
Opening Remarks 

Shah Alam Zahiruddin 
Convenor - Seminar Steering Committee 

On behalf of the Steering Committee for the Second 
Regional Seminar on Architecture at Dhaka, under 
the auspices of the Aga Khan for Architecture, I 
extend to you a most cordial welcome 

The South Asian Region, on which we are going to 
set our minds is not only the home of one of the 
ancient civilisations, a melting pot of cultures and 
people, but also the home of a fifth of present day 
humanity. This region not only has a common history 
of colonial subjugation but has been in the forefront 
in articulating local nationalism, of commencing the 
process of decolonialism and re-establishing each 
country in their rightful place in the community of 
Nations 

Today the region is seething with change and dynam
ism and taking bold strides towards the future This 
is the setting for a challenging human drama of meet
ing great national expectations in a sea of deprivation 
and abject poverty A brave new world is in the 
making and we are trying to be a part of an epoch At 
this juncture we are setting up the "terms of reference" 
for the future, to alleviate poverty; to give dignity to 
the poorest of the poor, to house the landless; to plan 
and provide for a decent, healthy living environment 
for the future. 

The drama of a civilisation is most vividly recorded 
in architecture. We have moved from magnificent 
temples and palaces to a wider and more relevant field 
of human endeavour and this change in the role of 
architects reflect the evolution of our society and the 
changing ideals of a dynamic region 

We, as architects, claim to be an ancient and respected 
profession but because of two' centuries of political, 
economic and cultural subjugation and the technolo
gical advancement that has taken place in the mean
time, there is some disorientation in the field of archi
tecture and confusion in society regarding the role of 
architects. The term Architect is at its best confused 
with Civil Engineer and in most cases it is an unfami-

liar term in the region. It is as much in our interest 
as to society at large that the rightful role of the 
architects be re-established 

With the background of our common heritage in 
architecture, I have confidence that through the 
papers on "Architecture and the role of the Architects 
in Southern Asia", and through the discussions that 
they will generate, we will be able to profitably share 
each others experience. The participation of notable 
international personalities in the deliberations, I am 
confident, will greatly enrich the Seminar and there is 
no doubt that it will leave behind a wealth of wisdom 
for us to benefit from. 

The timing of this Seminar could not have been better. 
States of this region have ushered in a new era of 
mutual understanding and co-operation through an 
agreement on the character of South Asian Regional 
Co-operation, at Dhaka, only recently and we are 
extremely grateful to His Highness, the Aga Khan 
for choosing Dhaka as the venue for this Regional 
Seminar. 

As Minister for Works of the Government of the 
People's Republic of Bangladesh, Prof. M A. Matin 
shoulders a special responsibility towards develop
ment of architecture and building of our towns and 
cities. The Ministry of Works has to spearhead the 
difficult and complex issue of human settlement 
through policy planning and programme implemen
tation We are extremely grateful to the Minister to 
have kindly consented to be present and to inaugurate 
this Seminar. 

We are pinning great hope on the outcome of the 
deliberations of this Seminar and I once again wel
come you and thank you all for your kind presence. 
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Said Zulficar 
Secretary General- the Aga Khan Award for 
Architecture 

On behalf of the Aga Khan Award for Architecture 
I welcome you all to our Second Regional Seminar on 
Architecture and the role of the Architect in Southern 
Asia. 

I also take this opportunity to convey to you the 
warmest wishes of His Highness the Aga Khan, 
Chairman of the Award's Steering Committee, four 
of whose members are present at this Seminar, for a 
successful meeting which brings together here in 
Dhaka architects from India, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri 
Lanka and from the host cquntry Bangladesh. 

Allow me to set out to you briefly the background 
governing the Award's objectives within the 
framework of which this Seminar on regionalism is 
situated. 

Our epoch, more so than any other, is a period of 
profound and accelerated mutations, which is re
flected in the radical change of the built environment. 

The developing countries have been experiencing the 
rapid transformation of architectural expression over 
the past three or four decades as a result of the 
influences upon them of economic expansion, modern 
technology and the mass media. This trend is reflected 
in the hegemony of unimaginative and repetitious 
forms of architecture, stemming from the adoption 
without critical analysis of the lowest possible 
common denominators of architectural conformity 
and banality. Standardization of architectural styles 
in turn leads to the loss of cultural characteristics 
and of authenticity in design concepts. Yet it is the 
fundamental authenticity and diversity of cultural 
life in each geographic region, of which the built 
environment is the most tangible and visible com
ponent, focused round the idea of cultural identity, 
which forms one of the basic demands made today by 
Muslim people. It follows consequently that eco
nomic and technological progress, urban expansion 
and building programmes should on no account be 
achieved at the cost of jeopardizing or sacrificing this 
identity. This assertion of an identity, which is 
essential to the development of endogenous architec
ture, that is an architecture which finds its inspiration 
in the cultural past and in the ecological reality of a 
specific region, should not be viewed as a romantic 
attachment to a vanishing or extinct past, but rather 
it should be regarded as a necessary phase in the re
appraisal process of the forms of a culture. This phase 
can only be reached after a certain amount of experi
mentation with novel concepts and techniques has 
been attempted, in the course of which obsolete 
elements are discarded as no longer relevant to con
temporary conditions. In this way, the real signficance 
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of asserting the cultural identity of peoples in the 
Muslim world will lie in the use of the past, of the 
accumulated experience of countless generations of 
traditional builders, as a source of inspiration for 
the use of appropriate techniques and for the 
development of imaginative styles in contemporary 
architecture. If it is conceived with sensitivity, this 
environment can constitute a cultural creation 
adopted to the real needs and aspirations of its' 
inhabitants: a symbiosis of tradition and modernity 
Unfortunately, in our part of the world, this sensi
tivity is just the factor which has been lacking. Up to 
now, the relationship which man has established with 
his environment can only be described as conflicting. 
In this respect, the options and directions that guide 
and determine the physical planning of cities always 
finish by affecting both the natural environment and 
ultimately human life. The results we see around us 
are seldom happy or successful. 

One ofthe main dilemmas confronting architects and 
urban planners is how to arrive at a type of archi
tecture and town-planning which is capable of revita
Ii sing lifeless settlements. These have often been 
abstractly designed by professionals lacking in 
cultural and social consciousness and their designs, 
be they banal or even sophisticated in form, may 
seem logical and orderly from an outsider's view
point, but more often than not they are both culturally 
irrelevant, environmentally inappropriate, expensive 
to build and even more so to maintain and operate. 

How can we counter the unimaginative uniformity 
we find in current architectural design and how can 
we create settlements and towns that are conducive 
to harmonious human relationships and to social 
solidarity? This is the crucial question to ask when 
one analyses the urban phenomenon today. Recent 
experience demonstrates that operations designed 
to improve the environment by what are regarded as 
purely technical methods do not succeed unless they 
take account of the interrelation which exists between 
men, political authorities, managers, users, and 
clients, and between these people, on the one hand, 
and the environment, on the other. Hence, architec
ture and town planning have reciprocal relationships 
with social structures, as well as with the cultural, 
intellectual, emotional, and moral development of 
individuals. Hence also, it is becoming increasingly 
recognised that sociologists, psychologists, historians, 
geographers, and others, have an essential contribu
tion to make to the process of urbanisation, if this 
process is to lead to the enhancement of the quality 
of life and not merely to the summary provision of 
shelter. 

The principal problem for those who are concerned 
about the deterioration of the built environment, is 
how best to help people at all levels, at the individual 
level, the corporate and professional level, and the 



government level, how to help these people to make 
sound choices and decisions which raise the quality of 
life In this endeavour, we are at a serious disadvan
tage since, in our part of the world, public awareness 
of environmental problems, awareness of the ugliness, 
of the alienating effect, and of the irrelevance or 
mediocrity of architectural expression, in particular, 
is still not crystallised. 

In a number of industrialised countries, environ
mental problems have been brought to public 
attention and elevated to become community or 
national issues through the mass media, often acting 
in close collaboration with community and grass-root 
groups 

In Muslim countries, however, prevailing political 
structures do not allow for such unofficial groups to 
exist and even less to counter government policies 
which are seldom concerned by the problems of envi
ronmental deterioration and of the quality of life, 
since there are other development priorities mono
polising government attention. Moreover, one has 
to admit that the inhabitants themselves give low 
priority to such problems, concepts such as the public 
good and civic responsibility being still in an em
bryonic stage and in some cases even in regression. 
Nonetheless, pioneering actions, unfortunately still 
very few in number, have been undertaken by coura
geous individuals or by some rare non-governmental 
groups and associations. These people are striving 
with great difficulty to win the interest and support of 
the media and of the governing bodies. The Aga 
Khan Award for Architecture is one such pioneering 
group which seeks to generate and promote public 
awareness of the current problems of the built envi
ronment through its various activities, through the 
prizes it gives to exceptional architectural achieve
ments, through the seminars it holds in various 
countries, and though the publications it sponsors 
and distributes. It seeks, above all, to demonstrate 
that progress and modernity in the field of building 
can be achieved by other means than just the passive 
adoption of design concepts copied from foreign 
models. 

The Award aims to seek out architectural alterna
tives to the prevailing hegemony of a single standard
ised form of design in order to counter the adverse 
effects of this hegemony on the physical environment 
and on social and cultural values. It does not seek, 
however, to impose or even to favour a particular 
school of architectural thought but to awaken the 
dormant consciousness of the populations of Muslim 
countries by highlighting the originality and per
tinence of the traditional architecture of their region, 
in the contemporary world. The Award does so by 
selecting, awarding, and publicising completed archi
tectural projects that are culturally, socially, and 
ecologically responsive, have a potential for replicabi-
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lity, and demonstrate a design which is harmonious 
and relevant to the cultural and environmental 
context of the country or region where these buildings 
are situated We hope thereby, that the Award will 
become an on-going process, both exemplary and 
promotional; a dynamic force aimed at influencing 
the transformation of the built environment and 
proposing culturally, socially, and ecologically 
relevant forms of contemporary architecture for the 
Muslim countries. 

While the Aga Khan Award for Architecture is the 
only organisation in the Islamic World which is striv
ing for a better built environment, at the same time it 
recognises and even underlines the particularities and 
specific characteristics and potentials within each 
region of the Islamic World. Hence, if the problem is 
global, the attempted solutions can be regional. With 
this idea in mind we held the First Regional Seminar 
in Kuala Lumpur in 1983 on Architectural Identity in 
South-East Asia, and we now feel it appropriate and 
timely to hold a similar event in South Asia, in Dhaka. 
In this same series, we hope to organise the next 
regional seminars in the Middle East and North 
Africa. 

Mahbubul Haque 
President - Institute of Architects Bangladesh 

The seminar in Dhaka is the Second Regional 
Seminar under the auspices of the Aga Khan Award 
for Architecture. The event has great significance for 
the community of architects in Bangladesh. This is the 
first time that an international seminar is being held 
in Dhaka, devoted to Architecture. We have among 
us distinguished architects and participants from 
home and abroad. The people gathered here represent 
a unique concentration of intelligence and expertise in 
the subject that will be dealt with. 

I wish to extend on behalf of the members of the 
Institute of Architects Bangladesh and on my behalf, 
our warm greeting and welcome to the delegates to 
this Seminar. It is a source of great pleasure and 
inspiration to us to have among us the gracious 
presence of Dr M.A. Matin, the Minister of Works 
and himself a distinguished professional. This amply 
demonstrates confidence in the dynamism of the 
profession of architecture and keen interest to see 
that architects play their role effectively in shaping 
the development of the country. 

Dhaka is a historical city bearing imprints of many 
cultural cross currents over centuries. The city flour
ished during the 13th and 14th centuries but came into 
prominence for the first time under the Mughals who 
established their provincial capital here in 1680 A.D. 
Over the next hundred years the city prospered. The 
Lalbag Fort built in the last quartecof the 17th 
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century still stands as the monument to the prosperity 
of that period. With the advent of the British during 
the 18th century, the city went into decline. The 
architectural heritage of the earlier periods largely 
disappeared, to be replaced by the new colonial 
architecture with a brutal break from the culture and 
tradition of the land. More recent changes have not 
been too kind either. Dhaka is a city bereft of its 
glorious past. Today there is, however, a resurgence 
of the native spirit. We see a growing concern about 
the destruction and mutilation of the traditional 
values. 

The profession of architecture is very young and very 
small for a country as populous as Bangladesh. We 
have at present some two hundred and forty architects 
in this country, or roughly one architect for every four 
hundred and fifty thousand people. 92% of the 
architects have graduated in the past 18 years from 
the only school of architecture in the country The 
Institute of Architects Bangladesh functioning since 
1972, is 13 years old. The role of architects as in most 
developing countries, is confined primarily to the 
urban situation. People in rural Bangladesh have 
from time immemorial shaped their own environment 
without aid and services of architects. Cultural values 
and social expectations are being modified at a 
quickening pace through contact with the outside 
urbanised world It is being pushed by the exigencies 
of the development and industralisation process, 
unguided by a compassionate understanding of the 
environment. 

In Bangladesh the policy and strategy for the con
servation of physical resources lacks firm long term 
objectives and the organisation, legal and technical 
instruments for management of land, water, energy 
and human resources are not adequately developed. 
Society is not sufficiently aware of the role of the 
architect and does not ask him to assume all the 
functions that he should rightfully do. Much work 
remains unattended at great social cost. 

Since its inception, the Institute of Architects Ban
gladesh (lAB) has been trying to improve the situation 
and towards this end has set for itself as its main 
objective, registration of architects under law. 

Bangladesh is one of the very few countries of the 
world which does not require registration for archi
tects. Theoretically, anybody can practice the profes
sion and society has no protection from unethical 
practice. The lAB presented a draft for an Architects 
Act for registration of architects to the Government 
in March 1982 for enactment as law. We hope that 
the Government will act soon upon this extremely 
important matter. 

The Institute is also striving to achieve development 
of awareness of the need for legislative action and 
formulation of a totallanduse plan for the country. 
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The formulation of adequate building statutes for 
proper control of urban growth is also one of our 
priorities. Propagation of ethical standard for practice 
among the members of the profession and develop
ment of awareness about the profession and the 
architect's role in society are also among the primary 
objectives of the Institute 

I believe, all of us here, myself included are looking 
forward to an enriching series of experiences at this 
seminar. Being a young community, with relatively 
limited experiences, we, the architects of Bangladesh 
hope to profit most from the wide range of issues that 
will be discussed. 

I wish the seminar the greatest possible success. 

A.M. Patwari 
Vice Chancellor - Bangladesh University of 
Engineering and Technology 

It gives me great pleasure to be present at the opening 
session of the Second Regional Seminar on "Archi
tecture and Role of Architects in Southern Asia" 
sponsored by the Aga Khan Award for Architecture 
Bangladesh University of Engineering and Tech
nology along with the Institute of Architects, Ban
gladesh are co-sponsors to this important regional 
seminar. As the Vice Chancellor, I deem it a great 
privilege to welcome you to the inaugural session on 
behalf of the University of Engineering and Techno
logy This is the first time that such a seminar is being 
held in this part of the world. 

The region of Southern Asia which includes some of 
the poorest nations of the world has about one fifth 
of the global population. Most of the countries in the 
region are in their early stages of development and as 
such each country has to undertake infrastructure 
development which involves a large number of 
buildings and other facilities. The need for schools, 
hospitals, office buildings and factories comes to a 
staggering figure. The limitation of resources, rudi
mentary technology, lack of skilled personnel and 
unforeseen delays at the implementation level make 
the task very hard for the architects and planners. 

It is often mentioned that the architects shape the 
buildings and the buildings shape the men. The 
architects always have to keep in mind how the spaces 
will be used and the kind of behaviour that will be 
initiated by the nature of the spaces. Architects are to 
give embodiment to the hopes and aspirations of the 
people and as such they will have to catch the inner 
spirit of society and express goals and targets in 
society in physical terms which are otherwise very 
subjective. In this context I think our architects who 
have for so long been busy in developing the urban 
housing facilities must look towards the development 
of rural housing as more than ninety percent of our 



population live in the rural areas I am very happy to 
note that quite a few papers at this seminar have as 
their theme architecture and rural housing 

As the Vice Chancellor I have to oversee the 
Department of Architecture, Department of 
Planning, Department of Civil Engineering and the 
construction of the various buildings of the 
university for various other Departments and 
Faculties. I find, like all other creative people, the 
architects are quite concerned with creativity, 
honesty, purity of form and space and psychology of 
space which do not mean much to a layman. In my 
view architects, both teachers and designers, should 
not only look to these finer points of architectural 
creativity but also to the simple utilitarian points 
which people complain they sometimes forget, for 
architecture is a composite thing involving both 
liveability and interior design as much as it is a thing 
of beauty from the exterior 

Bangladesh University of Engineering and Techno
logy is the only institution in the country which 
imparts formal education and offers undergraduate 
and post-graduate degrees of Bachelor in Architec
ture and Master in Architecture. Architecture, as a 
profession is new in this region but the Faculty of 
Architecture has been successful in establishing the 
profession and making their impact felt by the people 
in general. Some graduates have produced significant 
works in and around Dhaka. These graduates find no 
difficulty in adjusting themselves when they go to 
advanced countries either for employment or for 
higher studies. I understand that the Department of 
Architecture is also introducing advanced computer 
technology which is being profusely used in the more 
developed countries of the west as a design and 
educational tool in architecture. 

This international seminar is a big occasion in the 
architectural arena of the country. The presence of so 
many great personalities of eminence in their respec
tive fields by itself is a significant event. I am sure they 
will discuss important topics and exchange ideas 
with local delegates, giving rise to the intellectual 
atmosphere which will benefit all by opening up 
various issues and helping generation of new ideas. 
On this occasion, I cannot but remember one of the 
world renowned Bangladeshi architects and planners 
the late Dr. F.R. Khan who was instrumental in 
generating some of the most significant creative ideas 
in this field. 

I would like to draw your kind attention to two very 
important topics namely conservation of energy and 
pollution of the environment. In these days of energy 
crisis energy consumed by buildings deserves due 
consideration. Architects and designers have to look 
ahead and remember that the energy element can 
produce new concepts and designs. Appropriate 
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technology in relation to shelter can also be an 
.important point of discussion. Pollution of the 
environment is very much an important issue for the 
architects to be conscious of which I am sure they are 
and we must take care not to disturb ecological 
balance. Harmony between natural environment and 
built environment is as important as the harmony 
between cultural forces and the built form. 

Dhaka has taken on a new look after holding the first 
SAARC summit and after basking under the winter 
sun I hope the delegates to this regional seminar will 
carry back pleasant memories of Dhaka which has 
some important architectural buildings including the 
Jatiyo Sangsad Bhadan. 

I wish this seminar a grand success. 

M. Abdul Matin 
Minister of Works - People's Republic of Bangladesh 

It is with a feeling of intense happiness and immense 
pride that I address this Aga Khan Award for 
Architecture regional seminar. I am indeed very 
happy because this seminar has been convened at a 
very opportune moment. It is a moment when 
Bangladesh is looking for an identity and a common 
cultural platform amidst its diverse forces. 

You will know that our people have chronologically 
gone through the Buddhist, Hindu, Muslim and neo
Christian influences. For centuries, Bangladesh has 
watched over this moving pageant of people and 
communities who came from different directions to 
this part of the world. This land has been visited by 
the Afghans, the Turks, the Mughals, the Iranians, 
the Central Asians, the West Europeans, the North 
Indians, making it a genuine melting pot for various 
cultures, but now there is the task of acquiring a 
common identity for all. I am proud because this 
regional seminar is a glaring testimony of the fact that 
we can always look beyond our borders towards the 
wider good of the region. The theme "Architecture 
and the role of the Architects in Southern Asia" has 
been very aptly and rightly adopted for the seminar. 

There is no denying the fact that destiny has put one 
billion people of South Asia in such a close proximity 
tha~ no matter how hard we try to delink ourselves 
from each other, we cannot override the compulsions 
of Geography; nor can we ignore the lessons of 
History. 

So it is about time that we accept that regionalism 
should be and must be the tool for architectural 
identity and be treated as a source of inspiration of all 
living in this region. 

This very fact has acquired a new dimension at this 
juncture of history after the successful culmination of 
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the first SAARC Summit Conference in this historic 
city of Dhaka. 

Bangladesh is a country with a history that dates back 
to the pre-Christian era, to the time of Mohabharof. 
It is a country which is very rich in culture and 
heritage. The Buddhist Monastery of Paharpur is an 
architectural marvel of the past, the National 
Assembly building is an architectural monument of 
global repute of the present. Centuries have passed 
between the creation of these two diverse landmarks 
We now strive for a complete homogeneity and a total 
cultural unity amidst so many diversities which 
prevailed in the past. This unity will be the driving 
force leading to the growth and establishment of the 
feeling of Nationalism in the minds of our people. 
Architects of our country can bring about this 
National unity and consolidation by their zeal and 
creative works 

This part of the world has a rapidly growing urban 
population. Agriculture cannot alone sustain the 
rural population. Today, urban infrastructure and 
employment opportunities are inadequate to 
encourage further increase of urban population and 
so we are in a temporary jam. 

Architects have the tough task of giving ideas as to 
how to overcome this situation through formulation 
of proper policies with regard to creation of 
infrastructure facilities. 

The present Government has in its wisdom 
established 460 "upazilas" throughout the country. 
This is a gigantic step towards urbanisation Planned 
growth and creation of proper environment in the 
"upazila" will to a great extent be determined by the 
skill of architects in this country. 

Bangladesh is a country with great beauty 
characterised by vast water bodies and luxuriant 
growth oflush green groves. A spontaneous harmony 
seems to exist between natural and built up 
environment in this country. 

Architects must take care that neither the ecological 
balance nor the cultural balance is disturbed in the 
name of modernisation. 

Conservation of agricultural land and prevention of 
environmental pollution are also two important 
factors, in my opinion, for the consideration of this 
gathering. 

I understand that during the seminar there will be 
brainstorming sessions on various important issues. I 
would expect that you will make efforts to resolve 
them fully. The whole of the South Asia region having 
similar problems will definitely benefit from such an 
exercise. 

To the participants who have come from abroad I 
would request that you find time to go out of Dhaka 
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and see the real Bangladesh where the millions of 
toiling masses live through their joys and frustrations 
not with tears but with smiles, where in each summer 
the Monsoon sets into motion a pattern oflife that is 
common to all of us in this region. Please go and 
see. 

Year after year from planting of rice to the harvesting 
of wheat, our people through the ages have followed 
a cycle of events that gives them a harmonious rhythm 
of life. 

Please do not, I repeat, concentrate on the plans of 
one city namely the city of Dhaka See the whole 
Bangladesh that stretches from the peaks of the hills 
to the rolling waves of the sea - the Bay of Bengal 

Above all, with the soul of a humane architect, try to 
feel the throb of eternal Bangladesh by mixing with its 
indomitable people, the people of "Ruposhi Bangia" 
- "the Beautiful Bengal". 

In conclusion, I pray to God Almighty to let the 
thousand candles of creative architects of this region 
banish the darkness; the darkness of maldevelopment 
and pollution and bring us some light, the light which 
transforms a shanty town to a beautiful city; a 
backward village into an ideal one. 

Let the thousand keys in the hands of architects open 
the doors for development of this bedevilled South 
Asian region. 

Let a new era be ushered in - of enlightened self 
interest and a common desire to widen the contacts 
amongst the architects of the region in a spirit of give 
and take. 


