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Bangladesh has a large population, over eighty 
million live in slightly over fifty five thousand square 
miles Only twelve percent of the population live in 
hundred and forty urban centres Five of these have 
populations over a hundred thousand, housing seven
ty percent of the urban people. Dhaka, has a popula
tion of over three million, thus housing over one 
quarter of the total urban population with a gross 
density of less than one hundred persons per acre. 
Small urban centres have densities less than fifteen 
persons per acre. The total urban area of the country 
is slightly over six hundred square miles or about I 2 
percent of the total area. These urban centres are pri
marily seats of administration with courts and various 
regional government offices 

In recent times a very significant change has occurred 
in the rural-urban scene of this country. The present 
government in an effort to take the administration 
closer to the people of the rural areas has installed 
over four hundred Upazilas with limited adminis
trative and service facilities These Upazilas are 
administrative regions previously known as Thana or 
Police-Station. Under the colonial government the 
basic unit of administration was the police-station. 
The name has been changed, the status has been 
uplifted with the expectation that the Upazilas will 
have growth potential to develop into townships 
With an annual effective economic growth rate of 
slightly over two percent chances are very thin that 
these centres will rapidly grown into townships The 
people are readily drawn towards larger urban centres 
adding to their existing problems. 

The major problem in urban areas of Bangladesh is 
by no means density of population. The major 
problem is lack of proper planning, infrastructure and 
utility services The policy makers are very concerned 
about the expansion of urban areas encroaching into 
the surrounding agricultural land. In recent times 
regulations have been passed requiring that all public 
sector buildings, residential or otherwise should have 
foundations capable of carrying up to four storeys 
high. All buildings above five storeys, will have to 
have ground floors empty for parking cars While the 

policy makers are busy limiting the boundaries of 
urban areas which occupy only 1.2 percent of the total 
land, rural homesteads are proliferating by leaps and 
bounds eating up valuable agricultural land 

Eighty percent of the population live in villages A 
conglomeration of homesteads is called a village. Villages 
do not have recorded boundaries but a few villages toge
ther forms a Union. A Union has defined boundaries 
often demarcated by colonial rulers for revenue collec
tion purposes Bangladesh is said to have sixty to seventy 
thousand villages Each village has a population of about 
fifteen hundred with about five hundred acres ofland to 
live on, to grow cereals by agriculture, proteins by dairy 
and pisciculture, and building structures to live and work 
in According to the Second Five Year Plan document for 
the 1980-1985 period, about eight percent of the rural 
land is being used as homesteads and by the turn of 
the century this might increase to fifteen percent. The 
situation is very alarming. At present there is no land 
assembly system and no planning policy or regulation 
exists for the use of rural land. Anybody may change 
the land use from agricultural to residential if he 
desires to do so. Usually the area is raised above the 
flood level by making an earthen mound by digging 
ponds. Loss of agricultural land is doubled due to the 
raising of the level and digging of the pond. The rural 
landscape of Bangladesh is dotted with mounds and 
ponds scattered all around. For the conservation of 
agricultural land and regulation of indiscriminate use 
of rural land, a proper planning policy and legislation 
regarding rural landuse is an immediate necessity. 
Since the rural areas hardly have any community struc
tures the architecture constitutes mainly the home
stead with its traditional layout, form and structure. 

The census reports show that over 75% of the houses 
in rural Bangladesh are kutcha (non-permanent), 
20% are unclassified meaning worse than kutcha So 
there are a negligible number of permanent houses in 
rural areas. There are very good reasons for this. 

A Bangladeshi peasant never felt secure in his land. 
During the Muslim period the king was the sole owner 
of all the land. The king's agent might come one 
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morning and ask the peasant family to leave without 
showing any reason. During British colonial rule 
some rights of land were recorded in favour of the 
Zamindar (Landlord). He took permanent lease of 
the villages, both homestead and agricultural lands, 
for fixed yearly taxes. He, at his sweet will, could 
dispossess any farmer of his land holding This lack 
of security of land tenure historically discouraged 
rural people from building permanent structures. 
After independence the right to land has finally been 
recognised under a very complicated land tenure 
system. Ironically by then a large number of families 
had already been dispossessed of their land. The 
number of landless families is still on the increase 

The second reason for not building permanent 
structures is natural calamities This region is fre
quently visited by floods, cyclones and tornadoes. 
With available materials and technology it was very 
difficult and expensive to build structures totally 
immune to these severe calamities. Rural people 
accepted the fact that natural calamities would take 
their occasional toll and they would have to rebuild 
from the bits and pieces left over after the calamities 

The third reason is poverty. Rural Bangladesh is a 
classic example of exploitation of the masses by a 
limited few for a prolonged time. Bernier, a French 
traveller, came to this part ofthe world during the rule 
of the Mughal emperor Aurangzeb (16th century) He 
mentioned that the land was very fertile and rich crops 
were harvested and handsome taxes were sent to the 
capital. The cultivator never had more than two 
square meals and a loincloth. Abject poverty still 
continues in the rural scene and income distribution 
is lopsided. The majority of families are below subsis
tence level. An average family cannot have the human 
dignity of possessing a reasonable shelter with existing 
income distribution. 

Percentage distribution of total rural households in 
Bangladesh by income (1978-79) 

Monthly household Percent of total Percent of total 
income group household members 

Below 300 8.7 44 
300-399 106 69 
400-499 113 85 
500-749 24.6 22.1 
750-999 169 182 
1000-1499 164 210 
1500-1999 6.1 91 
2000-2999 3.8 65 
3000-4999 1.3 2.6 
5000 and above 03 07 

Source compiledfrom data of Table 1524 (p 716) in B B S 
(1984), Statistical Yearbook of Bangladesh 
(1983-84), L>haka. 

154 

Bangladesh, a vast plain of green and water 
crisscrossed by rivers like silver laces, has always 
intrigued the visitors The rulers and the ruling class 
throughout history consisted of immigrants from 
Turkey, Central Asia, Iran, Afghanistan and North 
India. These people became totally integrated with the 
region and lost their identity Their culture never 
prevailed over the local culture. The local culture 
seems to have had the upper hand Specially in rural 
areas these external influences had very little impact 
The rural house form has remained unchanged for 
centuries 

Local building materials also helped in maintaining 
the vernacular form. The import of building materials 
has always been extremely difficult Even today trans
portation of building materials poses a serious 
problem C I sheet has been very popular in rural 
areas primarily because of ease of transportation. 
Reuse and easy transportation have always been the 
major criteria in the choice of materials. 

The rural houses are usually very small and have less 
covered area; the size of the building being customa
rily indicated by the length of the perimeter Rooms 
are primarily sleeping quarters, most other activities 
taking place outdoors The layout of different units 
housing different function is meticulous. The layout 
gives a strong emphasis on privacy and separation of 
male and female zones 

Rural areas rarely have any physical infrastructure of 
utility services. This encourages random growth and 
a scattered disorganised settlement pattern. This scat
tered pattern oflayout has made the planned location 
and growth of community buildings extremely diffi
cult, though most villages have a school and a 
mosque. These two public structures have failed to 
work as a focus of the pattern of growth. 

Statistics on mosques in Bangladesh (1983) 

No ofMouza No. of mosque 

With 
mosque 

Without Juma Fanjegama 
mosque 

45,996 14,587 108,527 23,239 

Total 

131,766 

Source B B S (1983), Noakhali 1)istrict Statistics, 1983, 
p.153 

Total number of pI imary schools in the country 44,000 

As mentioned before, rural homesteads did not have 
any services such as drinking water, sanitation, elec
tricity or even access roads. All waste water ran into 
the pond or other nearby water body where digestion 
of the sewage took place without seriously disturbing 
the ecological balance although dangerously exposing 
people to all sorts of disease. With the increase of 



population this natural balance is being disturbed and 
the total environment is being seriously polluted. 

At this stage, after fifteen years of independence, the 
rural environment has to be improved and certain 
changes have become imperative. Unrestricted 
drainage of human wastes to water bodies cannot be 
allowed any more. Shallow tubewells for the supply 
of drinking water to groups of families have become 
a necessity. The administration are taking steps to 
provide health and family planning facilities to all the 
villagers Efforts are being made to meet the energy 
requirement of the rural masses by modern means. 
The process of building roads connecting all the 
villages to the Upazila headquarters is already in 
progress. Appropriate technology in the field of 
agricultural production has made some headway 
Rural infrastructure and institutional development is 
gaining priority and the demand and preference for 
permanent structures in Rural Bangladesh is ever 
increasing. 

In the rural scene the stage for skilled personnel like 
architects to play their role is well set It is up to the 
architects now to take the opportunity to make their 
contribution felt by the vast majority of the rural 
populace of the country. On the other hand the 
architects might choose to keep their activities limited 
to a few urban rich as they have been doing so far. 

Today Rural Bangladesh is on the threshold of radi
cal changes; because of need for land conservation, 
need for services, need for nucleation of homesteads, 
need for community facilities and need for properly 
designed permanent structures, so the need for archi
tects has also become imperative. In the rural scene 
the architect will not work on a given brief. He has to 
analyse the existing situation, synthesise, bring in new 
liberal ideas, use modern technology and harmonise 
it with old traditions. 

A new environment has to evolve which has to be well 
thought out, rationally and socially acceptable. Social 
acceptability is the challenge architects have to face. 
The success of the designer lies in the analysis of the 
situation and evolution of a solution which will not 
only be technically superior but socially acceptable, 
properly suited to the genius of rural people. 
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