be to balance and 
reconcile the two impulses of which I have spoken: the quest for distinctive identity and the search 
for global coherence. What this challenge will ultimately require of us, is a deep sense of personal 
and intellectual humility, an understanding that diversity itself is a gift of the Divine, and that 
embracing diversity is a way to learn and to grow — not to dilute our identities but to enrich our 
self-knowledge.” 

 
The human resources at the Academy (primarily consisting of educators) must demonstrate that they 
value learning more than maintaining their egos, and thus, must practice the ethic of intellectual humility 
among themselves if they hope to see it within the student body. 
 

 
Transdisciplinary @ Operations	  
Definition – Transdisciplinary: That which is at once between the disciplines, across 
the different disciplines, and beyond all discipline (see illustration below). Its goal is 
the understanding of the present world, of which one of the imperatives is the unity of 
knowledge.  
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Justification – Transdisciplinary complements disciplinary approaches. The transdisciplinary vision goes 
beyond the exact sciences and demands dialogue with the humanities and the social sciences, as well as 
with art, literature, poetry and spiritual experience. The recognition of the existence of different levels of 
reality governed by different types of logic is inherent in the transdisciplinary attitude. The 
transdisciplinary attitude involves an acceptance of the unknown, the unexpected and the unforeseeable. 
 
Basarab Nicolescu, a co-founder of the Study Group on Transdisciplinarity at UNESCO and an expert on 
transdisciplinary reconciliation between science and the humanities, writes: 
 

“Transdisciplinary education has its origins in the inexhaustible richness of the scientific spirit, 
which is based on questioning, as well as on the rejection of all a priori answers and certitude 
contradictory to the facts. At the same time, it revalues the role of deeply rooted intuition, of 
imagination, of sensitivity, and of the body in the transmission of knowledge. Only in this way can 
society of the twenty-first century reconcile effectiveness and affectivity. Universal sharing of 
knowledge - a necessity of our world - cannot take place without the emergence of a new tolerance 
founded on the transdisciplinary attitude, one which implies putting into practice transcultural, 
transreligious, transpolitical and transnational visions.” [Transdisciplinary Evolution of Learning] 
 

Theory Of Knowledge (TOK), a compulsory course for the International Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma 
program at Aga Khan Academy, is a perfect example of transdisciplinary curriculum. The IB website 
states that the TOK course provides coherence for the student as it “transcends and links academic 
subject areas, thus demonstrating the ways in which they can apply their knowledge with greater 
awareness and credibility.”  
 
The Aga Khan Academy offers a curriculum that is even more transdisciplinary than the standard IB 
curriculum. Mawlana Hazar Imam has prescribed a set of five strands to be interwoven into the curriculum 
and yet cut across disciplines and all grade levels.  
 
The five strands are: i) pluralism; ii) cultures, including Muslim civilizations, and their unique contributions 
to society; iii) global economics; iv) ethics and moral reasoning; and v) comparative systems of 
government, allowing competent judgment of constitutions, political systems and potential development of 
democratic approaches. 
 
On an operational level, the strands serve as the lenses through which the Academy’s teachers select 
texts when preparing their lesson plans. Therefore, topics such as ethics and cultures etc. are not seen 
as isolated discussions in any single class, but rather they are regarded as transdisciplinary topics of 
discussion that continue beyond classrooms. 
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Self- Awareness @ Creativity 
Definition – Self-Awareness: The capacity for introspection and the ability to reconcile 
oneself as an individual separate from the environment and other individuals. 
 
Justification – In an educational system, creativity must start with the teachers and 
then find its way into the lives of the students, as Professor Hargreaves advises: 

 
“We can promote a high investment, high capacity educational system in which highly skilled 
teachers are able to generate creativity and ingenuity among their pupils, by experiencing creativity 
and flexibility themselves in how they are treated and developed as knowledge society 
professionals. In this scenario, teaching and teachers will reach far beyond the technical tasks of 
producing acceptable test results, to pursuing teaching as a life-shaping, world-changing social 
mission again… 
 
…In their preparation, their professional development, and their working lives, today’s teachers 
must get a grasp of, and a grip on, the knowledge society in which their pupils live and will work. If 
teachers do not understand the knowledge society, they cannot prepare their pupils for it.” 
[Teaching in a Knowledge Society] 

 
Susanne R. Cook-Greuter, an internationally renown authority on mature adult development, explains 
how creative engagement leads to regular practice of introspection, which not only allows one to better 
know him/herself, but also access information beyond oneself. In her article Ego Development in Nine 
Stages, Cook-Greuter writes:  
  

“As the process of self-awareness deepens and reasoning becomes further differentiated for 
construct-aware individuals, access to intuition, bodily states, feelings, dreams, archetypal and 
other transpersonal material increases. More than that, these sources of knowledge can become 
as important as rational deliberation for making sense of experience and for finding meaning in life. 
Indeed, the capacity to draw from and appreciate insights from non-rational sources of information 
increases throughout post-conventional development… 
 
…Most importantly, the more regular practice of turning inward and observing one’s own mental 
processes also often leads to the spontaneous experience of a direct mode of being in which 
knower and known momentarily merge, and the personal self-sense disappears. These states are 
variously called peak moments, flow states, or bliss experiences.”  

 
At Aga Khan Academy, artistic creativity must be regarded as a critical element, as it deepens an 
individual’s level of self-awareness. A deeper level of self-awareness enables one to open him/herself up 
to greater insights and thereby contribute towards the Knowledge Society of the new era. 
 

 
Unitive Consciousness @ Synergy / Customer Service	  
Definition – Unitive Consciousness: Cosmic / Universal perspective; feelings of 
belongingness and feelings of one’s separateness and uniqueness are experienced 
without undue tension; can shift focus effortlessly. 
 
Justification – The ‘customers’ of Aga Khan Academy are the parents of students and 

graduates. Therefore, it is the responsibility of the educators, staff, and management at Aga Khan 
Academy to demonstrate a unitive consciousness, which Cook-Greuter describes in detail:  
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“At this level of integration, adults can look at themselves and at other beings in terms of the 
passing of ages, of near and far in geographical, social, cultural, historical, intellectual and 
developmental dimensions. They can take multiple points of view and shift focus effortlessly 
among many states of awareness. They feel embedded in nature - birth, growth and death, joy and 
pain - are seen as natural occurrences, - patterns of change in the flux of time. 
 
Because of this unitive ability they can cherish the humanness in the seemingly most 
undifferentiated beings and feel at one with them. They respect the essence in others and 
therefore do not need them to be different than they are. Unitive thinkers also accept themselves 
“as is” in a non-controlling way. No matter how great their achievements may be, they are aware 
that these are only a drop in the pool of ongoing human endeavors. Sensitive others are often 
struck by the humility and grace that they experience in the presence of unitive individuals. Being 
down-to-earth (simplicity on the other side of complexity) can be one of the most salient 
differences between personal and transpersonal ways of meaning making.” [Ego Development in 
Nine Stages] 

 
 
Universal Responsibility @ Services	  
Definition – Universal Responsibility: Identifying oneself with the whole Earth 
community as well as one’s local communities and sharing responsibility for the 
present and future wellbeing of the human family and the larger living world. 
 
Justification – Services are all of the voluntary activities the Academy undertakes to 
give back to the larger community within which it operates. The Aga Khan Academy 

has this built-in into the mission of its Professional Development Centers, which provide ongoing, 
collaborative training for Academy faculty as well as teachers from neighboring government, private and 
not-for-profit schools. This creates a multiplier effect that enhances the quality of education 
regionally. The Academy’s ethic of universal responsibility is an integral quality that more and more of the 
forward-thinking, world-serving organizations are incorporating into their strategy. 

The Earth Charter, a document worthy of special mention, is a product of a decade-long, worldwide, 
cross-cultural dialogue on common goals and shared values. The Earth Charter project began as a 
United Nations initiative, but was carried forward and completed by a global civil society initiative. It was 
finalized and then launched as a people’s charter in 2000 by The Earth Charter Commission, an 
independent international entity. This document captures the essence of the value of universal 
responsibility: 

“We are at once citizens of different nations and of one world in which the local and global are 
linked. The spirit of human solidarity and kinship with all life is strengthened when we live with 
reverence for the mystery of being, gratitude for the gift of life, and humility regarding the human 
place in nature. 
 
As never before in history, common destiny beckons us to seek a new beginning. Such renewal is 
the promise of these Earth Charter principles. To fulfill this promise, we must commit ourselves to 
adopt and promote the values and objectives of the Charter. 
 
This requires a change of mind and heart. It requires a new sense of global interdependence and 
universal responsibility. We must imaginatively develop and apply the vision of a sustainable way 
of life locally, nationally, regionally, and globally. Our cultural diversity is a precious heritage and 
different cultures will find their own distinctive ways to realize the vision. We must deepen and 
expand the global dialogue that generated The Earth Charter, for we have much to learn from the 
ongoing collaborative search for truth and wisdom. 
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Life often involves tensions between important values. This can mean difficult choices. However, 
we must find ways to harmonize diversity with unity, the exercise of freedom with the common 
good, short-term objectives with long-term goals. Every individual, family, organization, and 
community has a vital role to play. The arts, sciences, religions, educational institutions, media, 
businesses, nongovernmental organizations, and governments are all called to offer creative 
leadership. The partnership of government, civil society, and business is essential for effective 
governance.” 

 
	  

Experiential Learning @ Interphasing / Marketing	  
Definition – Experiential Learning: Personally responsible participants cognitively, 
affectively, and behaviorally process knowledge, skills, and/or attitudes in an active 
learning environment. 
 
Justification – The document titled A Guide for Using the Earth Charter in Education 
advises educational systems to: 

 
“Provide opportunities for ‘learning by doing’ because it is “essential to bridging the gap between 
espoused values and real-life actions. It also provides opportunities to experience what it means to 
implement an ethical principle within one’s community and personal life. Experiential learning is 
particularly important for ethics education, for it is when we are engaged in action that our values 
are applied and tested.” 

 
However, experiential learning can serve a wider audience than just the student of the Academies. 
Experiential learning can enable parents, external instructors, organizations, and government agencies to 
learn, know, and understand more about the Academy.  
	  

	  
Cosmopolitan Ethic @ Stewardship / Management	  
Definition – Cosmopolitan Ethic: A readiness to accept the complexity of human 
society; balances rights and duties. Acknowledging the immensity of the Divine and 
our human limitations. Global citizenship.  
 
Justification – Kwame Anthony Appiah, an expert on education for global citizenship, 
best articulates the value of cosmopolitan ethic in his book Cosmopolitanism: Ethics in 

a World of Strangers: 
 
“Cosmopolitanism begins with the philosophical doctrine of fallibilism—the recognition that we may 
be mistaken, even when we have looked carefully at the evidence and applied our highest mental 
capacities. A fallibilist knows that he or she is likely to make mistakes about things. We have 
views, and we take our own views seriously. But we are always open to the possibility that it may 
turn out that we’re wrong. To put it simply: if I’m wrong about something, maybe I can learn from 
others, even if they are wrong about something else.” 
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