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Shamim Ara Hassan 

It is quite clear that our modern buildings are not 
being produced in the tradition that we dearly love 
and I have suspected that perhaps this tradition is 
being continued in some remote corner somewhere. 

The very interesting paper that was presented on the 
architecture of the mosques perhaps gives a clue to 
where we should look for the continuation of the 
indigenous building tradition. 

It seems that Hasan-Uddin Khan believes that 
perhaps this is the surviving part of the tradition and 
this is what shows the way to our future. I find this 
quite acceptable but I am a bit uncomfortable with the 
buildings that I have seen and with the architecture 
that I have seen. 

Then again I ask myself why I am uncomfortable. Is 
it because I have been conditioned by magazines and 
books on modern architects? Even though I am not 
very comfortable with the architecture of the mosques 
that I have seen here I am still very comfortable with 
the architecture of the Sultanate mosque and even 
with the temple architecture of this country, Mughal 
architecture. I am not comfortable with the popular 
architecture, or the non-architectural architecture, 
although it is quite obvious that architecture also 
comes from our long tradition. Now this is a question 
I am posing before all of you. I also wonder whether 
regionalism is something which is to be consciously 
strived for or is it something which grows into the 
architecture of a region without any conscious effort. 
For example, in a country like Bangladesh we cannot 
ignore the local imperatives. We cannot build with 
imported materials, we cannot ignore the weather, 
so if we keep all those things in mind how can we 
create an architecture that is not regional. In fact in 
this region, in the Third World probably the only 
countries which can afford to build a non-regional 
architecture are countries like Saudi Arabia where 
they can afford to import foreign materials, foreign 
architects, foreign air-conditioning systems and 
everything. In this country we cannot do that. We 
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have to take into account the local conditions and if 
we do that wouldn't our architecture automatically 
be regional architecture? 

Hasan-Uddin Khan 

I think it is true that we are uncomfortable with 
popular architecture. I am uncomfortable with it too, 
but I do believe that there is something of a seed there 
from which the new architecture will develop. It 
really is a populist architecture. We may never live to 
understand it, but I think our children will. 

Another thing is that looking consciously for a 
regional architecture, it's rather like asking the 
question; do we look for an identity? We have an 
identity, we don't need to look for it. We need to 
look for ways in which we can express that identity. 
I don't think we need to look for regional architec
tures but we do need to find ways and means that 
express some of these feelings within us through the 
built form. 

Syed Zaigham Jaffcry 

I think one of the reasons why we feel uncomfortable 
with that sort of architecture is that it is beyond our 
control. We as architects are not part of it, so we think 
that anything that we don't do may not be the right 
thing. When you examine the situation what you find 
is that it is really architecture without architects. The 
society has a certain need and it is fulfilled by a group 
of people working for the people, for the taste of 
the people. The paper on the mosque shows us the 
direction in which the identity crisis is leading us. 
We feel uncomfortable because we are not part of the 
process. There are many more community-designed 
mosques than architect designed mosques and they 
are fulfilling the needs and aspirations of the com
munities in which they are being built. The mosques 
that we as architects get to design do not seem to have 



the same impact. Therefore the question that then 
arises from the topic of this seminar is, what will be 
our role - are we needed? We feel uncomfortable 
when we realise we are not needed. What will be the 
role of the architect in our communities? How can 
architects fulfil the aspirations of the community? 
How can we make ourselves useful to them and give 
them the identity that they want? 

Hasan-Uddin Khan 

In fact they were actually built by architects, not the 
professionals we normally call architects, but by 
local builders (mimars/mistries) and craftsmen who 
specialise in differing building trades. 

Kenneth Frampton 

I tend to agree with Mr. Jaffery that the discomfort 
caused by these manifestations is that they lie beyond 
professional practice of architecture. When Robert 
Venturi said "mainstreet it is almost all right", I felt 
like responding "If it is almost all right why does it 
need Robert Venturi anyway?" I think this is a hard 
fact for architects to accept, when they are forced to 
question what is the best level at which they can 
intervene in the society. 

We can also easily sentimentalise this phenomenon 
of apparently popular architecture. Let us take the 
kind of spontaneous housing that came into being out 
of dire economic conditions, for example around a 
city like Caracas in South America where the 'fevellas' 
or 'barrios' look from a distance like Italian hill
towns. As you get closer you realise they do not 
have the cultural depth of a true vernacular. If you 
think of Bernard Rudolfski's "Architecture without 
Architects", which documents a very deep vernacular, 
we are obviously in the presence of something very 
different. We would really be deluding ourselves if we 
thought that people who have been uprooted and who 
have been crudely urbanised under the rule of a rather 
brutal economic condition are able to create a true 
folk culture out of a process of sheer survival. In 
looking at this seemingly spontaneous richness we 
should not commit the error of thinking that there 
isn't a price that has to be paid for all that. You can 
very well delude yourself into thinking that this 
massive uprooting can take place without cultural 
loss. There is a cultural price and you can see it in 
the work itself. People's expressive capacity is reduced 
by virtue of the uprooting 

You could find it in many different levels for example 
English cuisine is well known for its dullness and I 
feel this is in part due to the 18th and 19th century 
uprooting of the agricultural population. Packing 
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them into the mill-towns of Manchester and Liver
pool destroyed it once and for all. Traditional cultural 
communities are extremely delicate and when you 
urbanise people it is often an act of violence. 

Mohammed Arkoun 

I would like to add one observation to this discus
sion on the feeling of being uncomfortable about what 
we heard about the mosque. A growing number of 
mosques are built in all parts of the Islamic world 
today either by the state or by the local communities. 
In North Africa we find many examples of this 
strong tendency. What is happening? Why are we 
uncomfortable? You know that an anthropologist 
would make a difference between oral culture and 
written culture. Oral culture has its own coherence, 
its own system of education, its own ways of trans
mission. It has been very efficient as long as written 
culture has not imposed on it its own ways ofeducat
ing and socialising people, its own criteria to explain, 
to analyse and to judge. Today, in our societies, we are 
forcing the whole society to be converted to written 
culture and the oral culture doesn't function any more 
as it did for centuries. All the cultural productions 
of people belonging to the oral culture before its de
terioration were original and integrated in a coherent 
system. That is why we admire its harmqny, its expres
sions; it came from the natural coherent function of 
oral culture as a system, a whole system of education 
maintaining a vision of the world This has been and 
is being destroyed day after day in our societies. I 
am myself from an oral culture. Berber language in 
North Africa has never been written. I know what it 
is. I don't speak as a scholar about this. I speak of 
it according to my first-hand experience, passing from 
an oral culture via two written cultures successively, 
the French and the Arabic cultures. We don't pay 
attention to this important historical phenomena 
which has an anthropological dimension. We take for 
granted that all the societies should be converted to 
this written culture with its own criteria. When we 
speak about the clash between Western culture and 
Oriental culture we forget the real issue which is the 
anthropological struggle between oral and written 
culture. In Muslim societies today there are still 
very large groups perpetuating a marginalised oral 
culture. I would like to add one remark also about the 
demographic aspect which has been underlined by 
Mr. Frampton. This demographic pressure in our 
societies makes the situation I have just described 
worse, because more than half the population of 
all societies in the Muslim world is less than thirty 
years old. This generation of twenty to thirty year 
olds have not been at all educated either in the oral 
culture or in the written culture. They receive the 
ideological culture expounded by the official mass 
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media and teaching in the public schools. What can 
they produce? They produce what I would call a 
semantic disorder. 

Kamil Khan Mumtaz 

I would just like to confirm some points made by 
Hasan-Uddin Khan and Professor Arkoun, and 
partly to respond to some of the points raised about 
spontaneous architecture, or architecture without 
architects. I have been looking at this phenomenon 
in my own country I used to think that this is a kind 
of spontaneous community product but I discovered 
that this is not so at all, that this is the work of 
highly skilled professionals, who are the descendants 
of a long system of education and craftsmanship 
I did not say in my paper that the British destroyed 
our traditions. The point I was making was that 

. inspite of the very radical upheavals the significant 
aspect of our culture is the survival of tradition and 
one of the examples that I did give was that of this 
body of craftsmen in whom we have an example of a 
continuity and a continuing tradition. 

In response to another point - in these craftsmen 
we have an example, a living example, of the model 
that I put forward for education They do continue 
the traditional institution of teaching and training 
apprentices. Professor Arkoun is absolutely right, 
it is an oral culture. The knowledge, the wisdom is 
passed on verbally, orally, so it's not an impossibility 
One can cite certain other examples of more modern 
institutions where some of the ideas that I have been 
talking about are in fact practised. Earlier this 
morning I was reminded that Frank Lloyd Wright's 
Taleisan West exercise was precisely such an experi
ment. We have in the medical profession, as someone 
pointed out to me, a profession which is very largely 
based on learning through immersion in actual work. 
There are others and so it's not an impossible or a 
completely fantastic model. I think it is practical and 
it is possible. 
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Raj Rewa) 

It is very important that we try to bring back some of 
the qualities of Old Dhaka into the run of the mill 
housing schemes and buildings which we are doing 
today. In that context the courtyard becomes an 
important feature though we have to consider all the 
other elements of design. We know very little about 
mohallas, how the mohallas in Lahore vary from 
those in the Punjab or Rajasthan. Do all these 
mohallas have a cohesive culture? They are dying out 
as new parts ofthe cities are being developed and I feel 
we should give the community life a chance once 
again. It's a very important thing where there are 
perhaps thirty-two families who live together they 
begin to have an affinity with a certain kind of space 
and feel part of it, they begin to defend it, they want 
to keep it clean, they attach values to it as their own 
common space. 

William Curtis 

I think the point on tradition could be called a "criti
cal" one. One approach would be to see what the 
"standard" Delhi housing was like, say, fifteen years 
ago. One could argue without too much trouble that 
it was problematic sociologically not to mention 
formally and urbanistically. Then one looks back 
further at housing that is better and says why not get 
back to this but in a reasonable way that transforms 
it. History is used in a totally irrelevant way, either by 
hanging onto a type for dear life on the grounds that 
it's a cultural index of some sort even when it is cli
matically wrong or it doesn't suit a programme. The 
more obvious kind of abuse of history is reduction to 
a play with motifs. There is a difference between a 
profound transformation of ideas from the past and 
that kind of "light play" with images and motifs 
which often leads to inappropriateness in design. I 
don't think that this problem is going to go away 
when addressing the question of regionalism in 
Bangladesh. I would like to know what you think 

about your heritage, and also how you are teaching 
it in the architecture schools. 

Meer Mobashsher Ali 

I would like to come back to Louis Kahn's building 
which is very significant in architecture in Bangladesh. 
I wonder ifhe was familiar with this area or ifhe took 
regionalism as a principle. The administration at that 
time looked for a very big architect. It could have been 
any of three or four architects who were big names in 
the world at that time. The building is definitely an 
imposition, it is western, foreign and it did not grow 
out ofthe social or even physical conditions. The form 
came to his head and I think his background was more 
important than the local conditions. Secondly it is 
overpowering by its size, it is overpowering by the big 
name it has. A form of this dimension has to make an 
impression on the minds of the people and that's why 
our local architects imitate it and you find all over 
Dhaka, that efforts have been made to in some way 
relate their buildings to this. I'd like to make another 
point, that here was a tremendous chance to enjoy 
liberty. He had a free hand to do whatever he wanted 
to do and I think he wanted to create great archi
tecture and not regional architecture at all, he wanted 
to make history. 

William Curtis 

Are they contradictory? 

Meer Mobashsher Ali 

He tried to explain as his justification that Bangladesh 
is dependent on water, so he put water around the 
building. Then he said the rural buildings are made by 
making mounds, so he made the platform. I think this 
justification is a bit trite. It is not exactly a very strong 
bond to relate it to the local culture. 
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William Curtis 

This raises the question again; is the Louis Kahn 
building any more foreign than the Mughal buildings? 
How much is it a matter simply of time: it seems to 
me one paradox about all regional discussions in the 
architectural world today, is that the really fortunate 
nations are those who have been run over by the most 
cultivated empires early in their history! Then it's 
called heritage. If it happens recently it's called 
colonialism. 

Moor Mobashsher Ali 

No! No! I'll try to answer that. In Mughal buildings 
the buildings motifs are identifiable, the arch, the 
small openings, the various articulations with which 
people are familiar. The scale and the proportions of 
Kahn's building are such that it has a local bias, but 
it is still more difficult to call it regional than a Mughal 
bUilding. 

William Curtis 

This may be so. I'm certainly not wanting to promote 
Kahn. What it does however raise is another question 
about tradition. Consciously or unconsciously, more 
than 50% of the architects working in Bangladesh are 
in some manner or another coping with Kahn. This 
raises the question of transformation of a major trans
fer, that has come and placed itself here. It seems to 
me there are parallel problems with Corbusier. I agree 
exactly with some of the content of your analysis, but 
not all of it because it seems to me that Charles Correa 
and Doshi in particular are two people who learnt a 
little bit about architecture from Le Corbusier. One is 
reminded that architecture doesn't have to fit into a 
national boundary. It might just have certain qualities 
as a medium which are international and (dare I use 
the word) universal. Their problem has been to take 
onboard some of those qualities and reject others. 
That is how traditions are formed too and I think 
there is a real distinction between Dhaka airport for 
example which has little circles stuck on the outside 
of a concrete frame and really getting into the guts of 
Kahn. You don't have to go all the way with Kahn's 
form. You get to the level of his transformation and 
you can use him as a gateway to the past, not as a 
block against it. That paradox, which is an artistic 
paradox needs to be recognised. If you want to avoid 
him that's fine too. There is still the problem of where 
the modern schemata will come from. Do you let them 
passively arrive from the constructional system or 
from programmes or bubble-diagrams or something 
like that, or is there a level within the transformational 
apparatus which comes from somewhere else? That 
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is why one cannot get away from the problem of 
the international architectural culture in defining 
regionalism. 

Meer Mobashsher Ali 

I agree with your assessment but I conclude that Louis 
Kahn's building is becoming a symbol to people. Are 
we happy that this architecture is being accepted by 
people and it is gradually becoming a symbol? 

Jamel Akbar 

We talked about the multi-use of space and spaces. 
That raises a question that I have had in mind for a 
long time. Through observation in the Middle East I 
find that names of spaces are always positional and it 
is not like Western culture where they give names for 
functions like bedroom, living room, and so on. The 
names in the Middle East are often in vernacular 
and positional, like front yard, backyard, attic space, 
basement and so on. They are used differently for 
different functions. Almost all elements are positional 
and not functional. I don't know if such an investi
gation has been carried out but this could lead to a 
typology of vernacular spaces. This would hopefully 
clarify or explain the value judgement of society and 
could make the question of regionalism much clearer 
to architects when they intervene. Through observa
tion of traditional environment certain elements are 
recognised like the courtyard and so on. We should 
not forget the traditional environment was not 
designed by the architect, it was made by people 
through pragmatic decisions over time, through trial 
and error and we cannot simply look at the result and 
try to imitate it. For example take a gate, the gate is 
traditionally one of the signs of territory and a gate 
which gives into a courtyard is totally controlled by 
the users. They clean it, they own it, and to design an 
environment that resembles the traditional without 
giving the user the ability to control the space or to 
totally own the gate suggests to me a problem will 
arise. I don't know the answer to that. That is a pro
blem for all of us and the question of process versus 
a finished product. We are looking at the traditional 
environment as a finished product, but somehow 
neglecting the process behind it. 

William Curtis 

I think that's a very good point. What one is seeing 
operating in a vernacular is really crystallised in a set 
of forms, type-forms, on the basis of which an extra
ordinary variety of particular conditions can be 



handled with great elegance. By 'elegance' I don't 
mean beauty, I mean constructional elegance, 
economic elegance, all sorts of refinements of that 
sort Given that the building process is now a very 
different one that usually involves some degree of 
industrialisation of elements can there not be a way of 
reading the underlying type-forms of the vernacular, 
of reading the generic forms of the present day and 
then of making a happy marriage between the two. 

Kenneth Frampton 

All over the world the professional architect is bound 
up with the enlightenment in one way or another. For 
this reason the legacy of Utopia still wanders around 
the profession like a ghost. One of the b(g issues here 
is the hope that we can, if we try hard enough, effect 
a kind of reconciliation through architecture. We 
somehow have the idea that we can reconcile the irre
concilable. It would perhaps be better for us if we 
learnt to accept from the outset, a certain level of 
perennial contradiction. It would be better for us, in 
the end, to try to do something contradictory, which 
is, on the one hand to use certain kinds of typologies 
drawn from history and also to reflect on these 
typologies by modifying them. We should somehow 
make manifest the competition between the process of 
hyper-modernisation and the need for stability and at 
the same time not kid ourselves that in some particu
lar work or at some particular moment a reconcilia
tion can be finally achieved. In short one should try 
to make an environment which is critical but which 
provides at the same time for the survival of culture. 
We must try to get rid of the idea that we can 
somehow overcome the split that runs through the 
modern figure. I don't see this split being essentially 
very different whether it runs through the culture of 
the Occident or the Orient. 

Panel Discussion 
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Raj Rewal 

The 'Upazila Shahar' brings to mind immediately the 
urbanisation problem throughout the sub-continent. 
The story of the sub-district centres which are 
now being planned may be very typical of what's 
happening all over India as well as in Pakistan. The 
introduction of a few pukka houses the metalled roads 
and electric wires, are all becoming part of this region 
now. 

Iftekhar Uddin Chowdhury 

One point that I would like to raise. The 'Upazila 
Shahar' that is being developed or rather that is 
planned, is I think a piecemeal development and is if 
I may draw an analogue, like designing a building 
without really taking into consideration the urban 
pattern in which it really fits. In Bangladesh, we do 
not have any overall strategy or overall physical 
planning for the country. Without that we are going 
for this piecemeal development and planning of the 
'Upazila Shahars'. To my mind it seems to be very 
dangerous if we do not have any overall national 
policy for physical planning. 

Lailun Nahar Ekram 

My paper was quite long and because of the con
straints of time there was much I could not mention. 
The preparation of a Master Plan incorporating 
national physical planning has been taken up by the 
Urban Development Directorate and the Ministry of 
Works. The Upazila complexes are really urban 
inserts in that plan. I really do not know the role of 
architects vis-a-vis the common village people and 
their homes and we really have to wait to see the 
pattern of growth. There is extensive socio-economic 
survey work involved and there is a methodology 
which I did not cover in detail If I might just mention 
some of the headings, such as the physical survey of 
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existing land use patterns, a socio-economic survey 
and then the interview of Public Agencies. There is 
also the review of documents and publications and 
ADAB has prepared a forecast of population. There 
is a quantitative analysis and there is much more 
that could not be covered in the time available. 

Abdur Rab 

I think Mrs. Ekram should explain more fully what 
an Upazila is. A lot of architects and planners do not 
know what an Upazila is 

Lailun N ahar Ekram 

Upazila means sub-district. A district is called 'zila' in 
the country and there are numerous upazilas. A 
certain number of villages make up an upazila, which 
previously used to be the thana headquarters. It is 
now called the upazila headquarters. 

William Curtis 

I have a question in relation to this, which comes back 
to some of the general ideas discussed in this seminar 
concerning the role of the architect. I don't under
stand the economic problems of Bangladesh with 
regard to its rural base but it does seem fairly obvious 
that with the kind of population growth that has been 
taking place there is a need to generate some other 
kind of economic structure in the villages if they are 
to survive. With this comes initially, two kinds of 
intervention, either a brash, centralised intervention, 
without sensitivity, perhaps from the Engineering 
department or another kind which is money from 
the outside, either supplied by some international 
organisations or by what we could call transient 
labour - the situation of people leaving villages, 
going abroad and sending money back. This too can 
lead to the despoiling of an environment 



This seems to be happening in Egypt for example. 
Villages are obviously going to change. It needs to be 
thought through how they are going to change and 
what is desirable Aspirations need to be given an 
image and the labour of the rural base, on the spot, 
should be involved in it, otherwise we will have a 
totally split-up situation as has happened in many 
other places in the Third World 

Raj Rewal 

I have a question to ask of Mrs. Ekram Do the 
Governmental agencies in what she called the "urban 
inserts" consider at all the role of the local mistry or 
the local craftsmen who might have been building in 
a specific region for centuries? Are they considered at 
all, because obviously the new hospital or the new 
government buildings, even a school, have a totally 
alien look - they do not appear to fit into the sur
roundings at all Can't we trust the local craftsman to 
handle some of these works? 

Lailuo N ahar Ekram 

It is possible but they are Government buildings 
which the local craftsman in the villages do not 
usually build or they do not know the kind of process, 
maybe they do not even know how to read and write. 

William Curtis 

Yes, but this raises the question whether the architect 
can be useful as a communicator between the two 
sides, as somebody who can handle the implementa
tion within a housing programme. The co-operative 
or a school or a central Government agency or 
whatever is just plonked down in a village, but 
perhaps this can be done in a way which is regionally 
sensitive. This is "regionalism" in the real sense, like 
being a good country doctor. 

Raj Rewal 

Referring to the paper by Shah Alam Zahiruddin are 
there any comments? 

Khadem Ali 

In the Chairman's opening remarks the comment was 
made that the new structures that have been erected 
in the upazila somehow don't seem to fit into the total 
landscape and I wanted to make some comments, but 
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I wanted to make them after the whole range of the 
problems have been put forward and I think that 
has been quite well done in Mr. Zahiniddin's paper 
and I wish to raise some issues. As Mr. Zahiruddin 
has pointed out we have got a National Planning 
Commission which prepares the policy and strategy 
for physical development in the country. What seems 
to irk the professionals here is that there is not 
sufficient dialogue between the government and 
private professionals or sufficient input into the 
government's policy and strategy planning by the 
latter. There are very limited forums in which this 
dialogue can take place and one of the forums is a 
National Physical Planning Panel. Some members 
from the profession have been included in that sector 
planning panel. I happen to be one and we private 
members have touched on some of the points. It seems 
to us that the government has been progressing on 
the thesis that government can only undertake con
structions which are permanent, but as we all know 
in the whole of Bangladesh, specially in the rural set
up, which constitutes about 90% of the population, 
all the structures are at best semi-permanent or tem
porary. We have tried to impress the government that 
it should try to concentrate its efforts and try to invest 
its resources on this great mass of rural population but 
the government is of the view that investing in 
temporary and semi-permanent structures is a waste 
of money and they are totally not prepared to do it. 

We have done a study which was sponsored by 
the Commonwealth Association of Science and 
Technology to examine appropriate rural housing 
technology. We studied a village near Dhaka where 
148 houses were evaluated. We surveyed all the 
houses, did financial calculations and we came to the 
conclusion that the best kind of rural house will cost 
you about 15 to 20 percent of the cost of the lowest 
standard of a pukka house. The Government is 
concentrating on fulfilling housing demands and the 
Government says "whatever we do we will build only 
good houses - good houses mean pukka houses. We 
will build pukka houses and since our money is 
limited, our resources are limited, we can do every 
year only so many". Our position was that it is not 
a Government's job when government does not have 
sufficient resources to fulfil housing demands. The 
Government should try to take a strategy of equitable 
distribution of its resources and the Government 
should put an input into housing needs, that is to say 
Government can go into the infrastructure, utilities, 
fresh water, waste disposal and flood control. The 
Government can also go into public facilities, pro
viding assistance, be it financial, be it technical or be 
it personnel to the rural people to develop their own 
resources 
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Raj Rewal 

I notice that there seems to be a little divergence of 
views about the situation of the architect in 
Bangladesh. I must point out that in India the 
architects and engineers have been at each others' 
throats for thirty years 

Hashirul Haque 

I would like to discuss the first two papers by Mrs 
Ekram and Mr. Zahiruddin. I felt that primarily 
the discussion was about the way government 
approached decisions in architecture and in Mrs 
Ekram's paper she dealt with guidelines and criteria 
which are already decided by the Government which 
is all very well, I suppose, but I am a little disappoint
ed because there is no specificity. Mr. Zahiruddin 
talked about poverty in the country and mis-handling 
of finances. This is presumably the reason the govern
ment is handling the major building works. This point 
would have been much better made if he had taken a 
specific example of a building and how this has been 
done efficiently. The major problem is this country in 
the building industry is the financing of building. It is 
not on the national scale purely a problem of poverty. 
There is poverty but whatever money there is, it is not 
available for us to build. If someone has a piece of 
land and he wants to build he has nowhere to go, there 
are no financial institutions or mortgage companies, 
which will give him a loan to build something which 
will be in terms of investment and return a viable 
project. 

It is very difficult in a developing country to overcome 
bureaucracy and arrive at a building solution which 
is financially viable because my experience is that if a 
project is approved by the Government, by the time 
it is implemented, the time lag is about 3 to 4 years. 
By the time the architect is designing it, already 2/3 
years have elapsed and fixed budgets are overtaken by 
inflation so there is a tremendous problem of con
trolling the budget. This area of bureaucracy and 
bureaucratisation of decision making is, very harmful 
to the building industry. 

William Curtis 

I have found a lack of particularities but many 
generalities have been mentioned. I don't think I 
understand what they add up to in terms of a true 
picture of Bangladesh but it seems to be a description 
of different bureaucracies jockeying for positions 

The situation that I want to talk about is the one 
relating to people's needs and the availability of 
materials. The very beautiful vernaculars that we 
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have seen in a number of the presentations have been 
made of wood. Now, presumably the wood stock is 
dropping quickly and therefore the question of 
materials arises and with it the form the architecture 
of the future will take whether in the country or in the 
city? I am really interested particularly in the country
side in this case, what will future rural buildings 
in Bangladesh be made of and therefore what vo
cabulary in relation to that material will be evolved? 
This leads to another point. When we talk about 
centralised bureaucracies making these decisions we 
are all assuming that the architect is going to get into 
the act and that this is a good thing, that is under
written in what we have heard. This leads to the 
question of what type forms, what vocabulary, what 
'quasi-vernacular' is going to be worked out. Behind 
all this I have the assumption that brick and concrete 
will be the materials which are going to rush into the 
breach. If these things are going to be controlled with 
any sensitivity there has to be, it seems to me, a 
dialogue between the intelligence of craftsmen, and 
professional architectural intelligence I just can't see 
these discussions going on without some discussion of 
form and of a vocabulary and I haven't seen a single 
image in this seminar session that shows me what's 
wrong or what's right, so this I want to throw right 
into the middle because I think it is crucial. Presum
ably the wooden vernacular is destined to become a 
curious craft object in another forty years for tourists 
to go and look at in little villages-maybe they'll even 
be in hotel lobbies. This is what is happening to 
wooden crafts in many parts of South East Asia so I 
would like some real nitty-gritty answers from the 
Bangladeshis here. How are you thinking about this? 
Is it going to be a brick architecture? What does it look 
like? What is its relation in appearance and scale to 
tradition? 

Hashirul Haque 

There are a lot of constraints on architectural expres
sion when one starts designing. The primary thing is 
probably the availability of materials in this country 
and what you can do within the kind of budget which 
this country can afford. We have to design something 
that people can build Now in this respect brick is 
the cheapest materials you can work with. Wood is 
becoming very expensive. The kind of architecture 
that will be evolved is primarily by using brick We 
don't really have any other materials. As a matter 
of fact if you go into more details like floor materials 
the only thing we have in this country, and that has 
to be imported is terrazzo. We have tiles, brick tiles, 
though that has not yet been developed. We have to 
develop terra-cotta tiles for floor. We have to create 
a market for the manufacturers, tell them, look, if 
you start manufacturing this product th~re is a market 



for it As a matter of fact I have discussed with various 
manufacturers and maybe it will come about. The 
only floor material we have today is terrazzo which is 
becoming terribly boring 

William Curtis 

It seems to me this is a problem of enormous interna
tional dimensions and political dimensions. It 
concerns the ownership of resources and even why 
they should cost anything You have an able labour 
force that can do things for itself, put them together 
with the materials and the right ideas and you do away 
with a lot of people who get in the way in between. 
Another aspect of this is relevant since you've just had 
a major political meeting of South Asian countries. 
There are certain countries in this region which have 
got too much wood. One of them is next door Burma 
and it is really a question of very intelligent interna
tional agreements on resources - you've got enough 
brick to build the Tower of Babel forty times, as you 
know. This has to come into the thinking really early 
or otherwise what is the alternative? The alternative 
is the wrong buildings costing too much, built with the 
wrong materials and sometimes very ugly too. 

Syed Zaigham Jaffery 

Basically what I would like to do is take a certain 
section from the theme 'Architect and Government 
Relations' and deal with two sub-items therein, which 
are, the effectiveness of the professional organisations 
in professional control, and the expected roles of the 
professional organisations. I wish to deal with the 
subject in the light of the two papers presented by 
Mr Zahiruddin and Mr Islam and make it into 
something personal by describing it in terms of the 
role that the Institute of Architects, Pakistan has 
played in the process of the recognition of the pro
fession in Pakistan and where we are today. Mr. 
Zahiruddin's paper is a record of the current and 
recent efforts and it ends with the hope that since the 
status quo cannot continue change has to be brought 
about quickly. How this change will happen has not 
been defined. Mr. Islam's paper gave the historical 
perspective and analyses the reason for the current 
state of the art The disruption of historical continuity 
that has been mentioned I agree with completely. The 
paper Mr Islam presented points out that there is a 
definite need and rationale for change The situation 
described is akin to what is found in most of the 
countries of this region, whether it is Bangladesh, Sri 
Lanka, Pakistan or India We are at various stages 
and various levels but the factors that have affected us 
are more or less the same. 

Panel Discussion 

On a very personal note, I would like to point out that 
today you have a Chief Architect in the Government 
of Bangladesh, and there are seventy-two architects 
working with the Government. That brings back 
memories of 1969 when I graduated and went for an 
interview with the Public Works Department and I 
was told that my degree was not recognised. The 
Government did not equate my degree to the Civil 
Engineers degree It was then, I believe, that the 
struggle began for the recognition of the profession 
here and if you pick up any newspaper from that 
period you will find a record of what happened and 
how it began. At that time the professional Institute, 
that was the umbrella for all of us was the Institute of 
Architects, Pakistan, but that institution seemed very 
far away. It was like a cloud which would shower rain 
when it was goaded and not when it was needed It 
was then that the young architects of Bangladesh -
or then it was East Pakistan - formed what was 
known as The Architects Action Committee (T AAC) 
and much was done by this group Perhaps that also 
became the kernel for the Institute of Architects, 
Bangladesh. 

The role of the professional organisation in shaping 
the architectural outcome of the process of deve
lopment is to my mind very significant. Much has 
happened both here and at the Institute of Architects, 
Pakistan and we at the lAP seem to be slightly better 
off but believe me the struggle is the same and the 
problems are the same. It might be useful to mention 
how we mess up things there, and there might be some 
lessons for all of us here. Within the lAP when I 
returned in 1980 there was a process of change. The 
first thing that was done was to decentralise it and 
establish chapters in the important cities. This was 
done consciously in order to develop not only a 
second tier of leadership among architects but also 
to deal with local issues and to monitor the local 
architectural scene. In the ensuing five years that 
they have been active, significant achievements have 
been made politicising the architects within the city 
and waking them up to issues which are of concern to 
us about the built environment One of the significant 
things that has happened is that now together with the 
senior architects and practitioners, there is a group 
of younger architects who are very consciously and 
directly involved in what is happening. Those on 
the periphery who have more work have also been 
politicised by various means including social and peer 
pressure within the architects community. One other 
thing that has happened and was part of the strategy 
of the professional institute in Pakistan was that 
during the period 1980 to 1983 it was decided by the 
National Council lAP that we would concentrate on 
only one issue that was to have the profession of 
architecture recognised and the title of "Architect" 
protected. We thought that if we were to make an 
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impact it was necessary to protect the profession from 
both outside and from within It is also very interest
ing to point out that this process actually began in 
Dhaka in 1969 During that period architects from 
Dhaka and from the rest of the country journeyed 
several times to Islamabad That was in 1969, 1970 and 
1971. Then the events of time took over and the whole 
thing was shelved The draft that we had prepared had 
a simple comment on it and it was "File". Below this 
there was a small initial by a Deputy Secretary and 
the file lay there for about six or seven years. 

Something significant happened in 1980 with the stag
ing of the Aga Khan Award for Architecture In the 
architectural profession and its contemporary history 
in Pakistan that was a turning point. The Award 
ceremonies were held in Lahore and architecture, 
suddenly became a fascinating subject and the press 
and the media picked it up and we cashed-in on the 
issues. The draft which was lying around was redone 
and many people contributed to it I must take this 
opportunity to thank the gentleman who initiated 
most of the work and that is Mr. Muzharul Islam. 
Thank you Mr Islam for your pioneering efforts, for 
what you are struggling for here, for the thoughts you 
shared with us and for the people you trained. Now 
the idea that was germinated in Paribagh came back 
to us from Islamabad in the form of an ordinance 
recognising architecture as a profession and pro
tecting the title Architect One of the things that I have 
to point out, and maybe there is some lesson in it, is 
that the ordinance itself became a monster, it became 
a sort of a Frankenstein and tried to eat up the 
Institute which created it Those perhaps are mere 
teething problems and the Institute is dealing with 
them. There was resistance but the registration 
council was set up and out of the fourteen members 
who formed the registration council which registers 
architects in Pakistan, there are six planners because 
the council that was formed was with the help of 
planners and it is now called the Pakistan Council of 
Architects and Town Planners. Besides the six 
planners, there are nine architects, eight of whom are 
from the Institute of Architects, Pakistan Then there 
is one individual who considers herself an institution 
unto herself. There are lessons to draw from this 
that unless we keep a vigil on democratic principles 
individuals can hijack professional institutes for self
projection to the detriment of the profession. The 
Institute organised several seminars and architects 
from various cities got together and we decided to do 
a self-critique on our role and what we had been doing 
and what was the direction that had to be taken. These 
sessions, I believe, produced amazing results because 
everything we have done after that has been, some
how or the other, inspired by the thought that came 
out of the young architects and the elder professionals 
who were there. These ideas have been now synthe-
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sised into policies and may roughly be called the 
strategies that the Institute of Architects, Pakistan 
follows 

Among them is something which can happen 
anywhere, the establishment of a regular lecture series 
through the help of sponsors This was one of the 
important events because it served as a regular forum 
where architects could get together from all age 
groups and all backgrounds together with students 
and share the knowledge of their peers and discuss 
and arrive at a certain consensus Most importantly 
we consciously involved other professionals like 
artists, painters, planners and almost every month we 
held these lectures and the gatherings were large 
enough to attract the attention of the media 
Regularly we had something appearing in the press 
and on radio. The effect was not only to sensitise the 
decision-maker about what the architect could do, but 
also tell the public what we are about Another 
important effect of this was the involvement of 
teachers and the students of the faculties of 
architecture in both the cities of Lahore and Karachi 
The lecture series helped to supplement the classroom 
education of students and bring them closer to the 
practising architects so that they are more aware of 
the problems that face us The most important effect 
was the cohesiveness of the group for when you meet 
you discuss things and get to know each other 
Another event was the honouring of the founders of 
lAP, then the establishment of awards for students 
through the Institute of Architects, Pakistan and with 
the help of the Institute from other sponsors What 
came out directly from the self-criticism sessions was 
the definition of the role the architect should play in 
our country and how he should get down from the 
ivory tower and go and work with the people. In order 
to show the direction we should really be taking, we, 
for the first time, honoured a man who has spent his 
life working with poor people and has been involved 
with the work of the squatter settlements in the Orangi 
area of Karachi. The gentleman is well known because 
he has worked here in Bangladesh. He is Dr. Akhter 
Hamid Khan 

Much seems to be happening but there were various 
failures that we have still to contend with One of them 
was that when the legislation came in, the Institute of 
Architects, Pakistan was not recognised as the only 
professional body which represents the architects, 
though there is a clause within the law which states 
that the registration council, the governing body, 
will assign the task of holding examinations to a 
professional institution among planners and among 
architects. There is also the fee structure and although 
it has been defined, the bylaws have not been imple
mented yet nor are there clear-cut rules or regulations 
on who is going to run the architectural competitions 
in the country We still have a long way to go but 



recent promises made by the Government include one 
in which the provincial government of Punjab have 
stated publicly and through a policy stagement that 
architects shall be employed at all municipal levels 
The provincial Government of Sind has made a 
similar announcement Furthermore the inputs from 
architects on all issues effecting the built environment 
will be at the highest level. The Institute has been 
assured that it will become the professional institution 
representing the architects of the country. The 
struggle is not over from within as well as from 
without There is a strong lobby of engineers which 
has been trying to have the ordinance withdrawn but 
there is not much that we cannot handle if we continue 
in the way we have 

What this shows is that the profession of architecture 
in our countries has to deal with several dimensions 
and at many levels Among them are the assertion of 
itself as a profession and as a body, the question of 
identity, aesthetics and organisation Now that we are 
recognised as a profession by the government and the 
title is protected we have to prove our national utility 
as a profession. Are we really needed? If the people 
through the government protect our title, what are we 
doing for the people? 

If the national utility of a profession is to be 
recognised, then we have to determine the ways in 
which we can serve the nation For this we must work 
in an area or in a method which means something to 
the people, otherwise the government recognition will 
not mean much and we will be rejected by the people 
whom we are supposed to serve. Historically we 
have always served to edify the ego of the Emperor 
or the rich patron. Today the Emperors have turned 
into states and rich patrons have turned into entre
preneurs. Ifwe want to continue to serve them all well 
and good, that could be one role, but it has to be 
consciously decided 

We have to recognise, the fact that we have to become 
the facilitators of the development process rather than 
perhaps intervenors in it Our new role should then 
be to satisfy the needs of the people and if we don't 
do this we will be discarded. How this is done, with 
or without the government's help is one dilemma 
which we must solve ourselves One thing is very 
clear; that our role must change and we must under
stand first ourselves and our region and we must draw 
inspiration from each other and from within the 
sub-continent rather than from abroad. For this 
we need to know ourselves, our problems and our 
aspirations We must build a base of understanding 
among the architects within this region and the 
problems that face us. We share many similar issues 
and we have similar problems. 

My hope is that this seminar, which comes at an 
appropriate time, will give us as an outcome, the close 

Panel Discussion 

cooperation between the architects ofIndia, Pakistan 
and Bangladesh. As a delegate of the Institute of 
Architects, Pakistan, I put forward the idea that 
maybe an Association of a South Asian Institute of 
Architects could be formalised with the objective on 
the lowest level of exchanging information from the 
common backgrounds that we have. Maybe we can 
come up with a directory of the professionals who are 
available within the region in order that we could be 
of assistance to each other rather than seeking aid 
from outside. At the other end we could become a 
lobby for the betterment ofthe professional as a whole 
within the region 

Ranjan Singh Shah 

I think the discussions and the papers are really very 
much about regional issues but so far as the country 
of Nepal is concerned I would like to highlight a few 
points which are a little bit different from the 
characteristics of this South Asia region. 

Nepal, from its prehistory, was an independent 
country and due to its political policy it was closed 
to the outside world until 1950 The country was deve
loping by itself, creating its own regional character in 
its architecture If we look at the regional setting of 
Nepal we find it is very much different from other 
parts of the South Asia region. Nepal has got different 
settings. The Himalayan region, which is located from 
5,000 to 8,000 metres high and which covers at least 
23 % of the country has certain architectural and geo
graphical features The Midland region which is 
located at about 1,000 to 5,000 metres occupies at least 
60% of the country's area and have different 
architectural features again Finally there is the Terai 
region, the lowland area which has further architec
tural variations. 

In totality the country has harmony in its diverse 
geographical religious and cultural setting I can say 
that the country has regional characteristics and yet 
its architectural characteristor is essentially Nepalese. 

I would made the point that Nepal is one of the few 
countries in this region which has a living architecture 
of vernacular construction which have not been 
disrupted by any colonial intervention. We have seen 
such intervention and how architecture was disrupted 
and how in particular the vernacular has been totally 
wiped out in some cases. Actually this was noted very 
much by British art and architectural historians them
selves and they have written quite a lot about it. 
Nepal, where they were able to safeguard themselves 
by not allowing anyone to enter until 1950 to disrupt 
the architectural development, has some interesting 
features 
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Raj Rewa) 

I can see two diverse tendencies in the discussions, one 
is to keep the discussion going on the role of the 
architect and the government - and the other one 
prompted by Mrs Ekram is about the potential 
of and even the problems created by government 
intervention when they go to the rural area. It might 
be good if we return to the subject of Nepal later 
because it would be very useful to see a natural 
heritage in terms of design and construction which has 
carried on uninterrupted. In the meantime we will 
hear the comments of Mr. Ali 

Meer Mobashsher Ali 

I'll start with the comments made by Dr. Curtis on 
the form in the rural areas. I think he has very rightly 
pointed out that the brick buildings that we see and 
the bamboo huts we see have a link between them. I 
don't think any serious efforts have so far been made 
by the architects to make a link between these two 
There are certain sociological points also, the brick 
built building has a certain amount of prestige 
associated with it. It is very difficult to break that 
image and to go to some other form when this form 
is already accepted 

Dr. Curtis also asked where the financing for the 
planning that has to be done in the Upazila is coming 
from It is being financed by foreign agencies. UNCHS 
is providing the planning content. The money for the 
execution part has not yet been found. When we go 
into details a few points come out which are political 
and which are possibly below the level of sophis
tication that we are discussing here. I must raise 
one point - the local firms that are doing the 
planning of the Upazila are paid a fee of $3000 only 
for the master plan, and I think nothing can be done 
with $3000. One might even speculate that it has been 
done deliberately After the projects are submitted, 
and all the documents are submitted, they will not be 
up to the quality that was expected and it will be said 
that somebody from outside should be brought in to 
do a proper job. So before we expect quality work, the 
procedure, induding fees, should be properly laid 
down. 

Coming to the Government vis-a-vis architecture the 
various institutions have been outlined in the papers 
and there is a serious lack of coordination between 
these institutions. Whenever the question of 
coordination arises the Government forms a top 
level committee and top level committees do not 
facilitate co-ordination and so everyone is going 
along his own line. In Dhaka city, three agencies own 
land: Dhaka Improvement Trust, the Municipality 
and the Public Works Department and there is very 
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little coordination between these three groups. It was 
mentioned that Improvement Trusts are being done 
in other cities. Dhaka Improvement Trust was 
established in 1950 and if you ask anybody in this city 
they will say it has failed miserably in its purpose 
Why is this failure being repeated? There is a very 
specific reason for this. The Municipality could have 
taken on the job of looking after the Dhaka city but 
the Municipality is supposed to be an elected body 
and the Government did not want to give the 
decisions into the hands of the elected bodies. DIT is 
an agency of the Government, though it has some 
degree of autonomy The Government wanted to 
keep it in its hands because DIT gives out land and this 
is a big subsidy for the richer groups or a particular 
group of people and they want to keep it in their 
hands. The same thing happened in Calcutta The 
Calcutta Improvement Trust also did the same thing 
and it was done with a deliberate purpose. Take for 
example, the question of the cost of land All the 
architects who are sitting here have a piece ofland and 
I, for one, will not like the cost to come down So the 
cost cannot come down. These are the areas where the 
government can make real policies that will make 
changes but nobody is interested. Even people sitting 
here are self-interested. So what we are saying is that 
we are paying only lip service for whether you like it 
or not we are an elite group 

I take as another example a project in Senpara 
Parbata area. Various committees have been formed 
and I am in more than one of the committees and I 
have tried my best to convince them that it is not 
possible to acquire the land immediately For the last 
ten years it has been said that more power will be put 
in the hands of the authorities so that they can acquire 
the land. It is never understood that acquiring the land 
is not a solution. The participation of the people is 
absolutely necessary and now that the area has totally 
been destroyed and the groups that are living there 
become very big and attained some political force, 
they have now come up with a structure plan, which 
I am sure will never be implemented because there is 
no source of financing and no thought of financing. 
There is no development tax The people who will 
benefit from the structure plan are not paying any 
money at all. So if the government has to do it or 
implement it, they will have to pay cash from their 
pocket which is not possible in any planning 
procedure. So no matter how good the plan is, it will 
never be implemented If somebody from outside 
comes and pays the money then and only then can a 
project like this be undertaken. There is also a lack of 
bureaucratic understanding of any planning process 

The government's effort in housing, which is a major 
sector, is almost zero. There is no national institution 
in the country to take up housing The PWD, and we 
have seen that they are doing some good jobs, is in-



volved only in some forms of housing for Government 
officers or Government employees. The government 
has nothing to do with the private sector, nothing to 
say in the form of construction, in the form of setting 
out or in any other matter. For government 
employees however who are already in the privileged 
class maximum effort is being given to housing them. 
We lament that only fifteen percent of them are 
housed by the government and, that we want one 
hundred percent of them to be housed. You will have 
an administration located in the city and people living 
in the city who are all government officials. Since the 
client is the government and the designing authority 
is the government, the standard is very high in com
parison to the general housing standard of the 
country This has a very bad demonstration effect and 
people who want to build, wish to build in that 
manner too. The real standard, if we talk in terms of 
the investment that is being done to house a person 
and the interest on that would be more than his salary. 
By any economic principle this investment is not justi
fiable. Government has to do something to house the 
people in general and we have to suggest some 
institutions. In many countries, indeed in many Asian 
countries, there are national housing institutions and 
we do not have such housing institution. The small 
organisation we have, the Directorate of Housing, is 
totally insignificant in the national perspective. 

I would like now to comment on Mr. Islam's paper 
where I'll skip the colonial bit because a lot has been 
said about it. I think we have a little bit of misunder
standing, about colonisation not only the British 
colonised, the whole of Europe went out to acquire 
colonies. It was a total victory of technology. They 
knew better and so they came and they conquered and 
we were vanquished. It's no use blaming them any 
more, we just lost. We could not sustain ourselves, so 
they came and they had the right to do whatever they 
wanted to and definitely some things wrong were done 
and this is the time to correct it but it is no use blaming 
them any more. 

Something has been said regarding this school, the 
school of architecture I will agree that the graduates 
we have produced do not in their work represent the 
culture in a way some people would like, but this is 
blaming the product of the school for the work they 
are doing without jUdging if they are given the 
opportunity to work, or the environment to work, in 
a way they would like. We offer our training through 
a curriculum and we have made sincere efforts, even 
asking society what they want at various levels, to 
change the curriculum, to suit the need of society. 
Any suggestion you have will be appreciated and I 
would request people concerned to make comments 
on the curriculum. 
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Raj Rewal 

I would like to talk a little at this stage about the 
architect and government relationship and the 
experience in India. About 25 years ago I had the 
bad luck to win an architectural competition. The 
negotiations about the fees went on for 5 to 6 
years, about what should be paid to the architect, how 
he should implement the work, and what agencies 
should actually carry out a large urban design project. 
I stuck to the position, that we should be paid the fees 
as per the Royal Institute of British Architects, which 
were more or less accepted at that time by the Indian 
Institute of Architects. No bureaucrat wanted to 
agree to that at that particular time and the thing just 
dragged on and on Eventually when it was agreed to 
pay the fees a loophole was found; apparently the 
building site couldn't be given to the architect to carry 
out the work Some legal problems were identified 
with two or three houses which were in the area. I 
presumed it was all deliberate and another 10 years 
passed in between. 

What I want to tell our friends in Bangladesh is that 
if they hope for some cooperation from the 
government agencies or the engineering part of it, 
which has a great vested interest at this stage then I 
think they would be misleading themselves In India 
we had tremendous problems about this and even 
now the Chief Architect of India works under the 
Chief Engineer. The Department and the Engineers 
have a complete say in the entire building activity. The 
result is the kind of "intervention" that was illustrated 
in the public school and the government house in Mrs. 
Ekram's presentation. The ruin of the entire region 
can result from this kind ofintervention. Even the few 
architects who get a chance to work in these 
organisations either leave very quickly or follow the 
trends formulated by the Departmental engineers and 
this is a dilemma which has serious implications 
Maybe the ideal thing would be that there should be 
no architectural departments within the Governmen
tal organisations. Maybe we should have only a 
section which formulates the programmes and then 
private architects should be allowed to carry out the 
works. I am sure the private architect would make 
serious mistakes, they are after all the product of the 
same institutions, the same cultural background, but 
I think the mistakes would not be so colossal. Once 
a centralised government agency takes over the job of 
doing a major project throughout Bangladesh the 
same type designs will be seen from one end of the 
country to the other. In India we have seen that often 
type 4 quarters are built, whether it's Hyderabad or 
Srinagar, whether it is South, East or West. There is 
absolutely no consideration given to the local verna
cular, the local building techniques, the materials, or 
even the local building traditions. 
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On another related subject, that of the Architect's role 
and government patronage The Architectural profes
sion has a major role to play in the process of rapid 
urbanisation in Bangladesh This seminar should 
wholeheartedly recommend that the Bangladesh 
Institute of Architects, should be recognised by the 
Government The Institute's recommendation for 
professional ethics, fees structure, code of conduct 
and responsibilities should be well defined and 
accepted by members and official organisations. 

The Indian Institute of Architects had an uphill task 
to be recognised by a Bill of Parliament. Even now the 
fees structure and methodology of building through 
some of the Government agencies is far from 
satisfactory Architects are allowed to design but not 
trusted to carry out their design on site. The divided 
responsibilities between Architects and Engineers has 
resulted in poor buildings 

How should the Government select Architects for the 
design of public buildings? Architectural competi
tions may still be the best answer. It allows the young 
Architects a reasonable chance to design major 
buildings. It stirs up new ideas, perhaps controversial, 
but it is still the best way to choose a good design. 

However, for specialised projects like mass housing 
schemes, hospitals or educational buildings the 
Government agencies should give a chance to selected 
experienced Architects through limited competitions 
or through outright commissions 

In no case should the Architects be selected on the 
basis of the lowest quotation. 

William Curtis 

I want to say a few words about history and the 
teaching of history It is crucial to avoid simple
minded myths about the national past. I feel especially 
with respect to the built environment that what is 
needed is a historiography which instead of simply 
looking at the 15th or 16th century past through its 
monuments, considers the entire infrastructure of the 
country. This would have to consider the role of 
peasants in earlier phases of history Whilst not 
wanting in any sense at all to excuse the excesses of 
British colonialism, I would think that a delta 
peasant's life in the 17th century was not exactly a life 
of honey. It is a situation, which properly spelled out, 
would do a great deal to explain the temporariness of 
the architecture, the vernacular, not only with respect 
to the dangers of the river rising and falling, but to do 
with the landlord system under Muslim rule. 

I am saying these things because I think there is a 
danger sometimes in the rhetoric about post-colonial 
circumstances that one identifies one's scapegoat, 
normally the European colonising phase, and then 
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blames everything on that. This becomes a convenient 
way of avoiding discussion of neo-colonisation by the 
technologically superior nations but also what we 
might call Mandarin neo-colonisation, from city to 
country or what Prof Arkoun called the Jacobin 
state As a professional elite you are liable to be in the 
middle of that scenario Once upon a time the models 
came from outside to the countryside The outsider 
might have been a designer in Bombay or in London. 
Now they may come from Dhaka. As far as the 
receiving end is concerned, is it really so very different? 
I really feel that if you wish to have a sensible 
assessment of these questions you have to have a 
model of historiography which deals with the role of 
the entire population in the past, deals with the role 
of the peasant in relation to the class structure, in 
relation to creed and so on, and that looks at the built 
fabric of the entire region in relation to these 
categories. Otherwise one falls into a kind of higher
minded mythology, usually directed by the needs of 
present-day nationalism, which puts together a 
handul of stupas, works its way through one or two 
mosques and then you go into a bump around 200 
years ago! In this scenario one ends up ignoring some 
of the actually quite intelligent architectural solutions 
brought by the European colonialist. Then one comes 
to a new phase where somehow one picks up the 
pieces It leads to a very simple idea about roots, 
unless there is a proper explanation of the entire 
evolution of the built structure in the country This is 
a plea for a historiography, a way of doing history 
which in turn concerns architectural teaching, because 
the architects need to understand why buildings, even 
field patterns came about. Not through simple
minded myths but by real explanation, by real 
documentation and real hypothesis in the historical 
sense 

Romi Khosla 

I'd just like to make one very minor correction for Dr 
Curtis. As we understand it, in this part of the world 
we refer to the British period as the colonising period 
because it was the result of a metropolitan culture 
which was located very far from here and which was 
using the Asian countries for extracting resources and 
for marketing their products. The presence of the 
Buddhists, the Hindus and the Muslims in this part of 
the world was very different because they came to 
settle here and they were assimilated There is a big 
difference between this and the kind of marketing and 
resource extraction that takes place and the culture 
of the colony gets transformed in a very dramatic 
manner. I don't think there is any chance of assimi
lation then. The British culture was in direct confron
tation at an economic level with this part of the world, 
so there are some differences. 



While I have the opportunity I'd like to make one or 
two other observations. We have three specific 
characteristics of government which I believe give 
direction to our architecture here One is that the 
government and the bureaucracy are authoritarian 
and centralised. Secondly, that our institutions are 
not very well developed Thirdly, that the government 
uses resources to project the image of state power. 
When PWD buildings are erected in remote areas it 
really is a reflection of the extension of state power 
and architecture we know has often been used to 
express the power of the state These are questions 
that we have to consider as architects and we enter 
the realm of welfare economics, not budget econo
mics. What are the opportunity costs? There is a need 
for architects to be aware of the difference between 
putting a lot of money into a building which is then 
not maintained at all and putting in much less and 
then maintaining it regularly. Most architects in this 
part of the world are not really worried about the 
maintenance costs of the building and that is why they 
happily raise the specifications of the building hoping 
that it will last forever. We know that the historical 
buildings, the colonial buildings are all in a state of 
neglect and the new buildings that are put up have to 
be photographed within a year before they are taken 
over by the weather It is very important for us in Asia 
not only to lower the cost of buildings but to raise the 
level of maintenance of buildings Louis Kahn's 
assembly building is absolutely spectacular but we 
must remember that it cost 53 million dollars. Is it a 
maintenance free building? These are things we must 
address ourselves to. 

Mohammed Arkoun 

This discussion and specially the remarks of Dr. 
Curtis on colonialism and colonialists highlights the 
problem of the struggle between the three forces 
operating in societies, especially our Muslim society 
today - these are the state, the nation and the region. 
When I came here I was very eager to discover this 
part of the world, as a Muslim originating from the 
Far West part of the Islamic world I was interested 
to hear something new on common issues. Arab Islam 
is different from Asian Islam because the cultural 
backgrounds are very different. Pointing out this 
difference does not ignore the common teaching of 
Islam as a religion, but we have to distinguish in our 
approach religion and its cultural, historical 
expressions. 

The words in Muzharul Islam's paper are just the 
same as those used by North Africans and especially 
by Algerians when we come to deal with any problem, 
be it architectural, social, economic, political or 
cultural. We always look to the colonial impact on us, 
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what colonialism did with us, and we spend a lot of 
time describing again and again about the colonial 
legacy, pushing away, forgetting totally the main task 
of all intellectuals, architects, economists and all 
citizens of our societies today The main task for us 
is precisely to create a space of freedom, to exercise an 
intellectual responsibility so that we can think afresh 
our problems, solve them and create the possibilities 
for everyone to be an emancipated citizen. Then we 
can truly face the challenge of the present era, instead 
of justifying, or hiding by our criticism against colo
nialism, our own inabilities to build a modern state 

The struggle between the West and us is for our 
independence on an intellectual and cultural level. We 
are not there yet. The struggle between classes for 
power has replaced the struggle against colonialism. 
We have experienced independence for thirty years 
and we have achieved some results at a very high 
human price We know that we have no freedom to 
tackle our political and cultural problems in our 
societies, not because of colonialism but because the 
political structure imposed in our societies by external 
and internal forces prevents us making progress. Our 
elites do not receive social and political support. The 
more we reject the responsibility for our present 
backwardness, placing it all on colonialism and 
imperialism, the more unprepared we are to face the 
real issues. That is why we appreciate more the chance 
given to us to approach the problems of Muslim 
societies through architecture and urbanism. The 
originality of this approach is that we are obliged to 
consider technical, cultural and economic issues 
related to architecture before we consider political 
questions which lead us to ideological and polemic 
attitudes The Aga Khan Award is a forum for 
research and exchange of ideas; it is not in any sense 
an ideological trend; it is not even a particular school 
of philosophy or even architecture. Through intel
Iectural confrontations, the participants in the Aga 
Khan Award create something precious, badly 
needed through the Muslim world - a free space 
from which could emerge a new Muslim culture and 
thought, open to the rich legacy of the past, able to 
take over the demands of the present, ready to face the 
challenges of the future. This 'miracle' is possible 
because we avoid the empty ideological discourse and 
favour all enriching, intellectual, cultural, artistic and 
spiritual initiatives. 

Shah Alam Zahimddin 

The title of my paper is "The Role of Goverment in 
Architecture" and what I have tried to do in the paper 
is to examine the role the government is playing, what 
are the organisations and institutions the government 
has for what purpose and what are their 
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shortcomings In a reference made by Dr Curtis, he 
stated that in the paper, the jockeying of different 
departments has been highlighted, but it is important 
here. I do not know how it is in his country but 
something being written down somewhere is not 
enough, it needs great efforts to make things effective 
There are institutions with specific terms of reference 
and objectives, but the institutions are not functioning 
as they should be and it is important that we identify 
where they are not functioning properly. For example 
in the Public Works Department, engineers are there 
and the architects are there and I am sure engineers 
are supposed to do the engineering work and the 
architects are supposed to do the architecture work. 
but it's not happening. That is very important if we 
can identify a problem then work towards a solution. 
As Mr. Jaffery has said, in the late 60's his degree in 
architecture from Dhaka University was not 
recognised by the Government of Bangladesh to 
qualify for a job in the Ministry of Works. This was 
a problem that was identified and many methods were 
used, not one, to get the degree recognised by the 
Government We just cannot go and hit the govern
ment on the head and say that here is the degree and 
you take it. We worked in different forums at different 
levels and then finally the degree has not only been 
recognised, but virtually the entire government 
architects office, at least 90% of them, is now manned 
by architects with degrees from this university I do 
not think I can give you a solution to anything but it 
is important that we identify where things are going 
wrong, where are we lacking and then work to remedy 
it. 

If you had asked me 5 years back, 10 years back, or 
maybe 15 years back, about the relationship of 
architects and engineers in Government, I would have 
confirmed the same experience as in India, but things 
have changed a lot in the government's engineer and 
architect relationship in the last few years. I am, 
however, not talking about the state of affairs of the 
entire country. There are private architects working in 
other organisations, besides the PWD There are many 
autonomous bodies, the Dhaka Improvement Trust is 
one, the Power Development Board is another and 
the Agriculture Department is doing a lot of work 
through private architects. Engineers still dominate 
and in the name of design competition they actually, 
without any award, get a design from you The 
architects mayor may not be commissioned. It is up 
to the architects in private practice to respond or not 
respond to this. For the architects in Government 
Department the position is now very much conso
lidated. If the Chief Engineer goes with a proposal 
to the Ministry of Works, the Minister of Works 
will ask him "Have you discussed the matter with the 
Department of Architecture?" So much so that during 
the SAARC conference, concerning the city decora-
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tion, which I feel are relatively unimportant as they 
are erected for only a few days, even the President 
enquired, "Have the Department of Architecture seen 
it? Have they agreed to it?" This is the situation that 
has been brought about within the last 5 years. If you 
had asked me 5 or 6 years back, I would have given 
you the same picture that we were fighting the 
engineers and trying to establish the role of architects. 
The PWD works, when not up to the mark can now 
be substantially attributed to the small number of 
architects compared to the volume of work and the 
fact that we are not able to give the engineers all the 
advice and help they ask for. 

On the issue raised on the role of Government in 
providing type plans for permanent construction 
across the country without differentiating between 
Urban and Rural areas, possibly there is a misunder
standing. We are not, the Government is not, 
preparing type plans and sending them all over the 
country for use by everybody, it is only for the re
quirements of Government officials and it is only a 
very small sector of total volume of national building 
activity. It may also be noted that Government 
servants are located in areas which are urbanised OJ 

in the process of urbanisation For the rural areas, for 
which a "bare-foot" architect's role has been 
suggested, it can be noted from the paper of Prof 
Muktadir also, traditional patterns are still being 
followed. Many constraints limit the role of the 
Central Government in the area where 90% of the 
rural population of Bangladesh lives. Blame should 
not, therefore, be put on the Central Government for 
changing the traditional rural scene as Central 
Government does very little there 

Regarding the remark that has been made that 
Government works are in permanent material and 
very little work is done by the Government in the 
traditional pattern, which are mostly semi-permanent 
or temporary in nature, we must realise that Central 
Government cannot build something in the nature of 
a temporary construction which will have lots of 
continuous maintenance. The Government goes for 
housing and building in urban and developing urban 
areas and they try to do something which has less 
maintenance. If you are doing something for an indi
vidual or for the people who will eventually own the 
house and will look after the maintenance himself, 
then the picture would be different and possibly you 
will work with the person for whom you are building. 

In the case of the Government here, the Government 
employee may be housed on transferable job, he is 
stationed here for one year and next year he is shifted 
or transferred elsewhere It is, therefore, necessary for 
the Government, whatever they build, to ensure it has 
low maintenance 

In response to the issue raised by William Curtis on 



what is traditional and vernacular and the possibility 
of easily obtaining timber for traditional construction 
from Burma, I would say that Burma is not in the 
South Asia Regional Cooperation Programme 
Burma is not interested and wants to remain isolated, 
so our problem of obtaining timber to use as a 
traditional construction material is not solved. 
Timber is now like gold in this country. Ifwe want to 
do something expensive, we go for timber, it is not 
cheap, which used to be the case. As for timber, 
bamboo or thatch, the traditional materials of con
struction in rural Bangladesh, architects can always 
work in this area if there are enough dedicated 
architects in private practice as the Government is not 
working this sector. 

I would now like to dispel some misconception, which 
has been voiced in Muzharul Islam's paper that the 
Institute of Architects, Bangladesh is not recognised 
by the Government. If the Institute of Architects' 
recognition means the registration of the Institute 
through normal process, like Institution of Engineers, 
then we may say that the Institute is not registered. It 
is for the Institute to take the initiative to get it 
registered with the Cooperative Societies or registered 
as a Company as I see in the case of Architect's 
Regional Council of Asia which is registered as a 
Company in Hong Kong. As for recognition by the 
Government, I am pleased to point out that during 
my term of office as President of the Institute, we have 
been able to get recognition by the Government and 
we received a grant from the National Budget as a 
learned Society just like the Institution of Engineers, 
the Medical Association and others The Government 
recognises the Institute only as a learned Society, and 
in the case of important architectural projects, wher
ever the Government has a design competition 
organised, there is a representative from the Institute 
of Architects on the organising body The remark 
made by a member of the Institute that the Institute 
of Architects Bangladesh is not recognised is not 
correct. It is true that there is no registration of 
architects to practise but we are trying hard to bring 
in a registration act Certain ground works have been 
made and we hope we will be able to pursue it further. 

Nuridin Durkee 

As a Muslim from the farthest West or the farthest 
East, that is the United States, I was very interested 
in the remarks of my brother, Mohammed Arkoun. 
What I have found in my travels is that it's not really 
a question of colonialisation because the people of 
today are colonialising themselves by a wholesale 
importation of western ideology or the northern 
technological nation's ideology This conference 
would have been quite different had it not been held 

Panel Di1cus1ion 

in a compound about 50 miles outside of Dhaka, 
where the real problems exist. The role of local 
builders and craftsmen was brought up twice, it was 
totally passed over for a discussion of a type of 
organisation which is only a colonial organisation. 
The whole idea of the architect and the engineer and 
this department and that department and the royal 
this and the government that, all of which has been 
taken over wholesale by the developing nations has 
nothing to do with institutions which existed before 
colonialisation, you have essentially colonised your
selves into his model and have neglected the people 
who really need you 

You spoke about the government building houses and 
these houses were for government employees, so what 
you have is this constantly spreading government, all 
of which is operating off the same particular type of 
intellectual colonisation. The poor peopie'who cannot 
attain to that level of housing see it and then of course 
because everybody is greedy, they want that kind of 
housing too. You soon have an instant Poland or 
instant South Chicago or instant Heliopolis in Egypt 
with rows and rows and rows of concrete fiats. They 
are not maintenance free as has been suggested, but 
turn into instant slums about 7 years on as the 
concrete begins to rot, because some contractor put 
the money in his pocket and didn't actually provide 
the standards and then the steel begins to corrode 
from inside. Really the question which hasn't been 
addressed, and nobody seems to want to address, is 
instead of all these learned bodies and instead of all 
these commissions, what is the real role of the local 
builder and the local craftsman This idea of informal 
structures, of barefoot architects of course takes 
dedication and most people don't want that 

I've heard I don't know how many discussions about 
the fees, because really people are seeking to enrich 
themselves through this thing so that they can then 
attain a particular level of living which is again a part 
of the same phenomenon. People don't really care 
enough in spite of the rhetoric about what the 
conditions of the people are Somebody said when 
asked about the role of local builders and craftsmen, 
that they can neither read nor write. Well, I suggest 
that building has nothing to do with either reading or 
writing, it has to do with the ability. There is in 
people's hands and people's minds the ability to build 
and this question has been constantly gone over and 
glossed over here in favour of these other things. 

Raj Rewal 

Thank you very much. I think the role of the 
craftsmen and the potential of, if I may say so, 
counterculture or culture which comes not through 
colonial patterns has been very well made. 
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Kenneth Frampton 

I just wanted to say that I think the last 2 or 3 
interventions have been extremely revealing and I 
have come to appreciate the clarity of Professor 
Arkoun, but I just want to caution against short
circuiting certain problems. It is possible, obviously, 
for a very strong-willed people and strong-willed 
communities to make sites of resistance where they 
may with certain sacrifices, be able to maintain some 
kind of other life-style, as a sort of interstitial free
dom. At the same time you also have to recognise, 
that modem nations faced with the problems of 
international power have to come to terms with 
appropriating in some way or the other the instru
ments of that power They can't just renounce power 
and become an economic and political non-entity in 
the face of the competition between nations. I do not 
think they are going to take that decision. Then I 
would like to touch on the conflict between written 
and oral culture. The thing that has impressed me is 
the question about the scarcity of materials even at the 
lowest level of survival. I agree that professionalism 
could be linked with colonialism and to internal self
colonisation but when I ask about the alternatives to 
professionalism at the level of oral culture, I am told 
that bamboo is also becoming scarce here, because 
bamboo is being used for producing paper. It is 
exactly at this point you have a direct conflict between 
oral and written culture coming into being as a by
product of modernisation which is related to the 
desirability of creating an educated nation state, able 
to compete with other nations. Here at the global level 
you run into fundamental contradictions faced by all 
modernising societies and not just by societies as poor 
as this. 
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Kamil Khan Mumtaz 

Can we hear comments then on how we see the role 
of the architect confronted with the issues that have 
been put before us? Firstly on the issues raised by 
Professor Ali 

Iftekhar Uddin Chowdhury 

The paper read by Professor Ali is really stimulating 
and I for one would like all of us to rush into the 
villages and do something for the teeming millions. 
On the other hand I do not think I am capable enough 
to tackle the numerous problems which are there The 
real issues which have evolved out of this paper, show 
that rural housing is a very insignificant factor in 
the whole scheme of things. The real issues which have 
emerged are problems of population explosion, 
employment generation, improving health, setting up 
community organisations, improved water supply 
and sanitation, irrigation and innumerable other 
tangible and intangible issues which influence not 
only quality but even the very existence of life. 

This demands all the skills that architects possess 
and a lot more I do not know the way forward but 
definitely to attack these problems requires a drastic 
change in the profession and approach of architects. 
Maybe the change is really coming We have to learn 
to perceive the needs and the opportunities, or else we 
as professionals might prove to be very inert in any 
attempt to improve the lot of the poor 

Muzharul Islam 

I would like to say a few words on Professor Ali's 
paper. When he cited the reasons for the negligible 
number of permanent houses in rural areas it would 
be proper to list another reason here, which is the 
unavailability of durable materials, which in fact 
makes it impossible for the rural people to make 
permanent houses. 

Meer Mobashsher Ali 

I did not blame colonialism as such, it was just a 
comment, it was not exactly blame and as a matter of 
fact I said that they were the only ones who measured 
land properly, prepared 'mouza' maps and for 
revenue purposes gave some sort of ownership rights 
to the people. I would say the ownership rights were 
better during the British time than during the Muslim 
period for the peasants. 

Regarding the availability of materials there can be a 
host of other reasons and that's why I pointed out just 
three. As to the availability of materials, well, 
throughout history people make,material available, 
for example, it has been mentioned that brick is a 
material which is available. They could have used 
brick and in fact brick has been used in rural areas 
Brick is a permanent material and it could have been 
used but I agree that there was lack of readily 
available material in rural areas 

Kamil Khan Mumtaz 

I'd just like to add a brief comment to the discussion 
of permanent materials in our rural settings You are 
absolutely right. It's not that permanent materials are 
not available or technology and skill to use them is not 
known. It is curious that, for a variety of reasons, in 
the rural setting where these permanent materials are 
known they are nevertheless reserved for a very 
special area of building. In general houses will be built 
in impermanent materials except of course the big 
landlord's house, or a mosque, a shrine or a temple. 
Buildings of this kind are usually built in permanent 
materials, so it is an interesting point to consider why, 
although the techniques and the materials are 
available, they are used for one category of building 
within an area and not for another category. 
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Muzharul Islam 

On this particular point I think our history tells us 
something Actually at a certain period in time 
ordinary villagers were not allowed to build in 
permanent materials Only the zamindar or the 
big landlord could build in such materials and no
body else could build anywhere else near him. The 
only buildings which were allowed in permanent 
materials were religious structures. 

Syed Zaigham Jaffery 

I have a question for Professor Ali. He has mentioned 
three reasons why the houses or the homesteads in 
rural Bangladesh were not permanent, and these are 
the lines of his first paragraph, "The Bangladeshi 
peasant never felt secure in his land". The second 
point was about the climate and the calamities that 
visit them and the third reason was poverty. At the 
end of the paper he says that the architect must now 
rush there and do something about it. My question 
is, have those three conditions which make the 
house non-permanent changed, and if they have not 
changed, will the architect once he gets there be able 
to do anything better than what the peasant is doing 
now? 

Meer Mobashsher Ali 

I think I have highlighted, or I have tried to touch on 
too many points. An awareness on the part of the 
architect of their contribution in one field can definite
ly help. I have touched upon the encroachment by 
the homesteads onto the agricultural land, which is 
really a very important point for a land-hungry 
country like Bangladesh where there is no land 
regulation. For a change of land use you do not 
require any permission. So if the architects could be 
conscious of this and if homesteads can be restricted 
or the layout can be such that further proliferation 
into agricultural land is restricted, that will be a big 
help. I made the comparison that 8% of the land area 
is taken up by rural homesteads, and 1.2% of land 
is taken up by the urban areas. So much is being done 
in the urban areas, for example you must build multi
storeys. Many regulations have been made, but, in 
rural areas where the danger is greater, nothing has 
been done. At least in this field which does not require 
any drawing paper or anything whatsoever, it is just 
making a policy or a regulation, in this area architects 
can make a contribution and what is more a very 
significant contribution. 
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Kamil Khan Mumtaz 

Mrs. Rahman has dramatised the problems the archi
tect faces in the area of Health Facility planning and 
design. I would welcome comments from delegates. 

Abdul Rahman 

I wish to thank Mrs Rahman for giving a very 
enlightening paper. It definitely indicated the 
difficulties we are going through in the planning 
process, specially in the important field of health 
facilities. The IPGMR Hospital has taken over the o~d 
hotel building. The whole hotel was converted to a 
hospital and Mrs. Rahman has very intelligently 
shown slides where the Professors have their office 
and where wards have been converted and how the 
hospital is functioning. As a hotel building we can all 
understand that it was mostly a conglomeration of 
small rooms and when the hospital moved in all those 
rooms were converted into either private wards or 
cabins and each room was given to 4 patients. I 
personally think this was a very good idea because at 
least that building has the plumbing facilities to hold 
4 people in each room. 

You indicated that the doctors have to examine the 
patients on the verandah. Perhaps they should throw 
away all those beautiful sofas in their offices and put 
the examination couch inside and examine patients 
there. There is nothing wrong in having an examina
tion bed inside a doctor's room. 

You showed the crowded corridors and patients 
sleeping outside the Operation Theatre. Only a few 
walls were demolished to convert hotel rooms into 
Operation Theatres, so there is no other place where 
the relatives of the patients can wait besides the 
corridor. I do not know whether you are encouraging 
relatives of the patients to be there or even inside the 
post-operative rooms. They should not be there 
whether sociological aspects allow it or not, the 
patients are supposed to be kept in the Intensive Care 
or Post-operative wards, where the nurses are 
supposed to take care of them. 

Regarding the new hospital building which you have 
shown, the programme, as you have mentioned, was 
already a very tight programme and floor areas which 
were allowed to the architect were also very tight. 
Therefore regarding the future expansions, I don't 
think there is any possibility, though it has already 
taken many more patients than it was initially de
signed for. 



Mrs. Shaheda Rahman 

The point was not that it was the fault of the designer 
but of the total process. In planning and programm
ing, these things have to be accounted for and they 
never are Without proper planning it's never possi
ble In health facility planning and design the role of 
the architect is somewhat expanded and of course it 
is up to the policy maker to do it or not, but unlike 
other building projects where possibly the architect 
begins with design, in health facility planning and 
design the architect should be involved at the very 
inception of the project. This is because in the elabora
tion of the brief, the participation of the architect is a 
basic necessity, because that is where he can con
tribute, where the clients are mostly doctors. In 
some instances they may be sociologists, who are 
not capable of thinking in terms of space or spatial 
requirements. 

Mulk Raj Anand 

I am an amateur and lowe much of my interest in 
architectural problems to the invidious fact that I 
happened to edit a magazine for many years founded 
by Minnette de Silva and later I have had the courtesy 
and consideration of many architect friends who are 
in the modern architects research group Amongst 
them was Charles Correa who did a fairly important 
intervention in regard to the building of Bombay. He 
and his colleagues published a book on the future 
Bombay, which had a significant influence on the 
design of the new Bombay 

That contribution towards the new architecture 
emboldened me to think that we could have similar 
discussions in which it may be fruitful to collaborate 
and think out, without too much emphasis on one's 
prejudices, contemporary problems in the world of 
architecture. You know there was a world as you 
remember, a hundred years ago where there were no 
architects in India, in the sub-continent or in South
ern Asia. The craftsmen build everything and I 
remember when I went through Bangladesh thrice in 
the 1930's and again in 1971 and 1972 on a three month 
tour to produce a Bangladesh Heritage book, I found 
that from Paharpur downwards through Gaur and 
the rest, until the British came, the architecture was 
without architects. I remember vividly the great 
thoughts of the poet Tagore who lived in Kushtia 
district on the river Padma in the mature years of his 
life and wrote of the peasantry and the way he himself 
lived as a big landlord looking after his tenants 

When he came to build Shantiniketan he built it from 
the point of view, of life in Kushtia district and some 
of you who have been to Shantiniketan will have 
found he left the villages untouched. Within half a 
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mile of the centre of Shantiniketan there are peasant 
huts, tribal people live there Obsessionally since then 
our thoughts, the thoughts of a generation which was 
inspired by Rabindranath, have been always of the 
people among whom we live and to whom we turn 
always for our inspiration. As you probably know the 
finest poems were written under the influence of the 
Baul folk singers and it was from them he got the love 
that he gave to the world. 

I feel after the Bangladesh Heritage book the same as 
our inspirer, that we must think beyond the big towns 
we've built for the needs of an urban population. We 
must think of the countryside, the 20 million houses 
we need to make up the backlog in India, probably 
another 10 million in Pakistan and another 5 to 7 
million in Bangladesh. By sheer accident I happened 
to see Minnette de Silva in Bombay recently and she 
has done some research and she can articulate pro
fessionally what I cannot say. You people talk about 
'low-cost', housing and how to appropriately design 
for living or for the people. Now this consideration 
becomes very important 

We have just recently seen the giving away of Chan
digarh designed by Corbusier, to Punjab for which 
state it was built and now there is the problem of 
building a capital for Haryana state I know this area 
for I was born here and it is where I spent my child
hood. I realise that the people are predominantly rural 
people with rural consciousness. It is the collective 
unconscious of those people who aspire to an urban 
living and who want to build all kinds of buildings, 
such as have been erected in Delhi through the black 
market economy, vast houses, of all shapes and sizes 
and forms according to the vanity of the builder, of 
the owner. How to build an integral capital for 
Haryana? My very loose thoughts went on to the idea 
that first of all it may be situated in the area of 
Kurukshetra You may have heard that 3000 years 
ago the battle of Kurukshetra was fought, the 
Mahabharata war was fought in Kurukshetra, for 
right against wrong. Speculating on the past I felt, 
why should not this big legend be inherited by people 
now? 

There is road nearby, the Grand Trunk Road going 
from Delhi to Peshawar. The river Jumna is 16 miles 
away. There is rural landscape by the Kurukshetra 
township, in all about 20,000 square miles. Why not 
think of a capital which could be decentralised? Why 
should not the Ministry oflndustries be in Faridabad 
which is the one of the few townships where they have 
built industries, small scale industries, and even some 
big industries? Why not think of the Ministry of 
Agriculture going to Hissar which has a flourishing 
University of Agriculture and where the people have 
learnt a good deal from the new teaching and tech
nology of agriculture? Why not the Ministry of 
Culture in Kurukshetra itself, which is connected to 
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the past to take from it the relevant ideas of the war 
of Mahabharata - against war? Anyhow, with these 
loose thoughts arrived at with the help of some four 
or five architects I have been speculating about the 
possibilities of Kurukshetra as a capital for Haryana. 
It seems that if we think honestly about the people 
who are coming into this area of development we 
should not think of them as people who are going to 
imitate the skyscrapers of Bombay. I don't think that 
will be appropriate. Any high rise building would be 
very inappropriate in this vast land which you can 
occupy, vast in the sense of a jungle in which there can 
be a clearing. 

Would it be possible to go back in one's conscious
ness, in spite of one's bad imitative education, to take 
a few very eminent architects on a tour of this area and 
ask them to see the possibilities in view of the fact that 
this rural population will take a hundred years to 
develop urban consciousness. The collective uncon
scious of these people is rooted in the soil and the 
introduction of machinery - machine life - will take 
time because it is not possible in less than 50 years to 
industrialise the population. In their rural habits, 
these people have a very good awareness of ecology. 
They say in their own language, God has given the 
earth, the water and the air and we use it, so that we 
don't have trees in the fields as the birds there will peck 
all the harvest away but we have jungle around. I want 
to supplicate that eminent architects and young 
people, who are into these psychological problems, 
please always keep in mind that 90% of our 
population is still rural. It is a return to thinking of 
people for whom democracy is meant, that may bring 
about the transformation into a possible basic 
economy - which somebody referred to, quoting 
from Gandhiji's teachings, as 'small is beautiful'. 

I don't want to go any further into this, I only want 
to direct your minds to the idea, this idea that we have 
already forgotten in our sub-continent, of the people. 
I would mention that I have just been on a tour to see 
primary schools in the village in various parts of 
India. They don't exist. 80% of schools have no 
buildings. 60% of schools have no blackboards. 40% 
have no books and 90% have no toilets. We are 
launching now on the plan to go into the 21st century. 
1 ask that we go into 21st century altogether from a 
firm base and not go ahead, some of us, into the 21 st 
or 22nd century, and forget that many of our people 
are in the 4th century A.D., the 18th century and the 
19th century. They are however, human and it is 
human concerns alone in my opinion that justifies 
your profession. If you forget human concerns, we are 
lost. We will go wrong and we will build for glory 
and vanity and fake splendour but not for use and 
function. I beg you to return again and to the idea of 
building from below. 
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Ranjan Singh Shah 

After listening to the papers presented by two of our 
colleagues it has highly impressed me and inspired 
me to say something. We in the South Asian region 
countries, say that we are very poor, and we have got 
very limited resources. What we see is that we are not 
able to utilise those resources in the right place in 
the right manner and this causes many financial 
problems. Referring to the presentation, of the 
hospital project which is a social welfare project, this 
involves a lot of money as well as high degree of skill. 
It is a very complex project and when such a project 
is designed without proper consideration given to the 
specialist advice or architectural expertise we are not 
only committing mistakes but the government is 
creating a maintenance problem and also creating a 
problem running the hospital. A hospital is a project 
where the services are very important and it has a 
functional aspect. When a hospital is designed with
out proper correlation between out-patient, in-patient 
and central service areas I think the whole project 
costs might double. I highlight this point because this 
type of thing is happening in every part of our world, 
where we do not give importance to the professional 
and we do not realise the role of different actors. 

I will give you a very relevant example from Nepal. 
The problem in my country is also becoming acute 
these days because of migration of people from the 
rural area. To solve the housing problems arid other 
financial problems the government decided to let the 
private sector play an active role One of the private 
enterprises, to take an example, came in to solve the 
housing problem and they simply consulted some of 
their relatives, or local "experts" who are easily 
available in Kathmandu and then they constructed 
apartment buildings, investing, I think, more than 
10 million rupees. Afterwards, when the project was 
completed for the higher middle income group, they 
wanted to sell this project to local people but no one 
was ready to buy an apartment. It is not because they 
cannot afford to buy the apartment for they are ready 
to invest double the amount that it is costing for an 
apartment to build their own house by themselves. I 
don't have the time to explain the social cultural 
aspect, but the reason behind this attitude is very 
simply that people are familiar with single-dwelling 
units, with a little garden and a little backyard, that 
sort of settlement pattern is everywhere in rural, even 
in urban area, still available there. So they feel that 
this is not part of our cultural and social heritage and 
the whole investment has been wasted. 

Kamil Khan Mnmtaz 

Thank you very much Mr. Shah for confirming the 
value of taking into account social and economic 



factors and the role of the architect in your situation. 
Can I now ask Charles Correa to make his comments? 

Charles Correa 

These comments will be a bit spasmodic but I will try 
and cover some of the issues raised today, which 
means covering a lot of territority. To simplify it I 
think the issues are to do with what we do and how 
we do it. When I say what is it we should do as 
architects, I detect a kind of dual attitude to this 
business. If I just go back to Professor Ali's paper, 
which I thought was very good, he mentioned all the 
things wrong in the villages, many of these things 
beyond the skills or the competence of the architect, 
like generating jobs for example. He ended with a 
passionate plea to the architect to step in and do 
something. That's a highly motivated activist, don't 
you agree? We see the architect therefore, as a social 
changer, as a social engineer. 

We also see him as a very mild and tradition-clinging 
craftsman, the kind of craftsman who doesn't ques
tion anything, starting with the Rajah or the Nawab. 
He certainly wouldn't rearrange the scenery the way 
that say Mao Tse Tung restructured China, or 
Gandhi tried to change India. So what is it that we are 
expecting - a kind of mild little person who does 
nothing and yet suddenly jumps up and changes and 
saves the villages? My point is that these two attitudes 
are both important in the Third World. I think we 
should have better craftsmen and I think we should 
rearrange the scenery. It's not either/or and I think 
we are emphasising one all the time and forgetting 
that we are also implicitly expecting the second thing. 
We are expecting architects really to be in the fore
front of change. 

The second issue is, how do we do it? This refers to 
what I think was said about whether we work in mud 
or we work in marble or different materials. Again, I 
don't think it is an either/or situation. If! take India, 
for instance, there are village crafts, there are court 
crafts and these co-exist. Some are very beautiful, 
made of fantastic brocade, these things co-exist in life 
and they co-exist in our lives, in our minds. I think a 
great musician like Mozart, who didn't design any 
squatter housing, improved the lives of millions and 
millions of human beings more than any of us will do. 
That's a fact of life, beautiful things are part of our 
concern as architects in the Third World, it seems to 
me, if we are honest about it. So then these things are 
equally important; the village crafts, the temple crafts 
and the court crafts. 

The next thing that came to my mind is that there is 
a lot of talk about colonialism and of course one of 
the worst aspects which was discontinuation, but 
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there have been other discontinuities. I am trying to 
say discontinuities aren't all bad. They sometimes 
bring in a new life. Islam coming to India was a dis
continuity. You know it was. I would say, further
more, the presence of Islam in Hyderabad, Deccan, 
has produced one of the most beautiful things I know 
- Golconda. Yet it was in no way a delible oriented 
building. It was a hot house culture which produced 
a masterpiece. We must understand, architecture 
exists to my mind simultaneously as a moral issue, 
as human issue, and as an issue of art. We have 
somehow, in the Third World not to forget this very 
important thing, of producing beautiful things like 
mud architecture and the Golconda or Fatehpur 
Sikri. 

This brings me to the last point mentioned, which was 
'change' I think it was William Curtis who said that 
these villages are going to change and the issue is, how 
do they change? That is central and the difference is 
in just two words, one is 'transformation' and the 
other is 'transfer'. When these changes come about, 
they may be changes where we are affected by ideas 
from somewhere else. If I may go back to Mao, he 
was affected by ideas he heard from a German called 
Marx. Gandhi was affected by ideas he heard from 
Thoreau and Emerson, but they were transformed, 
they were done in such a way, they were so internal
ised, that they could change themselves and therefore 
change their environment. Another great example of 
transformation is the way Akbar the Great Emperor 
in Fatehpur Sikri, transformed a lot of the elements, 
including the mythic elements in Hinduism. To my 
mind his Diwani Khas is a mandala, it's a double axis 
of Central Asia but it's also a mandala, which means 
a model of the cosmos, and in the centre of the centre, 
which should be nothing, which is all energy, the 
Emperor Akbar was seated. It is an incredible political 
statement he is making, using the myth of that area. 
As opposed to that I would say Lutyens transferred 
some Buddhist images. He didn't bother to try and 
understand what are the mythic values of a column in 
Buddhism which goes to the centre of the universe; he 
just used some of the images. I could give you other 
examples - the railways coming to this sub-continent, 
including Bangladesh, in the last century, have 
become a transformation of railway culture. At every 
level and I am sure it is manned here by Bengalis as 
it is in India, all the way down to the man at the 
railway crossing, who waits for a bell to ring and 
opens that gate and closes it, these people have totally 
Indianised or Bengalised the railways. 

In that sense, there is a tremendous lesson to be 
learned from the presence of a man like Corbusier in 
India, he represented modernity, to the extent that we 
internalised that and it transformed our lives. To the 
extent that we used him as a pastiche, we changed 
nothing. If we don't see that difference I fear we will 
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even use our old crafts as a pastiche. Lots of people 
and lots ofliving-rooms, in India at least, are using the 
crafts as pastiche. For example a beautiful anklet 
from some tribal woman ends up as an ashtray. You 
know that happens so let's not think ourselves very 
holy. When we look at the past, the transformation is 
important, the internalisation In doing this Mulk Raj 
Anand mentioned the new capital of Haryana and 
then Kurukshetra, the battle-field, and I was thinking 
that in former days the building of a city or a structure 
was really based on the mandala. This model of the 
cosmos is also part of our past, and to me the 
incredible mind-blowing idea is that when you build 
you don't just put something where the colour works 
nicely, but because you are making a construct of your 
central beliefs. The shape of this room would actually 
reflect what we believe about the universe, the cosmos, 
everything in our beliefs. That is also part of our 
heritage, in the same way that simultaneously villages 
and great conceptual ideas are also part of the heritage 
and of being an architect. I am emphasising this 
because otherwise I feel we are making our ideas very, 
very small, and then suddenly asking the architect to 
do something impossible. 

In saying that architects can be agents of change 
they can also look at crafts. Let us put it this way, 
if you are an agent of change you are seen as some 
sort of very pushy person. On the other hand if you 
say that you only look at crafts, it looks like you 
are very mild and you are not an activist. Both these 
roles are necessary in the Third World. People have 
to be activists and they have to be mild also. There's 
a third role, one I reject, and that is what modem 
architecture has come to mean and what we have 
imported to this part of the world. Of course we must 
reject that. In rejecting the kind of silly glass building 
which doesn't work, we should not reject also the role 
of the architect as activist, even if it is not central in 
our past, indigenous in the past. Someone has to be 
an activist and I would rather it was a humanist such 
as an architect than someone who didn't have that 
kind of background. In fact to my mind there's no 
doubt that this activist part is very important to our 
architecture. This is why a great leader who changes 
a country, like Gandhi or Lincoln in America is called 
the architect of the nation. It means just that, he is not 
called the historian, the engineer, or the dentist, but 
an architect. Why? Because as an architect he knows 
what might be and how the pieces could fit together 
That's part of our mandate and specially in the Third 
World where we are going to see great changes and we 
need great changes. 

Habib Fida Ali 

It's very difficult to speak after what Charles Correa 
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has just said. What I'm going to say relates in general 
to the architect in a changing environment. We talked 
a lot about the master-craftsman and the dying arts 
but nobody has yet suggested how do we rescue them, 
what do we do about them? Have we ever tried to 
produce a list of what master-craftsmen we have in 
the country? What are they doing? How do we use 
master-craftsmen? They just don't drop from the sky 
and rescue our buildings or rescue architects The 
point is we really have to study how a master
craftsman works and how do we, in modem times, 
assess them and use them in our work. This is very 
important and it is too easy to romanticise a master
craftsman's role in architecture? To me this is very 
important and this directly relates to the role of a con
tractor in our work. We design, but our designs have 
to be constructed and they have to be constructed by 
contractors, not by architects. Architects are not 
master-masons. I wish they were. 

I wish there was less of a contractor's role and more 
of a master-mason's role. Even on small projects like 
small houses we have to satisfy our clients, so we have 
to get bids and we have to go through all that red tape 
to prove a point. If we want to bring in a master
mason sometimes we can't because we are tied to a 
lower price from a bad contractor . We then justify the 
poor workmanship by saying it is not our fault but the 
contractor's, because he did it. This is very mundane, 
but this is what we live with, at least in the Third 
World. It is very much the case in my country and 
whatever little success I have had in my work, I am 
now speaking from experience, is where I have fought 
to bring the master-craftsmen into my work and into 
my buildings. It is a difficult process It was very 
evident when I saw Louis Kahn's work here in Dhaka. 
They are masterful designs, but there is a big question 
mark regarding many things. I wonder ifhe were alive 
and ifhe could see this building today, what would his 
reaction be to a lot of the finishes and a lot of his 
details. I think there must have been something lack
ing on the part of the government or on the part of 
PWD who failed to employ people who really under
stood what he was trying to say in his work. It is a very 
simple work, it's not at all complicated, it has very 
simple finishes It is just concrete and marble and very 
simple terrazzo floors throughout the building. I 
wished that it had been put together slightly better. It 
is no reflection on his design I think but it reflects a 
lot on how it's put together. 

The other thing that I would like to throw light on is 
architectural workshops. We talk about the devasta
tion of our rural life, and we keep on pressing the issue 
that architects should playa role on the rural scene, 
but how can they? It is a very difficult question and 
I think one way it could be answered is by some sort 
of workshops organised by government agencies. We 
have heard that there are 72 architects working in 



the PWD in Dhaka. I wonder what they do in their 
ivory towers? Have they ever been on the rural scene? 
A question mark again. 

Jamel Akbar 

Firstly my apologies; just to give you an idea of 
myself, I have no practical experience. If you like, I am 
professionally a student, all the time studying, 
studying, studying, also, I don't know this region 
very well So you may accept or reject what I say 
because I am still trying to develop my thoughts. 

I will talk about the majority of people who are 
living in the rural areas I want to talk also about 
architecture. The question that was raised, and was 
very important is the question of colonising ourselves 
To explore this a little bit, I found, through studying 
ancient legal documents that an organisation of 
architects or any profession of this sort did not exist 
in the past. The principle was very simple, the central 
authority controlled the quality of the building 
materials, the quality of putting them together and 
they forgot about, or they didn't care about, how they 
were composed to form a space. They only controlled 
the physical elements and how they are combined. 
They were more interested in how wide is the 
staircase, how thick the wooden beam should be and 
so on. How big the room is, how wide it is, where 
it is, in the front or at the back, they left that for 
society to decide Society over time through expe
rience managed to develop simple principles to build 
their environment. This we observe and try to 
understand. This brings me to the question of beauty 
raised by Charles Correa, in that in the traditional 
environment beauty was decided by society as a 
whole. Someone tried something. If it succeeded it 
would be copied and repeated again and again and 
society decided, not one taste but millions of tastes 
decided what is good. If taste or beauty was good it 
prevailed, if not, it just folded. 

To clarify the architects' role I will raise a question 
about a basic human tendency, or the basic human 
innate in everyone of us. It is the tendency among 
users often to reject what authority asks them to do, 
or not to accept what others tell them, unless they 
find out that it works. For example, if you tell them 
it is necessary to raise your land in a certain way, 
they may reject that unless they see it work. This is 
a very important issue and if architects want to 
intervene in the physical environment as professionals 
we have to prove that the thing we do, does work 

The authority often wants to impose regulations. For 
example we all know that the road from the airport 
to the city centre is well paved, well lit and so 
sophisticated that we can see squatter settlements on 
both sides of it. One lighting column would cost 5/10 
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houses in this region. This tells us that society's wealth 
is really thrown into the the street. Why? It is because 
of the intervention of the central authority, or central
isation. The attitude of the authority, the basic 
tendency of any authority, is always to improve, and 
when they want to improve they select the shortest cut 
and the shortest solution. If they have the capital they 
do it, as in the Gulf region. If they don't they devise 
rules and regulations. A regulation in simplest term 
says don't trust what you do and we will give you 
some regulations to be followed, or at the least the 
philosophy is paternalism or 'I know what is good for 
you'. 

I will give a simple example of how regulations or 
centralisation by the authority affects the peasants of 
the rural areas. I don't know this area very well, but 
let us take an example where an authority makes a 
regulation that between two neighbours there should 
be a wall and the wall has to be 2 or 3 feet high, 
neighbour A should build the front half, neighbour 
B should build the back half, and the authority lays 
down the specification of the materials. In this way 
they clarify everything to the extent that the two 
neighbours need not talk about it, and they just go 
ahead and build it, because the authority clarifies the 
responsibility of the two parties. On the other hand if 
there is no regulation, what happens? The first 
decision the neighbours have to make is whether they 
should have a wall or not. Then they continue, how 
high is it to be, and so on. This raises the fundamental 
question that I think is lacking and that is the dia
logue, the agreement, the consensus, the conventions 
There are many terms for it and they differ in different 
societies I think this is very crucial in society because 
if you look at, for example, a simple boundary 
between two neighbours in the rural areas where it 
rains and the water level rises I am sure the boundary 
will be fuzzy or disappear. I am also sure that there 
is sophisticated convention in the society, that people 
understand these things, and how to resolve these 
issues. Research is needed in that field to clarify those 
issues before any intervention by us as architects can 
take place. 

If there were no conventions in society, we would not 
have seen very similar organisations of spaces, or 
organisations of physical form in the rural areas. The 
presentations showed us typical floor plans or typical 
organisations of spaces. This basically has to do with 
convention. 

What is really striking, that I have learned from this 
seminar, is that this region varies very much from 
the Gulf region. It is exactly the opposite and that's 
not bad, there is advantage in it. In the Gulf region 
the government has the capital to intervene and do 
whatever it likes, because they are subsidising every
thing, while in this region the government doesn't 
have the capital to do that and the peQple have more 
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roles or more capability of doing things. Interven
tion by the central authority sometimes leads to 
unexpected results. A good example is the Great Dam 
in Egypt, where the consequences are that there is 
no mud because there is no flood and agricultural 
production has declined. 

Thinking of the role of the architect, which comes up 
again and again in the seminar I think there is 
something wrong in our profession, not only in this 
region but all over the world. In Mexico architects are 
working as taxi drivers, in this region there is the 
argument that there is insufficient numbers of 
architects yet those who graduate cannot find jobs. 
What is wrong? I had an experience once when I saw 
a small basin put upside down and used as a step to 
enter a house and it was very slippery I asked the 
owner, "Why don't you build a step, don't you have 
the money?" He said, "Yes, I have the money". I said, 
"Then why don't you build it? This is dangerous". He 
replied, "Well, I need the money to buy a bicycle for 
my son" Although the step may break his son's neck 
he never cared about that. What I am trying to say is 
that we as professionals or we as architects have a 
certain way of defining what is good for people, a way 
that the people may not share and will not share. So 
how do we go about it? I think our role is not clear 
or there is something wrong with our role We need 
to define the level where we would be accepted by 
society. We need to have a broader awareness of what 
is going on in the society in order to intervene. 

If there is one architectural problem that has to be 
solved in this region it is housing. In this case if we 
want to go about it we have to be patient, for the 
tendency among us is that we want to see quick 
solutions. The attitude should be, we put down the 
seeds and wait for a long time to see the results. We 
may not see them during our lifetime. Another 
problem is that of hygiene in this region. I think that's 
a very important problem and intervention should be 
started through research of the problems. To build a 
good society we have to solve these problems. 

Kamil Khan Mumtaz 

And for the last comments, Shah Alam Zahiruddin. 

Shah Alam Zahiruddin 

I wish to respond to Habib Fida Ali on one or two 
points. Mr. Fida Ali made some comments about the 
workmanship of the National Assembly Building in 
Dhaka and he was wondering what Professor Louis 
Kahn would have thought if he saw the building 
finishes by the PWD. I would just like to draw his 
attention to the floor of this room and to the wall of 
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this room Take note of the details that have been 
worked out on 'the floor and the br~ad shapes that 
have been worked on the walls with Rajshahi silk. 
Each one has two aspects, one is the form and colour, 
and the other is the details. Louis Kahn saw most of 
the concrete works and things that were visible he 
wanted deliberately not to highly finished. A sample 
building was constructed early in the project and 
samples of all the materials were made by the Ban
gladeshi craftsmen and Bangladeshi engineers. He set 
a standard for various works and this was approved 
and then the work was carried out to that standard 
There is no detail which the Bangladeshi craftsman 
could not have done I could take you to many other 
buildings where the PWD has been involved and where 
other craftsmen have worked under their supervision 
and where the emphasis was on details and finishes, 
like the Shishnahal or Mehrab in the Mosque; these 
have been meticulously worked out. I want to say 
that I know Professor Louis Kahn even if it was not 
finished could perceive it's final appearance. Most of 
the concrete finishes were done in his lifetime and he 
accepted them. The concrete work of the roof of the 
Assembly Chamber was done after his death and it 
has been done extremely well. Any apprehension that 
Professor Kahn would have been worried is not 
correct, he would have been very happy ifhe had lived 
to see it. 

I will make a little observation on Mulk Raj Anand's 
idea about the Haryana capital. All of us still want a 
third of an acre of land and to live on the ground and 
be attached to the ground. It is very nice to be within 
the landscape and at one with nature, but with tech
nology coming in, rapid communications and the vast 
machinery of governments, the automobile and even 
the computer, it is extremely difficult. What we see 
then is that once the capital is established that these 
modern technological means have to be integrated. 
We can no more think of it as a village setting, the 
urban setting is a modern creation and has its own 
demands. However Mulk Raj Anand's concerns 
should be attended to, we should try to learn lessons 
from the monstrosities of urban cities which we have 
created and infuse our future cities with elements of 
human values and create a more liveable city. 

Regarding the role of the architect in changing the 
environment I would say that in earlier days when 
patients were really sick and in a critical condition 
they would come to the doctor and in most cases the 
patient would not survive and the doctors were 
blamed. Then doctors to avoid this situation pre
scribed that immunisation had to be done, what care 
people should take to stay in good health and to have 
regular check-ups. Then people started coming to the 
doctors even before they were really sick. We as 
architects have now to think. Should we be sitting 
here and waiting for the clients to come to us or in 



the changed circumstances should we take a more 
aggressive attitude and in different forums tell people 
what is wrong in our physical environment and even 
initiate projects and proposals for a better place for 
our people to live in 

Coming to the rural setting where we architects have 
made very little contribution to change and improve 
the housing condition of the rural mass - we must 
not think of it in terms of an architectural problem 
alone It is as much or more so a socio-economic and 
political one Given the choice they would opt for a 
big and pucca house They cannot afford it So the 
architect has to work within the existing system, with 
available material and introduce minimal change in 
the existing system and effect improvement People 
from rural areas will not come for help to architects. 
I think the role of the architects has to be changed 
here As stressed in Professor Ali's paper a great 
contribution can be made on the land use pattern 
through planning use Land is wasted and the way the 
population pressure is increasing spells an automatic 
annihilation process The people in the villages are 
poor and there is great wastage of land through 
unplanned use. There is a way we can help, we must 
not just concentrate on the shelter itself, but possibly 
give planning guidance and work with them through 
other specialists from health, family planning, agri
cultural and other financing agencies. 

As for the urban areas, of about 200 architects now 
in the country, 4 or 5 are in Chittagong area and the 
rest are in Dhaka. They don't want to move out of 
here and yet the time of the priests and kings as 
clientele has gone. Architects must realise, they must 
make themselves available, otherwise engineers and 
others will take away the work in the smaller towns, 
in the smaller areas If you don't want to move out of 
the capital, the metropolis, then somebody else is 
going to take your job away. Somebody else is taking 
it away! In the changed environment, we have to 
reorient ourselves and go out of the capital city. 
The building process has become so complicated 
and engineers and some builders offer the whole 
range of service. They provide the structural design, 
architecture, the quotation and the contractor in 
one package and they give it to the client, whereas 
architects don't yet want to take on the whole thing. 
I understand in Pakistan, architects are doing turnkey 
projects now In Bangladesh we don't do it and it is 
only the builder or the real estate person who is doing 
this. In the changing circumstances it has become so 
complicated for the client that architects have to offer 
the whole range of services. 
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Kamil Khan Mumtaz 

Thank you, Shah Alam Zahiruddin, for your com
ments and I must thank all the other commentators 
for their valuable contributions and also of course 
the presenters of the papers 
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Panel Discussion 

Syed Ali Ahsan - Chairman 

Syed Ali Ahsan 

One point came to my mind while I was going through 
the papers specially in the paper by Romi Khosla 
An interesting point is raised, about the Asian 
consciousness in architecture as against western logic 
and western rationale. This has not been properly 
clarified in the paper. What is his Asian conscious
ness? Can we relate it to certain forms? Can we give 
it a certain identity? This has not been explained in the 
paper and I would like this to be fully explored for it 
is important 

Secondly, a point has been raised during the discus
sions regarding religion and its relationship to 
architecture The question of Islam arose and 
Buddhism also came up Is there anything called 
Islamic architecture? That has not been properly 
defined Besides the mosques, can we identify a 
dwelling house as an Islamic house or as a Buddhist 
house? Why are we talking about this Islamisation or 
Islamic representation in our houses? I remember in 
Pakistan just prior to Bangladesh, there was a 
governor who actually thought that the dome is 
synonymous with Islam. So he wanted to place domes 
on the top of all government buildings Therefore we 
find that on the Bangabhavan there is a dome and on 
the High Court Building there is a dome Some people 
I remember started arguing that in Islamic archi
tecture there is the vault and there is the arch, not 
lintels and not pillars. These are opinions but certain 
clarification is needed on this issue. 

Number three is vital and it concerns the rural popula
tion and rural housing What have we done about the 
rural population, those people living in the villages 
in the South Asian region? Big cities have been 
developed and big cities are vying with the important 
cities of the west, for example Manila in the Philip
pines. These are very important cities, very big cities 
but if one goes to some of the rural areas, Mindanao 
for example, one notices that the rural areas are 
not looked after at all and the government is not 
interested in the development of the rural areas. 
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Government is interested to project itself to the out
side world, therefore they are laying emphasis on 
Manila. Similarly in Bangladesh most of our people 
live in the villages. What role can the architects play 
in the development of rural housing? What role could 
the Government play in utilising the services of these 
architects? This is very important and should be 
discussed fully. 

Fourthly, there is the question of the architects vis-a
vis the Government This has been discussed at length 
and there is a notion prevalent in our country, as in 
many other countries in the Third World, that the 
Government is not paying due regard to architecture 
as a profession and they are not properly utilising the 
services of the architects. What should be the role of 
the Government? Finally, what should be the socio
cultural role of architects? In some countries of the 
world, for example in China, we hear of barefoot 
doctors, or barefoot architects and engineers. They 
are moving from one place to another and helping the 
rural population in designing their buildings and 
helping them in various other ways Our architects 
have been in isolation for a long time. Can they now 
be brought in contact with the ordinary people? Have 
architects any social role to play and if so what should 
that role be and to what extent can the architects 
respond to the situation? Now I have raised these 
points I would ask Paul Rudolph to make his 
comments. 

Paul Rudolph 

I appreciate very much your four points because they 
reflect very accurately what has been discussed during 
this conference. To take up your points in the order 
in which you mentioned them, it seems to me that you 
know perfectly well the western attitudes towards 
architecture. What isn't so clear to me is your own 
attitude towards architecture. That is perhaps most 
evident with regard to Dhaka itself. I think that a 
capital city needs to be a capital and fortunately you 



have a very wonderful one You have an infrastruc
ture consisting of a fantastic road system built very 
quickly, but what is the real character of Dhaka and 
what is it going to become? Any city which adds a 
million people to its population every decade has a 
fantastic problem. 

As I understand it, Dhaka started with a centre and 
then it grew a little and then there were slums because 
people came into the city and then beyond that ring 
of slums squatter housing and so forth. So it became 
a number of concentric rings and that is juxtaposed 
to a drainage system that is unique, I believe because 
you are in a delta. In the long run one can't help but 
wonder if what is a necessity cannot be turned into 
something really quite fantastic. It seems to me that 
comes in part from the drainage system, strange as it 
may sound You have these huge tanks and they need 
to be interconnected in order to drain properly and so 
that which is already started, could be integrated or, 
though I hate to use the word, 'planned'. That 
however implies a few master-strokes which can 
constrict as well as be a wonderful thing, but these 
large bodies of water, interconnected and related to 
the transportation system, and specially related to 
important institutional buildings could finally give 
Dhaka, I believe a unique character. 

I am fascinated with the idea that the social structure, 
helps to determine the form of the city and your built
up area and the squatters' housing in the long run, is 
very much a key. The squatter housing eventually 
must disappear, I mean must be taken care of in other 
ways. That is all very easy to say, but it can be coupled 
with landscaping and though I have heard almost 
nothing oflandscape in this seminar, architects know 
perfectly well that many a blemish, many inhuman 
area can be transformed if it is thought of in terms of 
landscaping. You have one of the most fantastic 
landscapes in the world here, with the vegetation and 
the flora, but I wish one would see many more tree
lined streets. I hesitate to say many more 'parks' 
because I don't know whether for you parks are 
breeding grounds for crime, but I wish there was much 
more utilisation of defined exterior space. I have to 
emphasise 'defined' and by 'defined' I really mean by 
buildings and that in turn leads to the notion of 
minimising free-standing building and utilising 
buildings which are literally attached one to another, 
so that as time goes by the built-up area becomes a 
kind of boundary for the open space 

So much for Dhaka. I would like to talk for one 
moment about the villages. There are three papers 
which I will remember forever. One of them had to 
do with the mosque and I would call 'vernacular 
mosque' I found that very touching and full of spirit. 
It doesn't really matter whether you call that archi
tecture or vernacular architecture For me it's a thing 
of the spirit and there are many ways oflooking at it. 
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I think architects become brain-washed far too often 
and we do not include enough of what the human 
being naturally feels. Those things have their natural 
expression and I personally applaud that a great deal. 

The second paper which I'll remember forever is the 
description of your rural housing and as you all know 
much better than I it's a spatial thing It's a group of 
huts grouped around a court and I would emphasise 
"court" because the author of that paper thought, 
quite properly as a matter of fact, that if a whole 
simple thing like plumbing was taken into considera
tion more, that it would probably become no longer 
a series of huts but a linear design. From a national, 
and, I suppose you would then say the western view
point, that would be a much better arrangement of the 
plumbing Is the human being however evermore to 
be dependent on the plumbing arrangement? I think 
not, that's putting the cart before the horse For me, 
the spatial aspects of the village, that courtyard, that 
outside living-room, specially in your climate, is a 
much more important thing. I emphasise that because 
finally all architecture is very much based on the 
relationship of the human being to space and the 
psychology involved in that. As a matter of fact 
that's my definition of architecture I would hate very 
much to see technological demands transforming 
village housing and the loss of the courtyard It's one 
thing to look out from your dwellings, all oriented 
beautifully and facing the same direction. It's another 
thing to look into your own courtyard and I think that 
that is a magnificent thing. In many ways the rural 
housing is far superior to the Dhaka housing. 

I was also fascinated, by the construction, which I had 
misunderstood I must add. The use of clay and the 
fact that the people of the rural areas know perfectly 
well how to make those walls and they have been 
making them for centuries and though they need to be 
repaired from time to time, they know perfectly well 
how to do that and they don't have to go out to buy 
cement to repair them. My understanding is that the 
roofs leave a great deal to be desired and maybe that 
has to be rethought. One cannot understand really 
why the technology of building the clay wall is not 
augmented by a somewhat better covering. I do know 
that the whole idea of prefabricated housing, which of 
course comes from the west is not at all the answer, 
not even the answer for us quite often We have been 
through forty years of thinking about prefabrication 
in various ways and there are elements which are 
prefabricated, of course but the totality of prefabri
cation has been a snare and a delusion I cannot 
believe that in a country which has the particular 
problems which you have, that that's any kind of 
answer. 

The rural housing is not only one of the most beautiful 
things in the world, but it is unique and it has grown 
over centuries and I don't see why it can't be helped 

177 



Panel Discussion 

to survive. Of course it needs pure water. My under
standing is that there are many more wells than there 
have been and there's much more electricity. These 
things evolved slowly but the important thing is for 
architects and for the Government to help to tap the 
energy which made these villages in the first place. 
What I'm trying to say amongst other things, though 
it will sound a bit strange, is that if the whole 
environment were designed by architects it would be 
a terrible place That is something which is true all 
over the world and I believe it to be specially true here. 
One of the roles of architects is to try to tap the 
energies which are latent in society and give them 
'direction'. Interventions of various kinds would be a 
better way of saying it 

In terms of their own housing, people can do it 
themselves, at least in rural areas. It is impossible for 
architects to make rural villages. We are brainwashed 
in too many ways. We don't understand, we never 
could understand, but they do need certain things. It 
has been said that villages are too small and they 
cannot, for whatever reason, have a school of their 
own or even a shop. I don't know a better size for 
villages but I'm sure that with some experimentation 
that could be more clearly determined. How does one 
group this housing? There are many things that 
architects or planners can be very helpful about, but 
the actual execution, I would insist, can never be done 
by architects and contractors, and should not be. 
Architects can never make vernacular architecture. It 
always ends up being rather 'cute' and has little to do 
with the real art of architecture. In other words there 
are many things that architects cannot do. They can 
help direct or point in certain directions and the 
government obviously can and must intervene in the 
whole question of land ownership and how you 
transform the villages into a larger village and then 
still larger ones. 

This brings me to the third paper, which I found in 
some ways the most terrifying of all and the most 
disturbing of all, because of course Government tries 
to give some direction to the urbanisation of certain 
areas and how that may be done. I'm sure much of 
that is very beautifully done and very much to the 
point but when one sees what is finally built and how 
alien that is to the villages, then you really want 
to get off the boat. There is something truly wrong 
about that and it's too much of a a break from what 
has gone before. The whole evolution of vernacular 
architecture has tremendous possibilities, but 
architects cannot do that. There are exceptions of 
course but you are a relatively small group of people 
and you have a fantastic population and a tremen
dous need for rural housing. 

The fact remains that the rural housing is unique in 
your country and perhaps I am only talking about an 
intermediate step, but the rural housing has been 
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around for centuries now and no matter how much 
repair it requires the people who utilise it can do 
that and know perfectly well how to do it. It's my 
understanding that it's very economic for them to do 
it. If you are really interested in that which is of 
your country, and whether that is Muslim or not I do 
not know, I believe that the rural housing has great 
possibilities. 

I want to say, before you think that I have abandoned 
architects and the notion of architecture, that that 
isn't so at all. People are very much surprised when 
I say that somewhere between 15 to 20 percent of all 
buildings in the United States are done by architects, 
not more, and it is that way all over the world. It is 
wrong to think that architects will ever design 
everything in sight, and I am happy about that 
because it would be far too tense and the environment 
is the product of what ma'ny people think, not just 
what architects think. That is the way it's always been 
and that is the way I hope it always will be and the 
closer one comes to the habitat the closer one comes 
to what people think. 

With regard to the Government and architecture, this 
is always a double-sided question You have to have 
the support of the government but you cannot 
legislate for and you cannot plan beauty, or even that 
which is organised, very well. The great places, the 
great European squares, for instance, were not 
planned as we know planning today. Planning is a 
new thing. The best urban spaces grew because people 
felt a certain way about things. That included their 
rulers and intellectuals and the governing organisa
tions. I'm always impressed with great volumes of 
plans which are published and then comparing them 
with the reality. In some ways the more extensive the 
planning is, the more you can be assured that the 
results will be negative. As a matter of fact because I 
am essentially a maverick I feel that very strongly. It 
is the opposite of humanism which is the great goal. 

You are fortunate, I think, because in some ways 
you have such huge problems but you don't have such 
a huge backlog of enormous mistakes either and so 
in that sense I envy you a great deal. The human 
imagination is finally the most important thing and I 
don't pretend to understand the difference between 
Eastern thought and Western thought. I do think that 
I understand a little bit of your attitudes as shown at 
this conference and I want to tell you that finally it is 
a matter of spirit, it's a matter of the will and it is also 
a matter of insight, and I think you've shown all of 
those things in great quantity during this conference 
and I feel privileged to have been a part of it. 



Habib Fida Ali 

I will take up the questIon of the role of the architect 
vis-a-vis the Government. A few things come to my 
mind and it relates to my city Karachi and how an 
architect either can destroy or can make things 
wonderful in conjunction with the Government. I am 
talking about the urban fabric and it relates to 
nothing in the abstract but to something very positive. 
It concerns a very large urban settlement in which 
the government thought they would upgrade the 
standard This is right in the heart of Karachi, a 
scheme which is known as the Lines Area where 
different communities came and settled at the time of 
the Partition in 1947. It was open land right in the heart 
of the City and people came and made establishments. 
They were 'Kutchi Abadies'. This relates to the rural 
and urban scene because these were people who came 
from rural areas and settled there, or they were 
refugees who came and settled there. They made their 
own habitat, their own dwellings and there were no 
architects involved 

What I'm relating is how an architect can destroy or 
make a city. What the settlement lacked were the 
services like drainage, electricity and water but those 
were secondary. The major issue was a roof over their 
heads, which they did and which they did beautifully. 
The Government however and the architect in charge 
thought otherwise, that this was black spot on the 
face of Karachi and they wanted to change it and 
to improve it. They planned a scheme in which an 
architect was involved, not even a planner, and 
started to upgrade the whole. What they provided was 
a grid-plan destroying the old fabric. Paul Rudolph 
mentioned landscape; here there were one hundred 
year old trees which were chopped down and grid 
plans were made with pedestrian streets 10 feet wide 
or 12 feet wide with 2 or 3 storey high structures with 
no regard or thought for ventilation or breeze direc
tions. I am trying to drive home a point on the role 
of the architect when dealing with the masses. I am 
not talking about private homes but when you are 
dealing with the lives in lakhs of people right in the 
heart of the city. There was a public uproar, and 
rightly so, I believe and the government thought 
better and stopped before it destroyed it further. Now 
there is a question-mark on the role of the architect 
vis-a-vis the people. 

On the rural scene the question has been raised, what 
role can an architect play? We all know that a man in 
the village can build very well for himself. We go to 
the villages and admire their work. They know the 
material, but when we architects arrive on the scene 
we introduce different things. We design schools, 
hospitals and clinics for them. What do we produce? 
We have seen presentations that were very thought
provoking and frightening about the role of the 
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architect. Do they need architects? Do we have to 
really go and destroy their pattern? Yes we are experts 
and we must build in cities and we should build 
beautiful buildings but when we go to the rural areas 
we fail miserably because we transplant our urban 
thoughts on to them and educate them in a completely 
different way We introduce alien building materials, 
like concrete and cement, concrete blocks instead of 
their mud-bricks and their mud-plastered walls. Are 
we needed there? Again this is a question-mark. 

These are the things that trouble me all the time and 
I think a forum like this is a place where we will get 
an answer, hopefully. 

The second point was about religion playing a role on 
an urban scene or on a rural scene. I have seen 
mosques in villages which are a thousand times better 
than those I see in cities. How this works, I don't 
know, but when you go to a village mosque it's much 
more honest, in a way very Islamic. This brings me 
to one of the Aga Khan Award schemes, a mosque in 
Mali, done by a master-mason. It answers the ques
tions of the community very humbly, very honestly. 
If you bring the same sort of thing into the urban scene 
will it work? 

Syed Ali Ahsan 

I was in Karachi for 7 years. What about the 
development of Karachi in certain areas, for instance 
the Drigh Road slum area and the Manghopir area? 
What has been done about those areas? 

Habib Fida Ali 

There are certain slum areas where very dedicated 
people are working. We have just honoured a 
gentleman who was in Bangladesh and now is 
working in Karachi on a slum clearance area. He is 
working in Orangi Township on the upgrading of it 
but frankly, very little has been done. The slums have 
taken on a sort of permanency. The 'Kutchi Abadies' 
or rather the majority of them, like Lyari and Orangi, 
have been made into pukka settlements. They will not 
be removed, but a lot of thought has been given to 
upgrading them and giving them the services they 
need like roads, sewerage and water. I have been into 
Orangi myself and a lot of good work has been done. 
But still it's like a drop in the ocean. 

Syed Ali Ahsan 

Has the authority of the K.D A. extended up to 
Manghopir and Orangi area? 
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Habib Fida Ali 

The K.D.A. is very much aware now and they are now 
going into these areas and trying to upgrade them, but 
it's a mammoth task and the question arises again 
about the role of an architect. What can he do? The 
architect needs support from the community, he needs 
planners, sociologists and others to assist in this sort 
of a programme. 

Syed Ali Ahsan 

This raises a question. Are the architects there 
destroying the pattern of living in the slum areas? Is 
there any reaction? 

Habib Fida Ali 

There is a reaction. This is what I was referring to in 
the Lines Area. There was a wonderful pattern there, 
and the government or rather a few individuals 
thought they could improve it but on the contrary 
they destroyed it. Text-book theory did not work. 
Luckily the Government has stopped to reassess the 
situation. It is a wonderful thing that an awareness has 
come to the government because they have appointed 
a committee to look into this. I think something good 
is going to come out of that. 

Bashirul Haque 

This seminar has left an impression on me and I notice 
certain contradictions. The basic contradiction arises 
because as architects, we are used to a certain voca
bulary and initially we start with abstract thoughts 
which are then translated into built-form. This 
contradiction emerged specially when we discussed 
regionalism in architecture. A vocabulary may be 
required which will come out of the merger between 
our emotion and our intellect. We deal with feelings, 
we deal with essence. When we talk about our history, 
as an architect these are feelings within us. It cannot 
be expressed in terms of visual objects. We live with 
our culture and we feel our culture and this is steeped 
into us. These impressions have been in us for 
thousands of years and so when we were trying to 
describe our history, when we say 'courtyard' for 
example, we have to ask why have they come about? 
What is the reason behind a courtyard? How to 
express them? This is very important in the sense that 
when a building is done in Bangladesh or in India or 
in Pakistan, an architect who has understood the 
spirit and the essence of the culture, will produce a 
design that will be automatically Bangladeshi. It 
cannot be Pakistani architecture. The moment we 
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deal with visual objects in terms of expression, instead 
of really taking the essence of it, then it becomes very 
difficult. 

Another problem that disturbs me is the role of 
architects in rural and urban architecture. The way 
architects are trained today they are primarily trained 
to take up urban problems and their training doesn't 
deal with rural problems Maybe architects should be 
more involved with politics, with social problems and 
economic problems, because when discussing rural 
architecture it brings in many aspects. It brings in the 
politicians because architects can only handle a 
problem as it comes to us. It requires our involvement 
with the politics of the country, with the decision
making and how the rural housing should be done. 

Geoffrey Bawa 

So much has been said and so much thought has been 
let loose in this seminar, abstract thoughts and clear 
thoughts and every sort of other thoughts but my 
thoughts concerning regionalism lie in the actual 
instance of building and the chairman mentioned 
western thought as opposed to Asian thought. I don't 
think there is any dissimilarity when you are in fact 
creating an architectural solution for a site and there 
is a need and there are people concerned with it. The 
thought processes when doing any building to me 
have always been centred on the site and with the 
people who are concerned and I think regionalism 
grows from this. Good building also stems from an 
appreciation of an immediate need, and an immediate 
purpose and immediate sensation. I find it very 
difficult to talk about architecture. I think each archi
tect solves a problem differently and it must come 
from his innermost thoughts or his subconscious or 
wherever it comes from. It comes from him in an effort 
to reach a solution, an architectural solution at a given 
spot for a given people. 

I'd like to touch on architectural education, which I 
think ought to be extended over a few more areas. 
People are taught the techniques of building and are 
taught the current theories and dogmas but they 
should be also told to go round and travel as much 
as they can and look at buildings and when they look 
to, actually see what they are looking at. So many 
people look at things and don't see what is there. If 
that is incorporated in an early stage of an archi
tectural education I think people would then find 
solutions much closer to the human need they have to 
support. I'd also like to reinforce Paul Rudolph's plea 
for landscape because I don't think a house or build
ing stops at the external wall. You go from somewhere 
into the building and come out of the building into 
something. That relationship is enormously impOl;
tant, and I think it is very close to the essence of good 
architecture. 



In this seminar we have seen architectural expression 
which ranges from rural housing to the Parliament 
Building. It's a huge range of experience, and some
where between them is an answer and each architect 
has to find one. If they can find it collectively then that 
would be good but ultimately it becomes a personal 
solution and when one considers the relationship with 
the site and the people who are concerned with it, 
function plays a very large part. I think an attempt at 
beauty as well is worthwhile because it is just as 
important as function, and I think enjoyment is also 
an important aspect. 

Charles Correa 

I think the question put by Romi Khosla is a very 
good one about the consciousness. I don't know if I'd 
put it in such wholesale terms as Asian or Western. I 
think it's more specific than that. I would think it 
would have to be not just Asian in the case of India, 
it would have to be Indian, which could be quite 
different from, let's say, Chinese. If I look at India I 
can see tremendous variation. It has to be placed 
specifically within India. If one looks at the 
handicrafts in Rajasthan, it's totally different from 
let's say, what's produced in Madras, in terms of 
sensibility. So obviously whilst I agree with the thrust 
of the question, I think it should be made far more 
precise for it to be meaningful, otherwise we deal with 
too much generality. 

The second thing is that we mustn't overload 
ourselves. What's great about James Stirling is that 
he is not trying to speak for Britain. Mrs. Thatcher 
speaks for Britain. He doesn't, he just does a very 
good building Paul Rudolph doesn't speak for 
America. He tries to do a very good building, and we 
must remember that. We should keep in mind that we 
have to be specific to the place where we are from and 
where we are building and we don't have to overload 
the whole of Asia on ourselves. 

Having said that, what is common to our part of the 
world is the deep structure of it, and that is what we 
share in Asia. In this climate, like India, like again in 
South East Asia, we have quite a different need for 
built form. We don't need really the kind of big 
buildings which we are building today, because the 
climate is so pleasant. In fact in the past our big 
buildings, at least in India, were the temples which 
were really places of ritual. They were quite different 
from buildings which try to protect you, and this 
means such a different attitude to built form that, for 
instance, ifIjump all the way to Mexico, the pyramids 
are not the architecture, it's the spaces between the 
pyramids that are the sacred places of the temple. If 
I look at Borobudur it's the ritual pilgrimage round 
and up over the sacred mountain, the- open-to-sky 
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space. That is a constant, the deep structure of all 
these cultures and the relationship with built form. In 
the courtyard houses, the most important part of the 
house is the space where there is nothing, where you 
are under God's sky, which you have in the Alhambra 
for example. This has great implications because in 
these other situations, in Western climates or 
countries, the need to protect the person is so strong 
that you always end up with the kind of rooms, that 
we are discussing in. As I quote often the symbol of 
education in the West is a school-house whereas, in 
Asia, it would be the guru sitting under the tree. It's a 
totally different attitude to enlightenment, and I think 
it's not only cheaper, you are more likely to get enligh
tenment sitting under a tree than in this room. There's 
no way in this room we could discuss meta-physical 
things, not because it's an ugly room but it's just that 
it's a room. 

The second, which follows from that, is that when you 
are looking at the deep structure of a society in Asia 
the real key to it is in the rural areas, because that's 
where the majority of people live and because that's 
where the culture really developed. 

We really shouldn't try to design housing for rural 
areas, there is no need to do this. Housing has the 
lowest priority on their list. What they need, even 
before a water supply is jobs, is work, and all kinds 
of things such as health and education. Architects will 
only go in there and ruin the villages. What we can do, 
I think by looking at the villagers, is understand the 
way space is used, including the open-to-sky space 
and then when we work in the cities which is where 
we actually can make a contribution, it would seem 
to me that if you can make analogues of those spaces, 
of those systems, you will achieve good housing for 
people. In the kind of models which I would support, 
the people themselves do a tremendous amount of the 
building, not through self-help housing but through 
what I would call vernacular housing. It is what the 
bazaar economy produces anyway. It is what made 
Udaipur, Jaisalmer, and it is probably what made 
Mikonos. It is the way of building developed over 
hundreds of years. Only very marginal improvements 
can be made on it. Those systems are so marvellous, 
they recycle the waste and they do fifty different 
things. They are a perfectly balanced eco-system. The 
only tragic thing about those systems is that they are 
not viable in what we call cities today. Our cities are 
such that those solutions become irrelevant. We have 
to change our cities, so that those solutions can be 
made to work. That involves restructuring the city to 
some extent, opening up some urban land, changing 
where the jobs are. This can be done and it has been 
done in certain places, and it all has to do with the fact 
that you are learning from the rural areas and trying 
to make an urban analogue of that. 
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I will just touch on one thing, that all this urbanisa
tion comes from a distressed migration from the rural 
areas, and we have to understand that people are not 
coming for housing, they are coming for work, and if 
you make the kind of analogue I am talking about you 
will actually generate more jobs for those migrants. 
So what I'm saying has got to do with economics as 
well. It's got to do with the fact that you are really in 
building buildings like the one we are sitting in for this 
seminar generating wealth for a very few people who 
can build it, while the other kind of pattern, the 
analogue I'm talking about, gives the migrants jobs, 
which I think is very important. 

Then I come to the third issue of architects vis-a-vis 
Government. I think there are two or three questions 
there. One is protecting the role of the architect. I 
thought it was ironic that somebody said that now 
that the architect's role has been protected we must do 
what we want to do. I think that sums it up because 
the architect is doing two different things. I see the 
architect as a very highly activist person in society, 
living in a city like Dhaka, or living in Bombay, I think 
it's part of our responsibility to see these bigger issues. 
It doesn't matter if no one commissions you to do it; 
it's part of the architect's role in society to see what 
restructuring can be done in the terms I was talking 
about. No one is going to protect you in that role, I 
think you've just got to stick your neck out and come 
out with whatever ideas you feel can help the city. On 
the other hand, I would say that what I would expect 
from my government is support for new ideas. I think 
that is very important. People were critical of the 
building of Chandigarh, but Chandigarh was the 
catalyst which changed many things in India. Even if 
it didn't have the answers it brought many issues to 
the forefront, and I must give full marks to Nehru for 
making that kind of catalytic change. I can think of 
other changes, in Canada for example, when they had 
Expo '67, that was a big watershed. Canada which to 
me used to be a suburb of America, I realised suddenly 
had a tremendous direction The big difference bet
ween Britain today and, say, American is that there's 
no one in Britain, no client, leave alone the Govern
ment, who will stick his neck out to be on the fore
front, to be on the cutting edge of architectural 
issues. America has such people who will commission 
someone to do a house. It can be a very small thing. 
What is important about the Third World is that you 
do get people, willing clients, very often the govern
ments themselves in this role. We should make them 
see it because the changes needed and the issues are 
so big, that someone has to really do it. On the theme 
of architecture and Government I would put a tre
mendous weight on what I expect the Government to 
do as a catalyst in society. 

The last thing that the Chairman mentioned is Islamic 
architecture. I think this is a very important question 
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to discuss here. It seems to me that everything I call 
Islamic architecture and the images which come to my 
mind, is the architecture of a region which starts with 
Algeria, the Maghreb, and ends in Agra. It is a region 
with a great deal of continuity of climate, of desert 
conditions and dry hot climate, conducive to court
yards, to a particular typology of building form Now, 
I find most Muslims live east of Calcutta. They don't 
live in a hot, dry climate, they live in a hot, wet 
climate. The last thing you could do, the most silly 
thing you could do is step into a box without cross
ventilation. They don't use masonry, they use tiled 
roofs. They don't have the typology of an oasis town, 
which is marvellous, highly-packed buildings, like 
Isfahan Bazaar, which is so romantic. The typology 
has to be totally different Lastly, not being urban 
people, like the Arabs were and by that I mean the 
oasis towns, but being rural people, what you are 
looking for is the Islamic farmhouse or grain silo, for 
instance. The whole need is so different, and this has 
never been articulated It would therefore be quite 
possible to take your question and say, how do we 
make in this climate, equivalents of that architecture? 
Or you could say, let's put that architecture aside and 
let's invent an Islamic architecture for this place, the 
way it was invented in the first place. This takes me 
to what William Curtis said that change is going to 
occur, and the main thing is to re-invent or to invent 
for the first time for our situation here 

Mohammed Arkoun 

I shall try to answer the questions raised by the 
Chairman, from the point of view of a historian of 
Islamic thought. I underline two words, 'historian' 
and 'thought'. I am a historian of Islamic thought, 
which means that I am interested in history, but not 
in a history which only collects facts and events, and 
says that it happened in this way or that way in the 
past. This is the kind of history which we used to learn 
and to teach. It is a linear chronological history which 
avoids asking how and why events happened as they 
did. This kind of history is not relevant to our 
discussions; it cannot enlighten us about all the issues 
related to architecture and urbanism today. This I 
learned from the architects and I thank them 

The historian we need is the one who is informed 
about the past and asked always two questions, How 
it happened and Why it happened? Then the historian 
becomes a sociologist, an anthropologist, and even a 
thinker, because the thinker has a role to make explicit 
links which are implicit in our individual and 
collective behaviour. There are many links to make 
explicit in the global act achieved by the architect 
when he produces a building, because he touches to 
use Charles Correa's expression, "the deep structure 



of society". This deep structure of society is working 
inside each of us. It is working inside architects of 
course, but it is working implicitly, according to the 
unconscious forces shared by the community to which 
we belong; then the historian should make these 
forces explicit by appropriate analytical methods. 

On the question about "Islamic architecture" it is not 
so simple to speak about "Islamic" architecture 
because in the deep structure of each society we find 
three levels of culture; the first, deepest level is the level 
of oral culture, of the masses, of people. We are 
always speaking about people, "building for the 
people", "building with the people", but we don't 
know who are these people, because we don't know 
their history and we neglect not only by principle, but 
we are cut-off, in fact, by our education from the deep 
structure of the culture of these people. This rupture 
with the culture of the people started not with what 
we call modernity, what we call industry and all our 
material civilisation today. It started from the day 
societies passed from the oral culture to the written 
culture. That is why in all our Muslim societies we 
have a second level of culture which came after, 
historically, which will be above and which will cover 
the deep structure, the oral culture, which is yet living 
This second layer of culture, is the Islamic culture. 

Islamic culture is based on a book. This book has two 
meanings here. Firstly as a heavenly book, as a 
revealed book, and this gives a whole conception 
about the world, a whole feeling about the world, a 
whole structure of imagination about the world, 
which will be a transcendent vision of all that we do. 
You said that you are more moved, Habib Fida Ali, 
by mosques built by people in the villages than by 
mosques built with money, such as those in Brussels 
or Geneva or in our capitals. It's true because the first 
ones but not all of them are built with a reference to 
transcendence and are built spontaneously with 
reference to these two deep levels of culture, the oral 
level and the Islamic level not yet converted to the 
written culture because there is an Islam which is 
expressed orally, not by written culture but the culture 
of the ulama, the theologians and the jurists, which is 
totally different and refers to different expressions 
(schools) of Islam. 

There is a big difference between this level of written 
culture in Islam and the oral culture and the third 
level, which came afterwards and in which we are 
fighting now. This is destroying the first two levels and 
this is the secularised, materialised level, of the 
"material civilisation". This is the biggest issue, 
because this issue is structural and the answer to the 
question about Asian consciousness or Oriental con
sciousness is it is not a relevant question. Seen from 
the point of view of the "material civilisation" in 
which we are fighting and producing our thoughts, 
our culture, our buildings and our environment and 
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everything, the true question is to show how deeply 
the classical concepts of transcendent sacred, religious 
values have been broken, changed or eliminated by 
the secular civilisation. 

The difference between Asia, or Orient, Far East or 
Middle-East and what we call the West is not a 
difference of culture, it is a difference of , look' ,how we 
look at the world, how we look at the human condi
tion. Do we look at it vertically, with a reference to 
the transcendence, to the Absolute of God, as it has 
been taught by the revealed books, or do we look at 
it horizontally, as we have learned to look at it since 
the Renaissance and the Reformation, since the 16th 
century, which was an intellectual event which 
touched not only Western societies but all human 
condition. This is the deepest structural change 
imposing a gap, a definite gap, a mental gap between 
the traditional theocentrist look and the secularised 
humano logocentrist look; between two processes of 
thinking, of producing any form of culture, any form 
of architecture, any form of urbanisation. This change 
affects our relation to space, our relation to time, 
which organises the way we insert ourselves into this 
world. This reference can be vertical, according to all 
the cultures developed up to now by all religions but 
specially those based on a written tradition marginali
sing and finally eliminating so-called primitive or 
polytheist religions based on oral tradition. 

That is why, today, if you go to Africa, to the South 
of the Sahara you find conflictual situations between 
the written religions, the religions of the book, and the 
other religions, and many Africans are converted to 
these religions because the book is there, because 
writing is there. Writing is power and when you know 
how to write and to read, you have the power in 
society. Writing is related to political power. This 
deep rupture in culture concerns us all. The difference 
between Asian or Islamic societies and Western 
societies is a difference of rhythm of evolution. By this 
I mean that when we come to Bangladesh, when we 
go to India, when we go to Indonesia or North Africa, 
in all these so-called underdeveloped countries we find 
many references still alive of the first two levels I 
mentioned - oral level and the so-called Islamic level. 

In Western societies this evolution started around the 
16th century: there are four centuries of progressive, 
not brutal evolution The references to oral culture, to 
religious culture has not totally disappeared but the 
rationalist approach and the horizontal look to all 
human issues is stronger in western societies. We are 
coming to the same attitude in the Muslim world in 
spite of the resistance by all the militants for an 
"Islamic" revolution. We are engaged in the same 
process of industrialisation, urbanisation and secula
risation, the resistance opposed is ideological not 
structural. This is the true issue that we have to face. 
Are we able to invent another way of developing 
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societies economically and politically without creating 
this gap, this rupture in the historical evolution and 
the sociological structures. 

The Architect is engaged in this complex process, not 
all architects but some architects, and this will depend 
on their education, which will be able to chart another 
way forward There are creators who have inside 
them, operating at the same time, the three levels I 
mentioned and there are others, like teachers in the 
secondary schools, who are just repeating some pro
cedure and devices building something without 
inspiration coming from the deep structure They are 
without this momentum or elan, which is inside and 
which comes from this intermingling of all the 
symbols, the myths and the collective hopes related to 
the three levels of culture 

I wish to add something about "Islamic" architecture. 
In all our discussions we consider only architecture as 
it is produced by architects. We don't speak or we 
speak very little about the users of the buildings 
produced by architects. I think that the qualification 
'Islamic architecture' or 'Christian architecture' or 
'religious architecture' can come from both sides, 
from the architect when he is inspired by the deep 
structure and from the perception of the users, who 
will project values into the space created by the 
architect. These may be religious or cultural values 
and this is the perception which creates a sacred place, 
a religious place or a secularised space It will depend 
on the feelings of the user. It will depend on the culture 
of the user, just as the forms produced by the architect 
or any artistic work depend on the perception of the 
user. 

When we say that a mosque has an Islamic character 
or not it will depend on the user, on the one who will 
perceive this mosque. I was struck, for example, in the 
great assembly building here in Dhaka by Louis Kahn 
by one thing. You have noticed that he put in a rose
window, a big rose-window, such we find on the top 
of the main door of cathedrals, but he didn't use the 
function of the rose-window The function ofthe rose
window in the cathedral is to show the story taken 
from the Gospels or taken from the Bible. He took 
only the form, which he put very high on one of the 
walls. This raises two questions; how Louis Kahn 
came to put this form in this building? What kind of 
importance did he give to this form here? Has he been 
inspired by the rose-window such as has been used in 
cathedrals? He is a Jew by culture but perhaps it has 
some meaning for him. This raises the question of the 
deep structure of the architect when he creates forms. 
This is one aspect to understand. 

The other aspect concerns the people who enter this 
building. If they have no reference, no knowledge 
about this very important form used in cathedrals, in 
Christian architecture, what feeling will they have? 
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They will not project on this rose-window detail all the 
meanings with which we are familiar in Gothic 
architecture. It will be just a form for them but if they 
are used to Christian culture and to Christian archi
tecture they will ask the same questions as I have 
raised here. 

I think it's exactly the same with Islamic architecture. 
The perception of the buildings will depend on the 
education that we have received, whether it is an 
Islamic education or a secularised education Today 
in Muslim societies when secularised education is be
coming more and more important than the so-called 
Islamic education; what would be an Islamic edu
cation? How mosques have been produced in the 
classical age ofIslam, from the 1st century of Hijra to 
the 19th century? The mosque has been linked not 
only in some reference to prayer, and references to 
beliefs, taught by the Koran, and the Prophet, but 
it was also linked to the whole structure of society 
with its political institutions, its law, its culture, its 
theology, it was all these elements at the same time. 
The builder and the architect were involved in this 
global structure. Today this is no longer valid. Today 
there are ruptures at all levels of the traditional 
society . We are immersed in a secularised culture. The 
architect is trained in a secularised culture cut from 
this classical age of Islamic culture, he can only refer 
as he does all the time with slides to the minaret, the 
dome, the courtyard, the horseshoe arch - the con
ventional attributes of the monumental classical 
architecture in the Muslim world. We must think 
about this very big difference between the global 
structure of Muslim societies up to 19th century and 
the brutal change and the destruction of societies since 
material civilisation has been imposed by the western 
economy We are then obliged to look to the religious 
quality of our environment in a different way. We are 
not however duly equipped intellectually and cul
turally to interpret correctly the present evolution of 
Muslim societies. 

Kenneth Frampton 

It's an honour and also somewhat daunting to follow 
Professor Arkoun, but perhaps there is some cor
respondence between what I have to say and what 
he has presented. In my earlier comments I tried to 
introduce the notion of universal civilisation in 
opposition to national cultures. In response to the 
Chairman, particularly since he began with Romi 
Khosla's paper and those aspects which refer to an 
anti-Cartesian development I thought I would return 
to this theme and respond to a number of points 
which have been raised. The first thing I would like to 
tackle, and I do it obviously from a very conditional 
standpoint is this issue of Occident versus Orient. 



I am aware of specific qualifications which Charles 
Correa has just alluded to, the need for specific 
differentiation We can nonetheless think in terms of 
general issues and then pass on to specific things. The 
primary difference in attitude vis-a-vis Orient and 
Occident resides for me in the fact that the Orient has 
always had a less violent attitude towards nature. 
The Occident has always since the Renaissance, 
maintained a very Promethean attitude towards na
ture. The consequences of this are of course on the 
one hand the western triumph and on the other the 
heavy price it has paid. I am not going to go into all 
the details of these triumphs and failures, but 
medicine seems to be one of those fields in modem 
secular practice, where one can point to a certain 
disjunction in relation to nature. Naturally, medical 
practitioners of a positivistic kind do not like to hear 
such comments, particularly from laymen.· Nonethe
less there is a growing body of critical opinion in the 
West, and I suppose here also, with regard to the 
abuse of antibiotics for example, an abuse which leads 
to the destruction of the capacity of a drug like 
penicillin to remain effective. There is now a whole 
species of micro-organisms that are completely 
immune to the impact of penicillin and other drugs. 
The abuse of high-tech surgery that is very fa
shionable and highly expensive in the United States 
would be another example of Western medical 
violences as would be the common use of Caesarian 
operation in childbirth. It is a fact that most doctors 
in the United States today would prefer to administer 
childbirth through a Caesarian operation because it 
speeds up the process! The fact that the American 
Medical Association is categorically against mid
wives, and in a way relates this to the Orient, 
means that it is against paramedics which happens to 
coincide with being against more gentle and 
traditional ways of giving birth to children. The 
midwives are loosing this battle since they are not a 
strong union when compared with the power of the 
American Medical Association. It is perhaps unfair 
to pick on medicine but medicine is surely one of 
the models of applied science in western society. I 
mention these things because they indicate a dis
junction and the presence of a generally assumed 
violent stance towards nature in the Occident. The 
second point is the relation to western architecture. 
Going back to the Renaissance there is the enormous 
emphasis placed by the Occident on the 'visual' and 
while sight may be biologically privileged, it is not the 
only sense and it is arguable that one of the results of 
this emphasis on the visual is, eventually to distance 
Western Architecture and Western Architects from 
the concept of direct experience in the tactile sense. In 
one of the papers given here Indian paintings were 
shown where the relative size of the figures depended 
as in pre-Renaissance European painting, upon the 
value given to the figures and not to their recession in 
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rationalised space where everything is determined 
according to the mathematical distance from the 
observer. The over-valued western scientific notion 
of value-free enters exactly here, and I think this 
question of visual versus tactile has critical and 
political implications of great importance. The idea of 
value-free has a logic of its own although this logic is 
not always appropriate. 

Your own difficulties in being able to accept that 
architecture might have to do with feeling, already 
shows the domination of Western thought which puts 
all the emphasis on information and logic and not 
upon experience and intuition. There is however a 
price to be paid for acceptance of this view of 
architecture. 

Charles Correa 

I would like to pose a question that comes out of the 
various statements people have made, in particular 
Professor Arkoun and Kenneth Frampton. I accept 
totally the distinction made of the three levels of 
culture beginning with the deep structure at the oral 
level. I mentioned in my own comments this question 
of what is an Islamic architecture and I tried to answer 
that question in the context of Bangladesh. Given the 
oral tradition of Bangladesh and if we could skip the 
whole history ofIslam and say that Islam started here, 
for instance, you could possibly then find an Islamic 
architecture which was relevant to this place. If 
Christianity which is so identified with Europe, and 
which started in Asia had stayed in Asia then maybe 
a church wouldn't be a Gothic box but would be an 
open courtyard like a mosque. The issue is really 
an important one because later on when Kenneth 
Frampton mentioned Islamic architecture it seemed 
to me that we were back to the images of the hot, dry 
climate. Those are basically a minority version of 
what is Islamic architecture statistically and it has 
other implications which are cultural. In a sense we 
are a colony ofIspahan, an architectural colony. The 
images of Ispahan dominate even the buildings of 
Kahn. I love Kahn's buildings, but it's the images of 
a hot, dry climate. The issue is really, and as an 
architect it's not just an issue but an incredible 
responsibility, indeed the stimulation of being an 
architect in Bangladesh is to go back to that deep 
structure level we were talking about. Then one can 
participate in the invention, in the creation or the re
invention of an Islamic architecture, or a relevant 
architecture for this place, for this culture, for this 
climate, for this moment in time. That is a question 
I would like us, if possible, to refer to next. 
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William Curtis 

Fortunately that's something I wanted to address. I 
feel that the framework that has been set up by the 
Chairman of this session is a very relevant one, in 
dealing with this question I wish to say just a few 
words about my own interests in the question of the 
so-called 'East'. 

I have spent a great deal of time between the Thar 
desert on the borders of Pakistan in one direction and 
Taiwan on the other end investigating the architecture 
of Asia. I have tried to do this extending the 
imagination over 4000 years, thinking about villages 
at one extreme and modernisation at the other I have 
tried to immerse myself in understanding what a 
Buddhist tradition might be, what a Hindu tradition 
might be, what a Muslim tradition might be and the 
inter-relation between them. I am troubled by the use 
of the word 'East', because it's an entirely colonial 
invention. 'Orient' is related, to Orientalism and it is 
related, to a division of the world created by the 
Western colonising mentality which describes brown 
men, starting approximately in the eastern part of 
Turkey going on as far as tea plantations and paddy 
fields. It is not a particularly useful idea. It is adorned 
by 19th century romantic thought and a tendency on 
the part of the western thinkers to identify oversimply 
earlier phases in eastern religious thought with a 
monolith, which is called the eastern culture. It is a 
profoundly misleading construct in the present world 
and certainly in the past world for understanding 
history, because it leads to a number of immediate 
misunderstandings about the relationship between 
centres and region in the earlier cultural system. It 
leads to a perception of architecture in, for example 
India, as a sequence of stylistic nomenclatures that are 
tagged one by one by their religion, whereas in fact, 
one has to penetrate the underlying ordering system 
and principles of these architectures and see them as 
a series of stratifications. This involved absorption of 
Buddhist typologies into Hinduism, and their trans
lation into new fields of meaning and the arrival of 
Islamic invasions and their abstraction and gradual 
absorption by what was there already. 

This relates, immediately to the construct that Pro
fessor Arkoun has given us, because within the whole 
thing there is what I would can, and I mean nothing 
superior by this remark, the aboriginal memory. I 
have been involved in my work with the aborigines of 
Australia and their mythopoeic view of the universe 
and its expression in art and in artifacts. The abori
ginal memory contains within it extremely primary 
modes of adjustment, to the landscape, to its transla
tion into mythical form,to practicality, to the economic 
use of material in a conceptual sense, but in a much 
deeper sense than that, in terms of defining place. The 
vernaculars that we have been looking at and talking 
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about in the village architecture are from a much later 
phase which has to do with pushing nomads out. 
Before we erect archetypes too simply around just 
one phase in a culture we should stand back and think 
of culture as a dynamic matter where certain strands 
come through, others are cut and absorptions and 
transformations take place. This process is going on, 
with new models intervening over these substructures 

One thing that struck me on the first day I arrived in 
Bangladesh, upon looking at the map and thinking of 
past experiences of Asia and looking at the people, 
looking at the way they carry themselves and the way 
they dress, was that this is the fringe between two 
worlds. One world is India, and all that that means, 
and the other is the beginning of the world that 
populates my imagination a great deal, the jungles of 
Thailand, the tropical systems of adjustment in 
clothing, in architecture, in tools, objects, of the 
South-East Asian peninsula. What do we mean by 
region in these circumstances? Ifwe approach culture 
in a monolithic way we have no way of answering the 
question. We have simply to say that it's there and 
have no way of pulling the levels apart, examining 
their inter-relation, looking for the clustering, the 
connections, the points at which ideas come through 
or get cut off. If however we look at it through a level 
of stratification we can begin, to see overlaps, points 
where lessons can be learned laterally from one place 
to another. 

On my second day in Dhaka I went to see one of the 
mosques of the Sultanate. What struck me about it, 
is a mosque of about 1519, was the way in which it 
combined so completely three levels of continuity. 
One, the deepest level perhaps, was a reference to that 
aboriginal memory. I knew that I was looking at, just 
as I know in certain of the vernaculars in North Africa 
or early Egyptian architecture at a transposition into 
more solid material, of the hut, of something which 
had that first sense of adjustment to nature and 
possibly that first sense of religious mystery. These are 
the forces of nature, the rise and fall of the waters, the 
necessity to somehow define against natural chaos, a 
sense of relation between the inner recesses of the 
mind and the natural order of things, which perhaps 
is one of the source areas of all religions. This was 
present, the ancestral memory was in that building in 
the bowing form, in its character, in its stance, in the 
way it stood on the landscape. Then I looked at it 
again and I said, but is this a mosque and in terms of 
Islamic typologies it seems to me to say more about 
tombs. It is a basic type form which one finds in 
variations in tomb architecture all the way in one 
direction towards North Africa - the square, or more 
or less square, base; the dome; some sort of squinch 
system or pendentive system; a mihrab; a very in
triguing transition of spaces from outside to inside, 
and so on. Then, between these two thoughts there 



was another one which interposed itself, which took 
my memory back to a number of fourteenth century 
monuments in Thailand, and I realised that I was also 
looking at the edge of another culture, which was 
a Buddhist and Hindu culture, combined together. 
I saw it in the mouldings and in the centralised 
geometry and in many other features of the building. 

That set me to thinking about region, and the culture, 
that is a fringe between many interlacing, interflowing 
worlds, and what does this mean in the 20th century 
It is clear that we are all talking about some of the 
same things. We are talking of the feeling of the loss 
of the sacral, about the feeling of a world populated 
by useful but alienating objects, about a certain kind 
of instrumentality, a power over things and people, 
which gives one a sort of freedom but with certainly 
a sort of loss In the present world order we cannot 
go back and if we do go back we will sacrifice an 
enormous amount in the process and so the problem 
is how to live with the rift. 

We have always lived with rifts and it is quite wrong 
to think there ever was a paradisical period. When it 
comes to architecture, it is coming back to what I call 
cultural excavation It is an ability in architectural 
and artistic terms, always with an eye on absolute 
relevance to the present to go back through those 
levels and reincorporate them into a formal expres
sion which is to do with our times. I do not think that 
it is automatically more easy to design a mosque 
than it is to design a skyscraper in regional terms but 
the effort is worth it and it should not lead to a pas
tiche of these past forms but to a penetration to the 
underlying principles of organisation. 

A point that has been on my mind since looking 
carefully at the building by Louis Kahn in Dhaka is 
that it is a building which I understand is highly 
problematic in a societal sense here I perfectly under
stand why even ideological blinkers might not permit 
one to experience the beauty of it. It will sit there, for 
a long t\me and it will gradually enmesh itself in the 
public imagination and certainly in many private 
imaginations. This is what the objects of culture do 
and then they translate and then transform and then 
turn into something else eventually, and that is what 
tradition really is. A tradition is a gradual accretion 
of wisdoms which are drawn upon and then projected 
forward into the new situations with the new adjust
ments that are necessary. 

This brings me then to two points. One is to do 
with education and the other is to do with what I 
understand by universality and since the larger term 
is the more grand one it promises more epic 
opportunities. Let me start with education What 
should education be doing? Education conceivably 
should be teaching people to think critically, it should 
also be, teaching people to feel, to sense, to see and 
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to understand I am immensely sympathetic to Geo
ffrey Bawa's observation that to learn architecture 
probably one of the best things is to go and look at a 
lot of architecture. One should ask always why did 
they do it this way? What is the general principle at 
work here? How can I draw on that? Is that relevant 
to me now? What can I do with that? How did it get 
there and so on If you stock your mind with these 
things, vocabulary gradually looks after itself. That's 
what we call, the incorporation of a tradition. Schools 
are notorious at stopping people from doing that. 
Without getting into a squabble with fellow educa
tionalists let me just say to any educationalist in 
the room that we should leave enough slack in the 
system for people to go and get their own education, 
give them a little help to do so, but don't impose on 
them too strongly There are all the tools and know
ledge that you need to be an architect but if architect 
means merely being a slavish servant to doctrinaire 
concerns then the possibility of anything like a high 
architectural culture is liable to be extremely limited. 
If you want to blame that on occidental materialism 
I could suggest you think more carefully about it and 
look nearer home at the forces at work. 

Now I come then to the larger question of a certain 
character of universality in the objects of art, in the 
quality of thought. Here I am simply stating a certain 
view of the world, a view of architecture which comes 
from years of being profoundly moved by certain 
great works. It has been part of my endeavour in the 
past four or five years to investigate the architectures 
of Asia, not as a scholar might but as a person of 
sensibility who wants to understand why things were 
the way they were and to see the underlying pattern. 
I take my mind back now to the profound mood I felt 
in front of the stupa at Sanchi or in the caves of 
Elephanta. These are works of extraordinary pro
foundity which were involved with many levels of 
meaning, involved with making invisible forces 
tangible to a degree, involved with celebrating state, 
and the authority, the order, the drama of their times, 
the sense in other words of the order of society and 
crystallising it in monumental form. I am not about to 
put Louis Kahn on the same level as that but I will say 
that that ambition has been there in a deeper cultural 
sense. 

What we have when we look at Louis Kahn's 
Assembly Building is not just an illustration of the 
politics of \966, but a work which cuts through to the 
deeper strata of imagination. When one looks at the 
vernacular in its profound manifestations, that is 
when one is looking at it in unbowdlerised or un
manipulated form, one senses that presence as well. 
There is, I think, an animist present in great ver
nacular building, if I can use the word 'great' in 
connection with something which is sometimes rather 
humble. It has to do with that deep intuition of 
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the connection with nature. The problem for the 
regionalist is this he is severed for ever from that 
connection and removes from his imagination the real 
difficulties of peasant life, but he nonetheless tries to 
reincorporate that aboriginal wisdom, those basic 
patterns of adjustment into the architecture of the 
present 

Leaving aside the functions of the architect working 
in the rural base, I wish to talk about the vernacular 
as inspiration. The 'vernacular as inspiration' is in so 
many words the common usage Professor Arkoun is 
talking about in formal terms We are alienated from 
it and we cannot be within that system of conventions, 
nonetheless we can be inspired by it in an artistic 
sense This then brings us back to the three levels and 
possibly to what is underneath the levels. We are at 
the fringe of one cultural realm, dare we call it the 
Islamic one with a series of elements, attitudes and 
forms which come with that. Then we are at a fringe 
of another world, the South-East Asian world, 
meeting in some curious, aqueous way in the deltas of 
the Ganges. If therefore a profound work is created 
what other levels does it touch? Is it right just to speak 
of it in terms of regionalism or a region? I think there's 
a paradox about profoundly regional works, that is, 
that they manage to be absolutely right for that place 
in terms of climate, in terms of landscape, in terms of 
the elements of their moment, the place, the needs, but 
the profound work has a way, I think of touching 
a much deeper level, a substratum of some kind. 

I see this in two ways, I see it in terms of the medium 
of architecture which to me is a medium which has, 
conceptually speaking, many levels to it. It has the 
outer casing of style and works through to the formal 
order of architecture, through geometry to space, to 
articulations to the fundamental levels of platform, 
walls, of sky, of landscape, and architectures use 
these in one way or another. There are within the 
medium of architecture itself, certain elemental con
ditions which can be translated into numerous worlds 
of meaning A proper and deep understanding of 
architectural tradition, including something which 
does not exist yet, a proper history of Asian architec
tures, would show the way that certain of these basic 
elements keep emerging and they are cousins of one 
another in a different system A true penetration 
reveals the way these deeper levels are interconnected 
with one another. 

The other aspect of a certain quality of universality 
has to do with the spiritual presence of architecture. 
T.S. Eliot once said that great poetry communicates 
before it is understood. I would say the same about 
architecture. Great architecture communicates before 
it is understood. It has a capacity to grip us 
immediately through rhythm, arrangement, form, 
proportion and to touch some very deep chord in the 
tactile imagination, perhaps even in an ancestral 
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memory of some sort. This quality, is if I can be so 
romantic, a certain timeless quality, that great works 
of art in tradition have. The problem as I see it is to 
release the imagination from doctrinaire concerns to 
the point where it can deal relevantly with the 
conditions of the present, and it is to try and reincor
porate those timeless qualities in works of today That 
is why when I began I spoke of a certain ability to find 
the regional condition of a place but also to look for 
those more lasting, universal characteristics of archi
tecture 

Mohammed Arkoun 

I would like to add some remarks about the question 
raised by Charles Correa. When we speak about 
Islamic architecture today we are using an ideological 
concept We are not using at all a scientific, working 
concept. We are pushed by the great ideological force 
which has been imposed in Islamic societies in the last 
20 years There is this necessity to speak about these 
societies or what is related to these societies in term of 
Islamic reference. The Islamic revolution for example 
as it is referred to in the recent events in Iran since 
Khomeini, is a translation of this great ideological 
force which is working in all Islamic societies today. 
It seeks to translate everything happening in these 
societies through Islamic qualifications, Islamic 
language We must be aware about this. I don't know 
how far it is clear in countries like Bangladesh or 
India, but in Pakistan it is already evident and when 
you come to the Arabic part of the Islamic world it 
is even more evident. We must make a distinction 
between Islam, when it is used as a historical, scien
tific reference and Islam when it is used as an 
ideological reference 

Our language in societies in the nineteen-fifties was 
totally different in its structure to that of today. This 
is an important distinction. When you refer to the 
special conditions, for example of Bangladesh, I think 
in history Islam didn't impose any constraints to the 
deep structures of societies Islam has spread in 
different societies like Indonesia, Bangladesh, 
Pakistan, India, and Arabic societies. Why? Because 
Islam left people free to create their culture, to create 
their environment according to the deepest level of 
their own culture. This worked in this manner until 
Islam was used as an ideological weapon to answer the 
aggressions of the West. Since the colonial period and 
the necessity to start wars ofliberation in our societies 
we have been bound to refer to Islam as a flag to fight 
ideologically. We have been obliged by history to use 
Islam in that way and we have transformed Islam 
from its historical, ancient function, which was a 
religious function, to a political function, an ideo
logical function 



This is what has happened but the architects working 
in Islam societies must be totally free from the 
ideological pressure of Islam and they must look 
deeper and that is why history is so important They 
must look more to Islam as it worked, as it functioned 
during 14 centuries in societies as diverse as Indonesia 
or Morocco. This must be very clear, but unfortu
nately in our education of architects, in the schools of 
architecture, the history of Islam is not taught 
scientifically for the simple reason that it is an 
unknown land Historians have not explored Islam in 
its productive, richest period, which is the first 5 
centuries of the Hijra We don't know how to teach 
it? I know very well how Islam is taught in Western 
universities as well as all Islamic universities This is 
very important. 

Kazi Zahedul Hassan 

I would like to talk about a matter which is of rather 
a superficial nature, a matter of form. As an architect 
practising in an Islamic country I find myself in a 
dilemma. What we have been talking about in the last 
few days are really two approaches to regionalism in 
architecture The first is what might be called 
functional regionalism, which derives directly from the 
modern movement, this is very beautifully illustrated 
in the work of Raj Rewal His work is not only 
functional to the full satisfaction of our great modern 
movement masters but it also is very close to our 
traditional architecture, or to the traditional archi
tecture ofIndia, in that it seems to recreate the overall 
formal quality which we have in the traditional 
architecture as well as some of the deep structure 
which we have been talking about I see the same thing 
in some of Uttam Jain's work in India and the philo
sophical position for this functional regionalism, has 
been stated quite adequately by William Curtis, but 
the majority of the work that falls in this category is 
again uniform, impersonal, standardised interna
tional architecture which has no specific identity. 
When I talk of identity I mean national identity rather 
than broad regional identity because today I think we 
are more interested in national identities than in a 
very broad, vague regional identity. 

This leads to what I see as the second form of region
alism, which I will call formal regionalism, this is 
obtained by adding formal quotations to a function
al building The demand or the need for this type of 
architecture has not been explicitly mentioned in this 
conference but there is a strong undercurrent which 
was quite evident when someone said Louis Kahn 
was trying to create great architecture, not regional 
architecture. This is a remarkable statement which I 
understand to be the speaker's preference for a 
regional architecture, within quotes, rather than a 
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great architecture. He is saying, give me regional 
architecture even if it is of a lower quality than great 
architecture. This is also evident in Kamil Khan 
Mumtaz's proposal for a new type of architectural 
school which will have a stronger relationship with 
our building traditions and less interaction with 
western models of architectural education William 
Curtis has called this 'light-play regionalism'. That is 
a very understandable phrase because if we are trying 
to quote forms either from the past or from the verna
cular architecture the whole thing becomes arbitrary 
and it is light play. There are of course two poles in 
this There is the nameless, what we see all over the 
Islamic world now, formal quotations of a very low 
order but there is also this formal regionalism of a 
higher order and to give an example I would like to 
refer to Geoffrey Bawa's work. My question relates to 
Geoffrey Bawa's work, which is functional and also 
has non-functional items in it, like carved capitals I 
also want to refer to Abdel Wahed el-Wakil's work in 
Jeddah which revives traditional Egyptian architec
ture in a totally different situation What is the feeling 
about this type of formal regionalism? 

William Curtis 

I would not quite put it in that way as a distinction 
between functional regionalism on the one hand and 
formal on the other The issue is not unrelated to all 
the things we've been talking about and maybe we can 
bring these grandiose conceptions down to the 
strategy of design, because surely the issue always in 
architecture is the difference between a work which is 
very light and merely arbitrary and a work which is 
in a very deep sense appropriate on all levels and 
which avoids arbitrariness That seems to be distinc
tion We can look at this along a spectrum, there will 
be certain works that are able to penetrate in a region, 
in the way Barragan did in Mexico He understood all 
the basic principles of order from the architecture of 
his region, and I believe that in quite a different region 
Geoffrey Bawa is trying to do this in his work in 
South-East Asia. I really think that some of his works 
may be seminal, because tropical South-East Asia, is 
waiting for some sign Most of the best regionalisms 
which have happened so far have been desert regiona
lisms. The most interesting ones are in India and in the 
Middle-East and even in Mexico and they are hot and 
dry. Geoffrey Bawa is one of the few people to really 
have got under the surface of the hot, wet region and 
there have been a few other touches here and there in 
that direction. The issue surely should not be made 
one of form versus function but form and function 
working together. I think the edge of your question 
finally is at what point can identifying features, 
images in a very real associational sense playa part 
without falling flat on their face? 
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A very inventive architect may succeed in having an 
allusive level in architecture, a very legible 
characteristic in his architecture that is easily 
understood by all and yet keep functionality, and have 
a strong sense of form. One should not exclude that 
possibility, and one of the reasons Geoffrey Bawa's 
parliament in Sri Lanka, is successful as a communi
cating symbol is because he is lucky enough to be in 
an area where the same basic house form occurs from 
the very small to the very big, so you have a conven
tion which is in place. He has used that convention 
sensibly and made it into a big house, the Government 
house. It's a simple mood that a building can com
municate and yet have those associated characteris
tics. It depends on what is in place in the culture 
already in anyone region, if there are conventions that 
are very clear you can work with them, if they are not 
clear you have a more difficult task, of invention. A 
number of architects in their different ways, are 
trying to say this too. The point with the history part 
of the equation is to get under the surface. If you do 
that, then why not have at certain points a degree of 
allusion, but it is when it turns into the total faking 
of a culture, and the reduction of the world to just 
signs then we are in the area of complete cheapness 
again. We are possibly even in the area, as Kenneth 
Frampton would perhaps agree, of the new kind of 
instrumentality, of just information, not culture, just 
bombardment of information. There is a danger to 
cultures across the world of this kind of reduction. I 
wouldn't put it the way you do, but I think the edge 
of the question is very well put. 

Syed Ali Ahsan 

I will now turn my attention to the commentators 
firstly Dr Sirajul Islam. 

Sirajul Islam 

There is a disadvantage in speaking towards the end, 
because so much has been said already there's hardly 
anything to add. I felt very encouraged when an 
architect of Paul Rudolph's stature came to appre
ciate our rural architecture. I admired the paper 
presented by Professor Muktadir and Paul Rudolph 
expressed his liking for our mud-wall structures. 
These mud houses are not only economical but also 
very practical. In Bengal in particular there is an 
advantage of natural air-conditioning assisted by 
thick mud-walls with double roofs and with space in
between. 

I would now like to turn to the paper by Muzharul 
Islam. There is an assertion that the economy of 
Bengal has been dependent on rural life for years. Side 
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by side there is the assertion that it was dominated by 
rural settlements but since a barter system was 
commonly used control of the economy passed into 
the hands of the traders. Not all the aspects of our 
culture therefore were dominated by the rural agricul
tural economy but also by the marketing centres and 
the stress on rural architecture leads us nowhere. 
Finally William Curtis lias elaborately and conti
nuously emphasised the importance of regionalism 
and side by side he uses the word internationalism. 
The opposite of internationalism should not be 
nationalism - regionalism is more than nationalism. 

Nazimuddin Ahmed 

Paul Rudolph's comments on regionalism in 
architecture were very illuminating but at the same 
time it was very disquieting for us to be enlightened 
about what he feels regionalism stands for. How do 
we define regionalism? It remains vague and obscure 
and to me it appears that the term is arbitrary and 
elastic. 

Enamul Haque 

How did we land III this discussion on Islamic 
architecture? What is an Islamic architecture? What 
are the features of Islamic architecture? This was not 
very clear to me because I understood the scope of the 
seminar to be the architecture and the role of archi
tects in Southern Asia. We must not forget that Islam 
when it arrived in Bangladesh was already half a 
millenium old and according to Professor Arkoun 
Islam was most productive in the first 5 centuries and 
it was declining in architectural terms. I would request 
the Aga Khan Award for Architecture to organise a 
special conference on what we understand and would 
like to understand by Islamic architecture in a 
particular region and then we would be able to discuss 
in a meaningful way what is the legacy of Islamic 
architecture in a particular area. 

Regionalism is something that has intrigued me. As 
far as I understand this word it cannot mean anything 
else but a horizontal stratification. The changing 
connotation of region has intrigued us all and I think 
we are far from reaching a consensus. Lastly I would 
like to compliment architect Muzharul Islam for 
presenting the rural picture to this assembly of 
architects. To supplement his presentation I would 
say that the profession of architects is as old as 
civilisation We have literature of many centuries 
from before the Christian era, in many languages and 
related to many regions on which we can draw for 
inspiration. 


	16_Region_p070
	16_Region_p115
	16_Region_p138
	16_Region_p167
	16_Region_p176

