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The training of architects is part of the UN
ESCO programme regarding housing. It was 
in 1970 that UNESCO organised, as its first 
activity in this domain, a meeting of experts 
in the training of architects. Internationally 
famous architects, teachers and prac
ticioners advised the organisation about a 
programme that afterwards became quite 
successful. Certain parts of the report of this 
meeting, which was held at the Ecole Poly
technique Federale de Zurich (EPFZ) still 
seem to be of great relevance. 

The architect should playa major role in 
society. He is able to contribute to great 
enterprises of our times, especially in gener
al domains like human rights, development 
and the environment, which interest the en
tire human race and to which his own vision, 
his imagination and creative spirit can offer 
a valuable contribution. 

The aim of architecture has always been to 
improve conditions of life; but should the 
profession see its competence limited purely 
to technical aspects of construction, it will 
stop doing work that is useful to society. If, 
on the other hand, it remains open to broad
er concerns, it could be brought to attack 
entirely new problems in areas that, at first 
sight, seem far removed from construction. 

Just like society, the architectural profession 
will be called on to change considerably over 
the next ten years. Of course, architecture 
will not renounce its traditional concerns, 
but new methods will be adopted. This 
change in the manner of proceeding will 
involve tension between the profession and 
traditional practitioners. 

Architects work less and less for people, and 
it is now society as a whole that is the cus
tomer. The training that they are given must 
teach them what their mission is in relation 
to the global environment. 

During the meeting, the opinion was ex
pressed that it is not possible to define for 
once and for all the responsibilities of the 
architect; these are determined by social, 
economic and cultural factors of a particular 
region or country at a particular time and 
therefore have to be continually restudied. 
This ongoing questioning of change should 
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be reflected in the training programmes and 
in the policies of schools. 

The experts noted that, among the numer
ous factors which influence the profession, 
some currently are of particular importance: 
differentiation of disciplines, the birth of reo 
gional ecology, the introduction of social sci
ences, the growing importance accorded not 
so much to the construction of buildings, but 
to the process of construction considered as 
a totality, and the evolution of the metho
dology of conception. 

The Role and Responsibilities of the 
Architect 

I do not need to remind anyone of the tradi
tional role of the architect and the dis
cussions that have been raised by the profes
sion for several years. Some feel that it is a 
profession that has been shattered by a crisis 
the deep reasons for which are not really 
known. Others still think and affirm with 
much conviction that the architect is the con
ductor, the man of synthesis who co-ordi
nates from top to bottom the decisions taken 
or to be taken by the numerous contributors 
to the complex process of architectural and 
urbanistic conception. His image was for a 
long time that of a powerful artist whose 
creative capacities gave shape to our dwell
ings, towns, and our built environment as a 
whole and thus contributed to the happiness 
of his contemporaries. A high standing in 
the social hierarchy went hand in hand with 
this notion of the "monstre sacre". 

This illusion still exists today within the 
minds of young students and exerts influ
ence not only in industrialised countries, but 
also in many developing countries, where 
students expect their architectural faculties 
to give them the means that will enable them 
to occupy as quickly as possible a privileged 
place in their respective societies. 

I do not think that there exists another pro
fession the study which is sanctioned by a 
university-level diploma that asks itself so 
many questions about its role, its responsibi
lities and its future. It seems that architec-

ture faculties, whether they be part of an 
Ecole des Beaux Arts or a poly technical 
school, are far from being able to provide a 
satisfactory answer to these questions. 

While a growing number of architects find 
themselves jobless, important discussions 
have developed over the last years on ten
dencies and doctrines, on functionalism, and 
post-modernism, on rationalism and 
regionalism, on structuralism and brutalism, 
on "high-tech" and in research on a better 
or new use of earth, wood or bamboo. But, 
despite constantly underlining the role and 
social commitment of the architect, one is 
surprised to note that the public at large 
hardly feels concerned about these debates 
within the profession and by the identity 
problems which architects must confront 
today. 

Faced with a marked decline in private and 
public orders and the fact that, in many 
countries, a surprisingly small percentage of 
what is built volume results from the 
involvement of an architect, it is not sur
prising that many architects have a deep 
sense of frustration, despite the fact that 
many display an apparently encouraging 
confidence because they are convinced that 
they can still make a\definitive contribution 
to the process of the conception of our built 
environment. 

An architect used to be essentially at the 
disposal of an elite, and his commitment to 
society on the whole was traditionally weak. 
Architectural training has always been and 
still is the reflection of this state of affairs. 
However, it seems that many architects, 
especially in industrialised countries, are 
starting to take this into account. The in
terest shown, for example, in the pro
grammes of rehabilitation and improvement 
of existing housing with the participation of 
the users, or in the study of traditional or 
vernacular architecture in nearly all regions 
ofthe world is perhaps significant. But, is 
this nostalgia or, quite simply, an alibi? Is 
there a will to undertake research in order to 
move away from what one has become used 
to calling "functionalist architecture" with 
the monotony and "visual" terror for which 
many criticise it? Is it a question of finding 



more subtle concepts which adapt better to 
the different contexts and realities of diffe
rent geo-cultural regions or a better know
ledge of certain processes of architectural 
conception? 

Whatever the case, a new philosophy of the 
profession largely still remains to be de
fined. 

But what should concern us quite parti
cularly is the danger of exportation to the 
developing countries not only concepts, 
theories and tendencies, but also the identity 
crisis of the profession. 

The work field of the architect in developing 
countries is very different. However, it 
seems that he operates in practice the same 
way as his colleagues do in the industrialised 
countries. He is very rarely concerned with 
problems of survival, marginalisation, pre
carious housing, the informal economy, help 
for a population called clandestine, or even 
illegal, despite often representing the major
ity in urban centres with rapid growth. 

These populations, which are often without 
even the simplest shelter and are exposed to 
unemployment, hunger, deprived of the 
most elementary civil rights, and subsisting 
in a state of illegality, should be, at least 
theoretically, the potential "clients" of the 
architect. But, as we all know, this is not the 
case. Today it is generally recognised that 
the traditional profile of the architect, as we 
know it, is perhaps not the most appropriate 
for developing countries with their cultural 
traditions, social differences and their pecu
liar problems. It should be remembered also 
that traditional built area - villages and 
towns - was, to a large extent, conceived 
and realised without help from profession
als, but according to traditions that were 
often secular by the inhabitants themselves 
with the help of the community. What is, 
therefore, the situation which architects 
must or should confront in the context of 
developing countries? Today, realities are 
very different: a crude estimate indicates 
that the average demographic growth of de
veloping countries is two percent, that of the 
urban population four percent, and that of 
urban slum populations is approximately 
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Building Together, Bangkok: "Building by the people, for the people" 
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eight percent per year. Consequently, when 
one notes that forty percent of the urban 
population of the Third World lives in slum 
areas and that conditions of life in rural 
areas with sixty percent of the population of 
these countries are, in many cases, even 
more disastrous, we must recognise that a 
solution to these problems cannot be found 
except by professionals of a completely 
different profile from that which we know 
today. During the years to come, efforts 
must therefore be concentrated on satisfying 
the most essential needs of the poor popula
tions and the inhabitants of "marginal" sec
tions. Apart from shelter and the fight 
against hunger, it is above all work, educa
tion and health care which are lacking. 

Architects called to work for development 
and in the service of men and women look
ing for shelter should above all bear in mind 
this reality. They should consequently aban
don all references to the aesthetic canons 
that are theirs and take account of the fact 
that improvement in the conditions of life of 
slum inhabitants does not involve prestige 
activities. 

The architect has always been, by his train
ing and by the demands of his professional 
exercise, a specialist prepared to solve com
plex problems, capable of the synthesis of 
various givens and of innovation. No other 
profession that rests on a university educa
tion can boast of this indisputable quality. It 
is up to him today to offer this quality to the 
developing countries with their peculiarities 
and to study the elements that make the 
framework of their life. 

He must develop a global view of the society 
for which he is working and perceive the 
environment in an open and realistic 
manner. 

The administrative, educational and cultural 
structures and the heavy heritage of the 
colonial period in countries that achieved 
independence since 1960 have condemned to 
isolation a large portion of the local popula
tion and constitute a real obstacle to the 
perception of what has been realised and of 
the imagination of new forms of intervention 
that would not only be of advantage to a tiny 
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few representing the elite of a given country, 
but to all those who are in need of help to 
achieve a decent life. 

Faced with the complexity of this task, and 
the necessity of new modes of intervention, 
the profession at present lacks experience 
that is sufficiently representative and that 
could serve as a model. 

Despite the evidence of problems and un
achieved goals, very few attempts have been 
made to make architects participate in policy 
formulation and realistic programmes to im
prove instead of destroying "marginal" 
housing and to develop alternative solutions 
that do not consider housing as an unique 
and isolated function and that do not lack 
the necessary broad scope. 

In order to do this, it seems that one must 
have, above all, a correct perception of the 
existing situation and not consider housing 
and slums and their inhabitants as potential 
or real parasites and antisocial elements 
without capacities and resources. The oppo
site is true, and one must facilitate human 
contacts, study the intellectual and manual 
capacities of the inhabitants and use them, 
while avoiding bureaucratic and paterna
listic attitudes. In short, a true communi
cation with them must be established. 

The informal economy should also be stu
died, the importance of which must not be 
underestimated in the districts of precarious 
housing. Here again, one should not try to 
hide the existence ofthis sector but rather to 
reinforce it to make it more efficient, as it is 
vital for survival. 

One should collaborate with the dwellers, 
and encourage them to participate by train
ing them and by giving them necessary and 
adequate information in a language and in a 
way which is accessible for them. The parti
cipation experiences should be studied in 
order to draw conclusions from successes as 
well as from failures. 

The architect's work would, therefore, not 
be limited to the production of projects and 
drawings. He will be led to step out of his 
usual field of work to take into account so
cial problems. He could be called upon to 
carry out studies in collaboration with repre-

sentatives of other disciplines, and a certain 
amount of action could follow on the prac
tical level. One could make priority lists 
(hygiene, health, housing, work, and so on) 
and lists of possible improvements; conceive 
pamphlets to help the inhabitants; establish 
contacts between the authorities and the 
inhabitants; generate local meetings; start 
information campaigns and share experi
ences with similar operations in other towns 
or countries; organise exchanges among 
those who possess experiences of this kind, 
and so on. 

The most important problem is usually in 
the political and legal area as well as in that 
of education. However, a certain change in 
attitude concerning the "marginal" clusters 
has been achieved, and maybe the Inter
national Year of Shelter for the Homeless, 
proclaimed by the United Nations in 1987, 
has allowed for progress to be made in these 
areas. 

Many countries are now ready to look into 
the question of the homeless and badly 
housed, the very existence of which was 
often denied until now. The actions of re
absorption and outright elimination ofthe 
slums are less frequent and are giving way 
before improvement and restructuring pro
grammes. New legislation is being imposed 
concerning the mechanisms of appropriating 
ground and the status of slum occupants. 
Some efforts are known in this area that 
indicate a certain awareness of realities and 
acceptance instead of rejection of marginal 
agglomerations. 

Some countries have taken steps looking to
wards the introduction in primary education 
of courses dealing with questions related to 
housing, to human settlements and the 
framework of life. By all indications, the 
process of change will be slow and difficult 
for the inhabitants as well as for those who 
help them in their efforts, like architects, 
organisers, administrators, and politicians. 

The architect could play, with others, an 
important intermediary role between the 
population and the responsible authorities. 
It is essential that this contact be established, 
in order to avoid the inhabitants being con
sidered marginal, illegal or clandestine, and, 



on the other hand, to avoid the local author
ities appearing inaccessible. 

The work that the architect can accomplish 
in this new area will certainly not have that 
prestigious a character, but from the social 
angle, it will be essential for a large part of 
the population, whose fate depends on help 
that can be given in a quick and efficient 
way. 

John Turner differentiates between the 
architect who is a "provider" and the one 
who is, or should be, an "enabler", that is, 
an organiser, who is at the disposition of the 
inhabitants with a view to providing them 
with tools and methods rather than a 
finished product. However, the demands 
this involves would have obvious reper
cussions on the teaching of architecture. 

The Teaching of Architecture 

One might have thought that the end of the 
sixties would have provoked a profound dis
ruption in the structures of teaching and a 
radical challenge to the contents of the pro
grammes of study and the pedagogical 
methods used up till then, but, by all indica
tions, the strongly criticised structures were 
reconfirmed, and one notes that virtually no 
real valid solutions to fundamental architec
tural teaching problems were found. The 
situation remains confused in most of the 
industrialised countries and even more so in 
the developing ones. 

Generally speaking, the very rapid increase 
in the volume of knowledge over the last 
twenty years has considerably enriched 
architectural teaching, which has been ex
panded in theories, methods and new con
cepts New subjects and new disciplines 
have been introduced such as urban socio
logy, urban geography, new technologies of 
industrialised construction, com
puter-assisted conception, and the economy 
of construction. 

However teaching architecture and urban
ism, like any other teaching, cannot any lon
ger be limited to a simple transmission of the 
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knowledge that is needed to train a pro
fessional once and for all for his career 
Knowledge evolves very rapidly, and up
dating it continuously becomes an impera
tive for the architect who wishes to maintain 
his creative powers throughout his pro
fessional career. 

Consequently, numerous educational insti
tutions have added to their programmes new 
disciplines which, in some cases, have consi
derably enlarged the options offered by 
school. 

Despite this abundant choice, one appre
ciates that the students can hardly take 
advantage of this richness and that serious 
gaps very often persist. The scientific dis
coveries and technological innovations of 
the last decades have hardly been integrated 
in instruction, and technical and scientific 
subjects still play nowadays a secondary role 
and remain inaccessible not only to students 
but also to many professional architects. 

Indeed, a compilation of subjects and disci
plines does not automatically lead to a cohe
rent education or to the training of a pro
fessional who would be able to solve the 
problems he will face later on. The com
ponents of this education, which, moreover, 
are often strongly personalised ones, do not 
enable the student to set up a programme 
the content of which corresponds to a pre
cise progression and the professional's spe
cial profile. The student will, of course, have 
learned many things, but he will have diffi
culties tying them together to serve a useful 
end. 

Claude Schnaidt, Professor at the Pedagogi
cal Department of the School of Architec
ture in Paris, writes in a text devoted to 
architects' training: 

"Around a core of well structured disci
plines, presented as a body of knowledge, 
seminars giving teachers the chance to pre
sent their personal philosophy have multi
plied for the last ten years. There are, of 
course, according to the schools more or 
fewer teachers who, modestly, force them
selves to provide their students with a 
rationalist training, teaching them how to 
measure, calculate, and analyse, explaining 
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things to them objectively, treating as hypo
thesis that which is contingent and as estab
lished facts that which should be consi
dered as such, inculcating in them thus the 
sense of reality and the willingness to chal
lenge pre-conceived ideas, and to admit 
temporary ignorance that characterise a true 
scientific spirit. However, these teachers are 
often powerless when faced with their col
leagues' murky and pretentious discourse, 
that tends, despite its variations, to ward off 
the profession's anxieties. 

"In some cases, one thinks to have the re
medy in the reality of the site, in operational 
practice, or in contact with the user and 
inhabitant. These experiences are certainly 
useful and need to be encouraged for they 
enable us to perceive the reality of the exer
cise of the profession, because they facilitate 
the comprehension of the mechanisms of the 
construction. However, the knowledge thus 
acquired can only remain superficial if it is 
not backed up by the theoretical expla
nation, reflection and a solid methodology 
of conception that should constitute the base 
for any architecture instruction " 

Much has been said on the interdisciplinary 
work of the architect and on the necessity of 
preparing him for collaboration with the 
representatives of other disciplines. In real
ity, creation is a collective act, but in the 
absence of other contributors, the collective 
work practised in the schools of architecture 
does not produce convincing results, for the 
teams that are set up are not multi-disci
plinary and, consequently, cannot "simu
late" any process of creation close to reality. 

The schools still have too much of a tenden
cy to turn the project and the architectural 
conception into the central pivot of educa
tion and to mould students, at all costs, into 
concept-architects. A diversified educational 
programme, as required today, admits other 
progressions that lead to other professional 
profiles in industrialised countries, as well as 
in developing ones Such an education 
would enable architects subsequently to 
assume positions with which they are tradi
tionally not entrusted. Production, 
industrialisation, management, admini
stration, planification, research and, of 
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course, teaching are the fields that the archi
tect could usefully undertake, if actually pre
pared for the work facing him. It should not 
be very difficult to uncover, during their 
studies, the different interests and abilities 
of students in order to offer them as a result 
a coherent programme with all the subjects 
that they randomly select from the long list 
of subjects proposed by the educational in
stitution. 

In addition, it is necessary to know com
pletely the chosen subjects and to learn their 
special languages - and not the jargon that 
is so easy to pick up and that has long 
dominated the architectural discourse. 

The architect's personality cim only be edu
cated through a sound knowledge and not 
via attitudes, glib discourse and indifference 
to the real content of the subjects. 

A good school, with a solid pedagogy, is in a 
position to give a training that is useful to all 
architects, not just the best ones. But the 
school in its real sense is rare. "There is no 
school, there are only professors giving 
courses" says the teacher of an important 
school of architecture in France. 

To make a teacher of architecture, it is also 
indispensible to develop a pertinent peda
gogy, or, in other terms, a teaching aptitude. 
One must be trained for teaching and one 
must recognise that teaching architecture 
nowadays is a highly complex field that re
quires as much dedication as any other part 
of architecture. However, the pedagogical 
thought does not seem to be essential in 
architectural education institutions and the 
full-time teacher is considered as a rather 
marginal colleague who has not been able to 
divide his professional time between re
search, teaching and practice. 

However, when one looks at the state ofthe 
schools of architecture in some countries
I mean their physical state - one is allowed 
to presume that architect training is not seen 
as a priority. Pedagogical deficiencies are 
often combined with totally inadequate faci
lities in the schools and faculties of architec
ture. One finds unsufficient space, inappro
priate buildings, antiquated or non-existent 
equipment, ridiculous financing compared 
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with official goals, overcrowded institutions, 
lack of balance in geographical repre
sentation, insufficient or non-existent libra
ries and laboratories and many failures in 
diversification of institutions. Moreover, 
there is practically no definition of the con
tent of fundamental or applied research, 
true and useful, that should be a part of any 
advanced education. But, here, too, totally 
inadequate credits impede the development 
of solid architectural research that would 
allow students participation and train them 
to do research. 

If the situation of the industrialised world is 
not encouraging, that ofthe developing 
countries is often desperate. Many of the 
latter still have to send their students, at a 
high cost, to the schools of the industrialised 
countries, where they get an education that 
has nothing to do with the reality that I have 
tried to describe above. So-called "Third 
World" or tropical architecture modules in 
the Western schools are doubtless products 
of good intentions and are often directed by 
teachers with a certain experience of work
ing in one or several developing countries. 
However, there is no doubt that this 
teaching cannot provide the foreign student 
with the wherewithal needed to practice in 
an environment very different from that 
where the training takes place. Work in the 
context of economic and social development 
is difficult and means a great risk of dis
illusionment if the vision of architecture is 
based on the ill-suited one of the indus
trialised countries. 

The fascination of a liberal profession and 
the prospect of contributing to the concep
tion of the built environment usually dis
appear very quickly when the architect is 
faced with the harsh reality of the pro
fessionallife that rarely offers the expected 
satisfactions and the social status equal to 
the aspirations of the young professional. 

It is crucial, therefore, that future architects 
be able to study, if not in their own coun
tries, at least in the region they belong to, so 
that they can assimilate the particularities of 
their environment, and consequently, more 
easily find answers to the local problems of 
planning and construction. But, it is impor-

tant that simultaneously other professional 
categories on which they depend be trained 
that can assume their own responsibilities, at 
different levels, in the complex construction 
process. Education should be conceived of 
as a system with multiple entries and exits 
that correspond to differentiated qualifica
tion profiles. 


