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The scale of the problem determines the solution. This is the key to the strategies 267 

we must develop over the next 25 years. If we succeed in our interventions, then we 

might actually be able to use the unprecedented growth of cities to our permanent 

gain, and emerge from the tunnel that lies ahead — so to speak — better off than 

when we entered. After all, most cities in the past have grown by continuous, 

incremental stages. Thus the authorities never perceived the opportunity to — 

"rearrange the scenery." Let us, for instance, turn the clock back to the time when 

New York had only one or two million inhabitants. If, at that stage, it was apparent 

that it would soon have to accommodate ten million people, then a lot of basic 

structural changes might have been not only financially possible but politically 

viable, and New York today would be a far more rationally organised city. 

This, in the final analysis, is the advantage of our predicament. That, for the first 

time in history, we are able to perceive an enormous quantum leap in urban growth; 

a perception that should really prompt us to re-adjust this scenery we've inherited. 

Intelligently done, this could have staggering geo-political implications — for 

instance, the kind of leverage the U.S.A. gets from having an urban structure which 

spans a continent and connects two oceans. A little over a century ago, the U.S.A. 

was dominated by its Eastern seaboard cities (i.e. Boston, New York, etc.), facing 

only the Atlantic. The reason why that nation can now address the Pacific is that 

in the interim there has grown a matching set of urban centres along the West Coast 

(San Francisco, Los Angeles, etc.) — and also right across the continent (Detroit, 

Chicago, Denver). It is an organic interdependent urban structure generated by the 

enormous population growth that has taken place in the U.S.A. over the last 100 

years. In contrast: Australia, a continent which was structured to face Britain 

through its south-eastern ports of Melbourne and Sydney; though it suspects that its 

future lies with its Asian neighbours to the immediate north and west, it does not 

have the dynamic population growth necessary to make such urban re-structuring 

possible. Where there's growth, there's hope. 

This is not to say that the population should continue to grow in the Third 

World. It is merely to emphasise that in spite of anything we do, the population will 

in many cases double before they stabilise ("Enough girl babies have already been 

born, etc...") We do not have much choice about that. What we do have a choice 

about is in their distribution pattern across the nation — as well as the internal 

structuring within the urban centres. Future generations will certainly hold us 

accountable for missing that unique opportunity. 

The colossal numbers involved need neither confuse nor intimidate us. True, a 

single city of ten million seems unmanageable — but what if the same population is 

distributed in a poly-centred system, of five or six centres, each of a reasonable size? 

Such urban structures already exist, for instance in the Bay Area in California where 

a number of separate centres (San Francisco, Oakland, Marine Country, etc.) all 

form one urban system involving over five million people — and yet San Francisco 
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A commune in China. 

itself has a population of under 900,000. In the same way, several Dutch cities 

(Amsterdam, The Hague, Rotterdam) all form a single poly-nucleated urban system, 

each unit of which still possesses a manageable and human scale. And in India itself: 

Kanpur, Allahabad, Lucknow, etc. form one urban system. 

These kinds of models are certainly worth examining. In fact, it is disquieting to 

realise how seldom we stop to ponder how wide-open our options might really be. 

Perhaps what is needed is not just more towns and cities (in the conventional sense) 

but a new kind of community which is quasi-urban, quasi-rural; one which produces 

densities high enough to support an educational system and a bus service, yet low 

enough for each family to keep a buffalo or a goat — and a banana tree. In fact, if 

one can bring down the residential densities to about 50 households per hectare, it 

becomes feasible to dispense with central sewage systems and instead recycle waste 

matter (both human and animal) to considerable advantage: cooking gas, fertiliser, 

small vegetable gardens, etc. Under Indian conditions this would have the addi

tional advantage of continuing the pattern of life to which people are accustomed 

— as though Mahatma Gandhi's vision of a rural India had an almost exact quasi-

urban analogue. 

Like gobar and bio-gas, the sun of course, to us in India is another great 

harbinger of the new landscape. For much of the Third World, the most cost-

effective strategies for harnessing solar energy is not through gadgets like solar frying 

pans (expensive to produce and relatively inefficient) but through the setting up of 

biological cycles: for instance, shallow ponds to grow algae and plants which photo-

synthesise the solar energy incident on the water and which are then ingested by fish 

and other higher forms of life, and so forth, until we are the final recipients (though 

of course, in turn we must inevitably be consumed by something else in order to 

continue the cycle!). The employment-generating possibilities of such cycles are 

considerable, as in a pilot project in New Bombay where it was estimated that the 

building of the ponds would not only provide additional jobs, but also that the soil 

dug out of earth could be used to form simple sun-dried brick. 

Such cycles will create not only the economic basis of communities, but will of 

necessity determine their physical pattern as well — just as today's cities have been 

generated by the carriage and the automobile. They constitute a new type of human 

settlement, using the Third World's unique combination of plentiful sunlight and 

abundant human labour. 

If — and when — these settlements come into being, they will bring about two 

fundamental changes. First, since God's sunlight falls just about equally all over any 

of these Third World countries, the demographic pattern of population distribution 

will also follow suit, avoiding the centralisation and the large concentrations inher

ent in industrialisation. The second consequence follows from this pattern; for in 

such a world of evenly distributed self-contained communities the political power 

structure must change dramatically, since no one will be able to pull a lever in Delhi 

(or Lagos, or Sao Paolo, or Jakarta) and affect millions of people right across the 

country. 

Yet obviously postulating these profoundly important prototypical settlements 

for the Third World is not merely a question concerning employment — what we 

need to metamorphosise is the social system, the life-style of the new settlements. 

After all, the communes of Mao are not just a legal contract binding a certain 

number of people to harvest together, but really the only political-social-human 

reality the commune members know (like fish know the water they swim in). It will 

take an effort of equivalent inventiveness to find the modus operandi for these new 

human settlements. 

In the past, such imaginative conceptualising was seldom lacking. For instance, 

in India since Vedic times, sacred diagrams called mandatas have formed the basis of 

architecture and city planning. These square mandatas, sub-divided in prescribed 



ratios (from 1 to 1024 sub-squares), represent a model of the cosmos — no less! The 

hierarchy they generate forms a matrix for locational decisions — whether of deities 

in a temple, or of the principal buildings in a city. They make explicit a Platonic 

ideal of built form which in turn reinforces and stabilises society. 

Today such concepts are certainly not in current use. Furthermore, it would be 

foolish to think of invoking them unless we also subscribed to the underlying 

construct of the cosmos they are meant to represent. Yet, in a century when science 

has postulated an ever-expanding universe, it may be well worth considering the 

modelling of our central beliefs as the basis for structuring our environment. 

Temple and kund at Modhera. 

Mandatas: models of the cosmos 

The mandala as temple town: 

Srirangam, South India. 



Modifying Bombay's streets with a line of 

platforms, 2m wide and 0.5m high, with water 

taps at 30m intervals. During the day these 

platforms would be used by hawkers — thus 

clearing the arcades for pedestrians. In the 

evening, water from the taps would wash the 

platforms clean — creating otlas for people to 

sleep on. 

At the other extreme, we must learn to be equally inventive about how we 

generate our habitat at the micro-scale. For instance, there is little relation between 

the form of our streets, and how we use them. Most sidewalks in Bombay are always 

crowded — during the day with hawkers, (forcing pedestrians onto the traffic lanes), 

and as evening falls, with people unfolding their beddings for a night's rest. 

These night people are not pavement-dwellers, but mostly domestic servants 

and office boys who keep their belongings in a shared room, and use city pavements 

for sleeping at night. This pattern allows them to economise on living expenses (and 

thus maximise the monthly remittances sent back to their villages). What is dismay

ing is not that they sleep outdoors (on hot sultry nights, obviously a more attractive 

proposition than a crowded airless room), but that they have to do so under 

unhygienic conditions, with the public walking right amongst (and over!) them. Is 

there any way in which the city streets and sidewalks could respond to their needs? 

To be involved in these issues, the architect will have to act not as a prima donna 

professional, but one who is willing to donate his energy — and his ideas — to 

society. It is a role that has a very important historic precedent. For throughout most 

of Asia, his prototype in the past was the site mistri, i.e. an experienced mason/ 

carpenter who helped with the design and construction of the habitat. Even today 

in the small towns and villages of India, the practice continues. Owner and mistri go 

together to the site, and with a stick scratch out on the earth the outline of the 

building they wish to construct. There is some argument back and forth about the 

relative advantages of various window positions, stairways, and so forth. But the 

system works because both builder and user share the same aesthetic, they are both 

on the same side of the table! It was exactly this kind of equation that produced the 

great architecture of the past, from Chartres to the Alhambra to Fatehpur-Sikri. (If 

the architect today cannot win an argument with a company executive, would he 

have been able to over-rule a Moghul Emperor 300 years ago — and survived?) 

Today the situation is quite different. Not only has the shared aesthetic evapo

rated, but the interface has diminished. Only about ten per cent of the population 

have the resources to commission the kind of buildings the academically trained 

architect has learnt to design — and only a tenth of them would think of engaging 

him (the others would appoint a civil engineer, or perhaps a contractor directly). So 

there you have his interface with society: all of one per cent. This figure represents 

the people who commission the office buildings, apartments, luxury hotels, factories 

and houses that make up the bulk of the architect's practice. The situation is not to 

his making; it merely reflects the grotesque inequality within society itself. But of 

course it is the poor whose needs are the most desperate. Today in Rio or Lagos or 

Calcutta, there are millions living in illegal squatter colonies. Is the architect, with 

his highly specialised skills, going to find a way to be of any relevance to them? 

Sharing the same aesthetic as opposed to conning the client 

2m wide with water taps 

at 30m c/c 

proposed plateforms 

act as barrier 

between pedestrians 

and cars 

hawkers 

plaforms washed at 8pm 
used by people for sleeping 



Unfortunately, even among those architects who have enough of a social con

science to want to reach out to the poor, many are really a-visual — in fact, in some 

cases, belligerently anti'Visual — rejoicing (as they move among the poor like 

Florence Nightingale among the wounded) in the acres of ugliness/goodness of it all. 

What these communities need is not just our compassion, hut our professional (i.e. 

visual and topological) skills. Without these, the squatter colonies will turn out to 

be nightmares — proliferating, over the next two decades, on a scale which boggles 

the mind. In turn, they will maim whole generations of Third World children, 

condemned to grow up in such environments. 

We cannot just trust to luck and a blind faith in humanity; for every Mykonos 

history has created, there are ten other depressing towns. The stunningly beautiful 271 

handicraft and weaving of certain societies are the (fortunate!) result of a cumula

tive process, spread out over many decades — each generation making marginal 

improvements to the end-product. Without the benefit of such a heritage to provide 

context, people often opt for ugly things (it is the principle of Miami Beach); if we 

want to increase the probability of winding up with something as beautiful as 

Udaipur, then strategies for sites-and-services will have to be programmed accord

ingly. Perhaps by giving extra weightage to those of the inhabitants who are more 

visually sensitive, so as to hasten the process? (In a self-help scheme in New Bombay 

for instance, folk artists were brought in as catalysts, to work with the householders.) 

To value the visual component, so obviously present in traditional habitat, is not 

to join the epicene enthusiasms of todays fashionable eclecticism. Far from it. We 

must understand our past well enough to value it — and yet also well enough to 

know why (and how) it must be changed. Architecture is not just a reinforcement 

of existing values — social, political, economic. On the contrary. It should open 

new doors — to new aspirations. 

To reach the millions who lie on the pavements and in the shanty towns is to get 

involved in a whole new series of issues. Issues to which we must bring the instincts 

— and the skills — of the architect. I emphasise this again, because too often, in 

entering this arena, the architect leaves the best of himself behind. Hence the 

stultifying sites-and-services schemes — all 'justified' on the grounds that an aes

thetic sense is something the poor cannot afford. 

...when this already exists: 

low-energy high-visual habitat in Rajasthan. 



Nothing, of course, could be further from the truth! Improving the habitat needs 

visual skills. The poor have always understood this. With one stroke of a pink brush, 

a Mexican artisan transforms a clay pot. It costs him nothing, but it can change your 

life. It is not a coincidence that the best handicraft comes from the poorest countries 

of this world — Nepal, Mexico, India. And the Arab had only the simplest tools: 

mud and sky, so he had to be inventive — in the process producing some of the most 

glorious oasis towns (low-energy, high-visual!) the world has ever seen. 

From the Polynesian Islands to the Mediterranean hill-towns to the jungles of 

Assam, for thousands of years people have been building beautiful habitat. 

Baimi. 

In fact if we look at all the fashionable concerns of environmentalists today: 

balanced eco-systems, re-cycling of waste products, appropriate life-styles, indige

nous technology, etc., we find that the people of the Third World already have it all. 

Ironically enough, that's the wonderful thing about the Third World: there is no 

shortage of housing. What there is a shortage of, most definitely, is the urban context 

in which these marvelously inventive solutions are viable. 

This then is our prime responsibility: to help generate that urban context. 

Architecture as an agent of change...which is why a leader like Mahatma 

Gandhi is called the Architect of the Nation. Not the Engineer, nor the Dentist, 

nor the Historian. But the Architect — i.e. the generalist who speculates on how 

the pieces could fit together in more advantageous ways. One who is concerned with 

what well might be. 

To do this, in the context of the Third World, the architect must have the 

courage to face very disturbing issues. For what is your moral right to decide for ten 

thousand, for a hundred thousand, for two million people? But then what is the 

moral advantage in not acting, in merely watching passively the slow degradation of 

life around you? 

This is indeed a cruel dilemma. To act, or not to act. On the one hand, the 

dangers of Fascism, on the other the paralysis of Hamlet. It is a profoundly disturbing 

issue, one which will define the key moral values of the first half of the twenty-first 
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century. In this, the role of the architect will he central: can we really understand 

another's aspirations? In the 1960's, when European hippies first started coming to 

Bombay, a lot of rich Indians complained bitterly about them. At dinner parties they 

would refer to those "terrible, dirty people, with lice in their hair, lying on the 

pavements begging." In response one would say, "It doesn't bother you when you see 

a European?" Finally, a friend gave me the answer: "Naturally a rich Indian goes 

berserk when he drives his Mercedes and sees a hippie. The hippie is signalling him 

a message: I'm coming from where you're going — and it's not worth going there. 

That upsets him terribly." 

But come to think of it, surely it is a message that should work the other way 

around as well! The hippie should realise that the Indian in his Mercedes, gross as 

he may be, is also sending a message, in fact, the very same one: I'm coming from 

where you're going. 

We are but ships that pass in the night — as a photograph of Bombay's skyline 

illustrates so poignantly. Silhouetted in the foreground are the squatters. Behind 

them rises a bunch of new skyscrapers. To us the buildings are ugly and deplorable 

— but to them it is the surreal, mythic image of the city, which they yearn for, but 

which they may never attain. 

A twentieth century composer — I think it was Hindemith — was once asked 

the mind-boggling question: How do you compose your music? To which he gave an 

astonishingly evocative yet precise answer: It is like looking out of a window into 

the black night of a thunderstorm. Suddenly there is a flash of lightning, illuminat

ing the entire landscape. In that one split second, one has seen everything — and 

nothing. What is called composition is the patient re-creation of that landscape, 

stone by stone, tree by tree. 

Will the cities of the Third World survive the next few decades? The answer may 

well depend on whether or not we have the perspicacity to search out and recognise 

the stones and trees...as they gradually coalesce into the new landscape. 


