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Architecture without Building
Babar Khan Mumtaz

It was a  exhibition at New York’s Museum of Modern Art that made the
case for Architecture Without Architects as an attempt ‘to break down our narrow
concepts of the art of building by introducing the unfamiliar world of non-
pedigreed architecture’. In the accompanying book, the exhibition’s curator,
Austrian architect and author Bernard Rudofsky, also explored the idea of the
anonymous architect and of ‘communal architecture – architecture produced
not by specialists but by the spontaneous and continuing activity of a whole
people with a common heritage, acting within a community of experience’.

Since then, greater awareness and understanding and a less ethnocentric 
world-view changed the way we see the sorts of structure that Rudofsky
presented.Whether only qualified architects are capable of producing good
architecture is now, of course, a question not even worth asking. Indeed, over
the years, the Aga Khan Award for Architecture has been bestowed upon some
projects built without the assistance of architects.

The Award is particularly cognizant of the fact that the production of a building
or structure is rarely brought about by the architect without the support of at
least a client and a contractor.This is particularly so in the case of projects that
have received the Aga Khan Award, since they must have actually been constructed
and in use for at least a year before they are eligible for the Award. In all the
premiated projects, therefore, clients, sponsors, builders, engineers, contractors
and craftspeople are recognized and acknowledged, along with designers.

The purpose of the Award in recognizing and rewarding excellence in architecture,
however, is also to raise overall standards in the built environment, particularly 
in Islamic societies. It is in this context that it is worth considering the process 
of the production of architecture. While there can be no doubt that by far 
the greatest contribution is made by architects, designers and builders through 
the production of buildings, there are others who make a significant contribution 
to shaping, defining and developing architecture – and what is more, do so
without building.

It is possible to identify a number of such producers of ‘architecture without
building’, including educators, regulators, clients, financiers and the architect’s
peers, who together and separately operate to varying degrees in different
countries and contexts.They affect and influence architecture as much as,
and in some cases even more than, architects and designers do.They do so
by defining and directing what can and cannot be designed or built, as well 
as the room for manoeuvre that architects and designers have.The fact that
some architects will always manage to break loose and eventually help to reset
the parameters does little to diminish the impact and influence of those who
fashion architecture without building. This is the more so if by architecture we
mean not just a building or even a group of buildings by an architect or group
of architects, but the output of a society, a culture or a period. For such a wide
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interpretation it is necessary to take into account not just the gems but also
the setting – and that setting is made up of buildings that owe much of their
form, indeed their very existence, to the power and influence of those who
produce architecture without building.

Regulators
Building and urban planning regulators have an obvious and immediate impact
on what can and cannot be done. Established to protect society from the greed
or ignorance of the individual, regulations also protect the individual from the
excesses or arbitrary acts of the state, and the areas of construction that are
subject to legal control are becoming ever more extensive and stringent.

The range of controls stretches from the aesthetic to the scientific – from what
a building looks like to how it is constructed and of what materials. It is not only
in areas that are of historical or aesthetic value that the appearance of buildings
is subject to control. However, the more an area is acknowledged as exceptionally
beautiful, the more such controls are accepted. Of course, that still begs the
question of definition – both of what constitutes exceptional and what may be
acceptable additions or modifications to such an environment. As such, there is
always some room for interpretation and, therefore, subjectivity. To a greater or
lesser degree, ‘aesthetic’ controls extend to all buildings, at least in urban areas,
in all countries. At their least subjective such controls may be expressed and
applied mechanically by ‘non-negotiable’ legislation; for example, limiting the
height or extent of building development. Examples of the type ‘no building
[inWashington, D.C.,] shall be higher than the Capitol’ may be found in any
number of cities, particularly those keen to preserve their ‘culture’. Less
common are stipulations such as that by the Municipality of Amman, Jordan,
that ‘all buildings that are not built of [local] stone must be painted white’.

It was not long ago that, for most cities, there was no need to enact formal
legislation to this effect, since the colour and appearance of most buildings
was limited by what was locally available. If they were not to resort to enormous
expense, most architects and their buildings had to make do with the same
materials and, for the main part, were also limited by locally available techno-
logies and skills. The resulting architecture had an inbuilt conformity. Importing
materials, or architects for that matter, was an option available only to the very
rich and therefore very powerful, who were usually literally beyond the law.
Even if there had been aesthetic legislation, such clients could have escaped its
controls. Now, few buildings can be built using locally available materials since
even these need to be transported considerable distances in the bigger cities.
And most buildings use manufactured materials that are transported great
distances, if not imported from around the globe, with transport costs more
than offset by cheaper production costs. In these circumstances, any attempt
to control what buildings look like has to be made through formal legislation.

Over the years, most cities have come to incorporate, as a matter of course, some
aesthetic concerns in their legislation to protect society from individual excesses.
This is the case even with ‘New Towns’, which have nothing to preserve but seek
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to protect the future from the actions of the present. Precisely because there
are problems of definition and interpretation, most architects, not surprisingly,
are able to work with these regulations and even use them to good effect –
sometimes as an ally to convince a client. In any case, such legislation is only
as powerful as the society it serves, and in many societies most people overlook
legislation.The rich can afford to flout such regulations – if for no other reason
than to show that they can and to flaunt their wealth.The poor often cannot
afford to comply with regulations, even if they are aware of them, and have
so much else to worry about.

However, there are other areas of legislation that carry more weight.These
are to do with health and safety, but have a bearing on what a building looks
like, often explicitly so. Concerns about health first played an important part in
legislation controlling buildings in the post-industrial cities of Britain. Appalled
at the overcrowded tenements and afraid that the diseases spawned in the slums
could easily spread to and affect the rich, the government regulated the layout
and construction of buildings.The circulation of air was seen as the primary
weapon in the fight against disease, not just at home but also in the British
Empire.The ideal for the Englishman abroad was the bungalow, in splendid
isolation from its neighbours and in stark contrast to the higgledy-piggledy
housing of the natives. Even today, the bungalow – now renamed ‘the villa’ –
is the building of choice in South Asia, and the courtyard house, so eminently
suitable not just for the culture but also for the climate, cannot satisfy the
regulatory criteria. Not only has this had a profound effect on the appearance
of cities, especially residential areas, it has also affected lifestyles. Similarly,
legislation regarding the size of fenestration often ignores climatic issues by
stipulating oversized windows unsuitable for hot, dry conditions and glare.

Safety concerns underpin much of the legislation relating to the size and
composition of the structure and materials of buildings, and rightly so.
Nevertheless, there are often discrepancies between the intent and the impact.
I remember sitting in the then newly built Architecture Faculty building in
Kumasi, Ghana, as Buckminster Fuller made rapid-fire calculations and
showed that it was some , times overdesigned! He cheated a bit, for he
added together all of the cautious assumptions made by the legislation, but
even so, the point he was making was valid and it is probably just as well that
building regulations err on the side of safety. On the other hand, a study funded
by the United States Agency for International Development in  showed
that out of the hundreds of building and planning regulations in Kenya, only
six had any actual impact on health or safety. In practice, of course, the
legislation ensures safety only to the extent it is applied, as the tragic
consequences of the earthquakes in Izmit,Turkey, showed.

So, since regulations have an impact on architecture, how is it possible to ensure
that this impact is positive and that regulations are respected and applied? Such
issues arise only because the framing and policing of regulations are removed
from society. Ideally, regulations should reflect people’s aspirations and respond
to their needs and experience. In the majority of countries in the developing
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world, building and planning legislation is imported wholesale, with little or 
no reference to society. If anything, the framing of legislation is seen as some-
thing that belongs solely to the technocratic domain. It should not be surprising,
therefore, when ‘ordinary people’ find it incomprehensible why they should not
build over the whole of their plots or paint their houses colourfully. Indeed it
probably does not even occur to them that there is legislation that applies.

In Sri Lanka, when low-income communities were upgraded and improved,
the residents were able to frame their own regulations for those aspects that
did not affect the city or neighbouring communities.Together with facilitators 
from the National Housing Development Authority, they agreed on plot sizes,
coverage, street setbacks, the provision of openings, respecting privacy, building
height and other such matters that had an immediate impact on the look and 
feel of an area.This helped to produce not just a viable set of regulations, but
also a community that understood and therefore respected and enforced them.

In Turkey, where most urban construction has a speculative element, even
among lower-income housing, it has been suggested that a free service be
offered to inspect, advise and, where satisfactory, certify that a building meets
earthquake and disaster mitigation measures. Owners would be entitled to
display a plaque in confirmation, which would add a premium to the sale
price of apartments. Transforming compliance from an obligation to some-
thing desirable and providing a tangible symbol is felt to be far more effective
than the present system, under which building regulation certification is seen
as yet another bureaucratic expense.

Devolution, participation and facilitation (including explanation) are the key
attributes for the development of building and planning legislation that is
responsive, reflective and respected.This, of course, means a better-educated
and informed bureaucracy and one that sees itself more as a facilitator than 
a regulator, inspector or enforcer.

Educators
For better or for worse, to practise architecture today requires formal architec-
tural training, which has the potential for a major impact on the practice of 
architecture. It is in the nature of a profession such as architecture that the
essential skill of design cannot be entirely taught but has to be developed. Many
schools of architecture have stated that they do not see their job as producing
architects, but rather as training problem-solvers.Those graduates that want
to become architects are expected to acquire the professional skills they need
as part of their work experience.

When these principles are extended to schools in developing countries and
the architectural curriculum replicated, they fail.They fail for the same reason
industrialization failed to provide development: most developing countries set
up factories but were unable to set up industries, where industry means not
just the unit of production (the factory) but the whole chain of upstream and
downstream suppliers and consumers that are needed for the transformation
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from raw commodity to finished product. Architects in these countries,
fresh out of school, jump into the deep end without an appropriate period
of apprenticeship and start operating without a support infrastructure.When
these architects constitute the bulk of the profession and take on the training
of the next generation, architecture enters a downward spiral.

Most architecture schools have a very tenuous link with practice; some go 
so far as to prohibit their staff from undertaking any architectural work. Nor do
they compensate by using practising architects to provide input to the teaching.
Most courses then become endless repetitions of what the teacher once learned.
Perhaps the most glaring omission from most architectural education is any
introduction to or familiarity with the current architecture of the country 
in question. Architectural history and criticism are alien concepts, separated
by space and time from current realities and therefore unable to provide any
insights into the future development of architecture.

Currently, most schools of architecture and their staff see themselves as
teaching just another academic discipline and model themselves on university
departments as far as their structure, teaching methods, admissions and exam-
ination procedures are concerned.They tend to ignore their responsibilities, not
just to the profession but also as academics; little or no research and scholarship
are built into the curriculum or incorporated into staff development.

For architectural education to provide the training and skill development
required for the production and sustenance of appropriate architecture, schools
of architecture have to realize that their responsibilities include the development 
of a profession.This will require not just more professionally able educators 
but also a more professionally oriented curriculum.That in turn must be
grounded in research, particularly into current practice and issues affecting
architecture in the country in question.This shift, indeed transformation,
is unlikely to be accomplished without assistance. Particularly the schools 
in the smaller countries are going to find it very difficult to recruit and retain
adequately qualified staff. Perhaps a system of regional, peripatetic staffing will
have to be considered, with schools making joint appointments of staff who can
service their needs by teaching at several schools in rotation. At the same time,
scholarship and research among architects – in particular the promotion of critical
judgement and discourse – will have to be initiated. Again, it is difficult in small
societies to avoid being seen as personally motivated or biased, and a regional
outlook may go down better in an environment unused to critical appraisal.

Architects, clients and others
Architects obviously affect and influence architecture, even when they are 
not building. Indeed, it might be argued that their influence may be even greater
when they are not building! Architects have always explored alternatives and
experimented with innovative solutions through ‘projects’ that not only never
get built but may not even be intended to be built. An architect that waits for a
commission may well have a long wait, and even when there is a client, the brief
may be too restrictive to explore non-conventional ideas, especially for a young
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architect at the beginning of his or her career. Le Corbusier and Mies van
der Rohe were arguably at their most inventive when designing theoretical
projects – as, more recently, have been Archigram, Rem Koolhaas and Zaha
Hadid, to name but three – extending the frontiers of architecture and creating
a style without building.The process is facilitated by the architectural press and
by architectural historians and critics. Charles Jencks was largely instrumental
in transforming the work of architects into Postmodernism through writing
and not by building.

The Internet and the development of the virtual gallery has made it possible
for artists to display and sell their work and win commissions from clients. But
the use of this medium by architects to publish their work and broadcast their
ideas is still in its infancy, though computerization has made it easier for them
to demonstrate their ideas and put on a convincing show for their clients.The
use of three-dimensional renderings and ‘walk-throughs’ is especially valuable
for a client unused to reading plans and elevations.

The combination of an architectural press, critical analysis, ideas competitions
and architects using hypothetical projects seems to be missing in most developing
countries. As a result there is far less innovation or interpretation of what archi-
tecture could and should be in these places. In the absence of such resources
locally, young architects turn to international sources for inspiration and
indeed validation of their own work.

Unless they can showcase their ideas, architects are likely to be restricted to
following rather than setting the style.This makes it more difficult for architects
to educate their clients as to what could be possible, and leaves many architects
complaining that the quality of their work is poor because of what their clients
want.This may be feeble, but has certainly led some clients to echo the view 
of the chairman of the Water and Power Development Corporation, the largest
commissioner of civil works in Pakistan: ‘Architects are a luxury that developing
countries such as Pakistan cannot afford.’

Conclusion
More concerted action must be taken to address directly the operation and
outlook of some of the actors and agencies that influence and create architecture
without building.This would reinforce the aspirations of the Aga Khan Award 
for Architecture to inspire and encourage the development of architectural
excellence in the Muslim world.
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