
#6 Non-verbatim unabridged 
transcription of the panel discussion

Contemporary Architecture in Bangladesh

Talks Programme, Dhaka Art Summit, 2016, Bangladesh

Edited by 
Madhulika Ghosh 

with Ruxmini Choudhury, Nivriti Roddam 
and Diana Campbell Betancourt



Copyright notice: 
© Samdani Art Foundation. All citations from the transcripts must refer to the Panel “Contemporary Architecture in 
Bangladesh” , February 7th 2016 at the 2016 Dhaka Art Summit produced by the Samdani Art Foundation. 

These are non-verbatim transcripts and if there are any corrections to propose, please email them to:
info@dhakaartsummit.org

Talks Programme, Dhaka Art Summit 2016. Photo courtesy of the Dhaka Art Summit and Samdani Art Foundation



Talks Programme, Contemporary Architecture in Bangladesh, (left to right) Kazi Khaled Ashraf, Kashef Mahboob Chowdhury, Farrokh Derakhshani, Nurur 
Rahman Khan, Shamsul Wares and Aurelien Lemonier. Photo courtesy of the Dhaka Art Summit and Samdani Art Foundation

Architecture in Bangladesh 
Sunday, February 7th 2016, 4:30pm - 5:30pm, 3rd floor auditorium

How to present the challenges contemporary architecture faces in Bangladesh? The “liquid landscape” of its deltas could be a 
starting point. For the last fifteen years, as Bangladesh has been taking part in the free market economy, a new generation of ar-
chitects are trying to redefine the terms of contemporaneity in the country. As the urbanism of large cities demands new housing 
strategies, the concepts of sustainable and responsible development require the creation of new modes of response. This panel 
discussion relates to Aurélien Lemonier’s exhibition, Architecture in Bangladesh, at the Dhaka Art Summit and draws together 
Bangladeshi architects and critics Kashef Chowdhury, Kazi Khaled Ashraaf, and Nurur Rahman Khan along with Farrokh Derakh-
shani, Director of the Aga Khan Award for Architecture, to highlight strategies of responsible development from social, economic 
and environmental lenses.



Moderator: 
Aurélien Lemonier (AL): Curator of Architecture, Centre Pompidou, 
Paris, France. Curator of the Dhaka Art Summit 2016 exhibition, Archi-
tecture in Bangladesh. 

Panelists:
Farrokh Derakhshani (FD): Director of the Aga Khan Award for Archi-
tecture since 1982.

Shamsul Wares (SW): Practicing Bangladeshi Architect, Dean of the 
School of Environment and Design, University of Asia Pacific, Dhaka. Ar-
chitectural Consultant, Shisrikkhu Sthapati, Dhaka, Bangladesh.

Kazi Khaleed Ashraf (KKA): Practicing Bangladeshi Architect, Urbanist, 
Architectural Critic and Director-General of the Bengal Institute of Ar-
chitecture, Landscapes and Settlements, Dhaka, Bangladesh.

Nurur Rahman Khan (NRK): Lecturer, practicing Bangladeshi Architect 
and Partner, TKNRK Associates. Director, Muzharul Islam Archives, Dha-
ka, Bangladesh. 

Kashef Chowdhury (KC): Practicing Bangladeshi Architect, Writer and 
Photographer. Nominee for the Aga Khan Award for Architecture and 
winner of the 2012 Architectural Review’s AR+D Award.



Aurélien Lemonier (AL): I will just start the discussion, ‘Architecture in Bangladesh’ with a few words, but before starting the dis-
cussion I will introduce our panelists and myself. I am Aurélien Lemonier. I am a French curator based at the Centre Pompidou in 
Paris and it was my pleasure to curate this exhibition, and to have experienced this kind of journey through Architecture in Ban-
gladesh. My main question as a curator from abroad, was how to present the challenges that contemporary architecture faces in 
Bangladesh, and the fluvial landscape could be one starting point, obviously, but as well the incredible paradox of the globalised 
world we are facing today. So this journey starts with the legacy of Muzharul Islam, as you know, but it goes through several genera-
tions of architects until the present day. As Bangladesh is taking part in the free market economy, a third generation of architects 
is trying to redefine the terms of contemporary architecture. An exhibition on the Bangladesh contemporary architecture scene 
will precisely respond to this ambition: to the identification and diffusion of architectural endeavours that are of the great formal 
quality, as well as the work I would like to define as being from ‘the Bengal School’ which explores strategies of responsible devel-
opment through a social, economic and environmental scope. 

So to continue this question which underlines part of the exhibition, it is a pleasure to have five panelists with us this afternoon. Kazi 
Khaleed Ashraf is Director-General of the Bengal Institute of Architecture, Landscapes and Settlements. I will introduce you now 
to Farrokh Derakhshani because you Kazi, you Farrokh and I are in a kind of cultural institution. Farrokh Derakhshani, it is a great 
honour to have you here today as well. You are Director of the Aga Khan Award for Architecture. You are based in Geneva but you 
have a large scope of what is going on in contemporary architecture in this part of the world. I shall now introduce you to practic-
ing architects. Kashef Chowdhury is a practicing Architect in Dhaka. Some of your work is in the exhibition. Nurur Rahman Khan 
teacher, photographer but mainly a practicing architect in Dhaka, and Shamsul Wares practicing architect and teacher in Dhaka.

Before starting this discussion I would like to thank the Samdani Art Foundation for the incredible opportunity given to me as a 
curator from abroad, to work for this incredible event, and I must also highlight that for a curator it is incredibly strong to be able 
to bring materials, drawings, models, photographs and interviews into an exhibition. I think it is important to know that our work 
as curators is part of questioning architecture and I think it would make sense to record that right now. Maybe I should give the 
microphone to Kazi Khaleed Ashraf because you are the Director of the Bengal Institute of Architecture. Could you explain a little 
bit about the institute? Are you training architects or PhDs? How would you describe your institution’s cultural point of view on the 
current situation in Bangladesh and your own involvement in this situation?

Muzharul Islam, Stanley Tigerman, Polytechnic institutes, Sylhet, 1966 - 1978, ©Muzharul Islam Archive/photography Nurur Rhaman Khan



Kazi Khaleed Ashraf (KKA): Thank you Aurélien. As you were describing what I do, I realised that I am becoming an institutional 
man, which is not what I wanted to be. I am an Architect and I do occasional things and I’ve expanded the role of my job as an 
architect, and I can talk about that in a second, but I also write and I teach. So, multiple hats, and this is what one needs to do in 
the profession of architecture. And yes, I have been invited to head this new institute, the Bengal Institute for Architecture, Land-
scapes and Settlements. I think it is part of the long history of the modern movement of architecture in Bangladesh. It is related 
to the exhibition. It is related to the ideas and reflectiveness that Muzharul Islam brought to the architecture culture and it’s a 
kind of continuation or a climax of that. And I would say its anxieties bred possibilities. That’s how the institute started. I say that 
because anxieties are really part of the architectural culture. You have anxieties and you respond and you keep going. I would say 
the whole history of modern architecture, of modernity, is really based on anxiety: anxieties about the 19th century city, anxieties 
about settlements and housing. That is the real beginning of modern architecture not the stunning cubic building that came to be  
the representative of modern architecture. 

In our case there are different degrees of anxieties and we have been talking about this since the 1980s, and thank you Aurélien 
for highlighting Chetana Architectural Society which is in your exhibition. I think that was one of the foundations that really tried to 
tackle the scope of the anxieties that we were facing. In the 1980s it was basically cultural identity that was the prime anxiety, not 
only for Bangladesh but for architecture all over.  The whole question of regionalism versus universal architecture. But things have 
become much more complicated now and that’s where we come in. 

But before that, I would like to thank you Aurélien for putting together this show and I think I speak on behalf of everyone. It is a 
wonderful show first of all, and it hasn’t been put together before in this manner here, and it is important in terms of the question 
that you ask me because it is very clear, looking at the show, that Bangladesh’s architecture has come of age. There is a whole 
ensemble of work which is, as an ensemble quite stunning, I would say. The scope of the work I mean. Individual work has different 
degrees of appreciation, but as an ensemble, it is quite stunning. I would like to say Aurélien, that maybe in the next round it could 
include other kinds of work also because we need to really think of architecture in an expanded way, which is what the institute 
is really talking about and doing, as you see the tagline, ‘Landscapes and Settlements’. There are architects working in Bangla-
desh who are working in landscapes operations so it is not only about visually prominent, stunning, dynamic, geometric work, but 
peoplewho are also involved in community building. I can mention the award won by the Grameen Bank Housing a long time ago. 
Examples like that. 

Bangladesh is really a small country but the issues are many, the scopes are many. So based on that, I think the discussion has been 
on-going about what the anxieties are now. We’ve listed three of them. The anxiety of location, meaning the relationship of archi-
tecture to location that’s an on-going anxiety, and all practicing architects will tell you about that. The relationship to location, ge-
ography and terrain. The other is the anxiety of identity, which is now identities. Identity is no longer singular. We had a discussion 
about this when we were having our interview.  It’s not just a question of cultural identity. It’s identities in multiple forms and even 
for a small country like Bangladesh, I think the question of identity is a very complicated issue. It is very different from the 1980s. I 
think it is especially compounded or made more complex by people migrating, by people moving around. So it’s not just a question 
of local and international but also trans-national, people moving back and forth. The borders are there but they have become very 
porous. So, how do you talk about identities in such contexts? Look at me, I live in three cities and I have a kind of obligation for all 
those cities so I have acquired a complex understanding of identity. In that context, I remember the line by Italo Calvino. I always 
quote that about myself and to others, that I would love to live in a place at home as a stranger. I like the line very much. And that 
has become the reality for many of us. Even if we have not moved we have become a stranger to the same location that we have 
been in. So it really complicates the idea of identity. And the last one is the anxiety of the city, which is not a new problem. As I was 
saying, the whole question of a city is what bred or originated modern architecture, the 19th century city incapable of dealing with 
what was going on. Similarly, that is what is going on in Asian cities more than anywhere else. The explosive Asian cities, the social 
spasms, the economic dynamic, positive or negative and both, cannot be contained by the existing infrastructure, fabric, morphol-
ogy of the city. And that’s why you see the kind of things that are happening, especially in Dhaka, if some of you have gone around, 
as visitors. The city is increasingly encroaching on areas which are vulnerable ecologically: wetlands, floodplains, agriculture. It 
involves food security. It involves ecological security. So that is one. And we haven’t really figured out how to deal with this city. We 
meaning, everyone who is involved or invested in dealing with this city, including architects. We don’t know, because the moment 
you try to figure it out the city has become something else. That’s an anxiety. How do you deal with such a fluctuating condition?

But still it is a dynamic condition. I don’t see that negatively. If you go around Dhaka, people talk about Dhaka as the most troubled 
city in the world, always in the lowest category of the livable index and all that, but I think Dhaka is still a very dynamic city. We have 
not been able to conceptually figure out what Dhaka is, especially in the context of what I mentioned earlier, the location. The delta 
ecology, the floodplains, the water.  



Vacation house, Gazipur, 2009, ©Shamsul Wares

Considering all that, we agreed that it needs a new kind of training, a new perception about the environment, but how? So we have 
invested through the institute in the task of arranging and rearranging the landscape. We don’t call it either design or planning. It’s 
the rearrangement of the landscape, where all the disciplines which are typically very isolated and hardly talk to each other, and 
all the disciplines which are involved in the rearrangement of the environment--architecture, landscape architecture, urban design, 
urban planning, ecological planning, infrastructure planning--all those things are going on. If you go around Dhaka everybody is 
actually working on those categories, but they don’t talk to each other. So, I think that the job of the institute is to integrate this 
and provide an integrated training for people who are interested in coming to the institute and taking our courses, our training. 
We have a whole group of fantastic faculty--architects, teachers, writers--who are coming in, trying to make people understand this 
new anxiety.  I say that positively. 

At the institute we think that the kind of situation that is going on around us environmentally requires a new kind of design intel-
ligence and that’s most important for us. Because the conventional design intelligence in architecture, targeting formal organisa-
tions, or even special organisations, I don’t think is enough any more. It requires this very integrated (design intelligence). It sounds 
huge but that’s what it is. It requires a new design intelligence. I would say that training people in this new awareness of a design 
intelligence and training them so that they can go out and work in a different context, that is one. Secondly, the institute is also 
studying and providing hypothetical visions for critical areas of this city and very soon some of you will hear that we are going to 
go big with an exhibition in March. So, we are going to show how this can be done also. Also thirdly, it is not about Dhaka and the 
big cities. I have always argued that the solution of Dhaka lies in the rest of the country, small towns and villages and landscape 
arrangements. Nobody is looking at the small towns of Bangladesh and the small towns are kind of developing on their own happy 
rhythm, looking at Dhaka, which first of all is a dysfunctional city. And you can imagine when that is reproduced in all the small 
towns. So, our target is the whole of Bangladesh. Big ambitious plan from big cities to landscape arrangements and small towns.



AL: That is very interesting because I am always questioning why I am doing this job and from which legacy, and who am I to come 
to Bangladesh to make this kind of exhibition, but you made the point. One point is the questioning. Architecture is not only about 
building and it’s not at all actually about buildings. The challenge is to have a wider view of architecture as the environment, as the 
landscape. This is something that we share all over the world. I would say that we share this question in Europe. It is a big one and 
we have to open the gate to think about architecture as environmental, not only as a building nicely done. Maybe.

I would like to ask you Shamsul Wares. We know you very well because you are an architect as well as a teacher, and when we made 
the interview together, how you speak and how you teach is I believe, very important from your long career as a teacher. How do 
you, from your own practice not only as an architect but as a teacher, how do you see the transformation of the young generation? 
The young architect who would like to become an architect. And how is this debate between landscape and environment and ar-
chitecture highlighted?

Shamsul Wares (SW): Thank you. Architecture teaching is definitely becoming more and more complex. Education, any education, 
tends to be idealistic whereas a profession needs, and also tends to be practical. So, when an architect graduates, he learns the 
whole thing again in an office when he joins after graduation and he learns how to deal with reality, how to deal with the client’s, 
how to deal with the situation today. Because in the school it is pure work where students can express their mind without hin-
drance. Pure creativity, pure imagination and how things can be created particularly in terms of form and space, and also a kind of 
understanding of society but I should say, that understanding is also idealistic. In practice, for example in Dhaka, we are five million 
people in the slums. Most of the people in Dhaka think that Kuala Lumpur is a very beautiful city, which is a Malaysian city very 
close to us. The whole population in Kuala Lumpur is only four million and we have five million people in the slums, so the reality is 
greatly different from what we get in the schools. There are certain things that we can teach the students and certain other things 
that we can never teach. This is true for all the schools. For example, we can teach how to draw plans, elevations, sections, how 
to cast shadows, perspectives, how to create spaces, how to link the spaces, how to create circulation in the building and bring in 
light, and that every space needs light, natural light, and that everything must have certain dimensions and you cannot do with-
out dimensions. You have to understand actual dimensions of everything which you are going to put into your plan and you need 
vehicular movement within the building and how to separate the vehicle from the pedestrian and all those things. These are very 
important in the school and most of the time is spent teaching students such things because the students in Bangladesh come 
after Intermediate education where there is no course for architecture. In fact, the students that come to study architecture have 
no prior understanding of architecture so we have to teach them from the very beginning. And even drawings, we have to define 
what these are and how scientifically you can approach your work and how you can transform it into a work of art. These are the 
usual concerns in the schools. 

There can be two ideas: that the schools can teach the students in such a way that they are prepared for practicing architecture. 
That means that there must be certain things, certain means and certain techniques so that the students can leave campus and 
meet people and see things. See how people live, how people work, how people move. They must visit the interiors of spaces of 
different kinds of economic class, and learn from them and put those ideas into their designs. There can be a school like this. And 
another school can be purely imaginative, depending on how things should be in an idealistic world.

Shamsul Wares, Kamaluddin House, Dhaka, c.1982, architect archive



In my kind of teaching, or in our school (I have been teaching in this school which was the only school in Bangladesh and that is 
the first school so we didn’t really have much knowledge from other schools at that time: there was only one school), what I tried, 
and most of my colleagues tried, was to bring a balance between the two. We have courses in urban design, slum revitalisation, 
revitalising parts of the city, and also improvement of slum areas, the kind of projects which give students some entry into reality. 
But the clientele, how to deal with the client? The client is a very difficult thing in this profession. There are many good architects 
who cannot deal with the client. It is difficult to deal with clients, because clients sometimes come up with offers, some kind of ideas 
which are not acceptable to the architect. How to deal with situations like this? Whether the architect should just leave that job or 
should he do it as a compromise with the client, is a big question. And that is very important in our country because I think we have 
very few good clients. Clients are greedy. We have a new consumer society for the last thirty years. We have a new generation 
of very rich people and they are less artistic in nature. They are still interested in making more money and architecture becomes 
a means to make money, and that situation is going on in Bangladesh. Some architects can cope with this kind of situation and 
can produce something which is to some extent meaningful for our society, but I think that this new clientele, that we need, is a 
problem to teach in the schools. But the way we are teaching in our schools, we feel that we have been able to teach the students 
the attitude. Attitude of mind is a very important thing. How to deal with problems. So, many of our students are now not only be-
coming architects, some of them are good actors, they are filmmakers, journalists and some of them are industrialists even doing 
different kinds of artwork. So, the school of architecture in which I teach, and the way we have been teaching is quite successful in 
that sense. Since we teach them the attitude, (to teach this, is as important as teaching techniques), I find many of our students are 
capable of understanding the situation, they can deal with new situations that are provided by the society, the new kind of clients 
who are money-mongers, I should say. But this is the bad side. There are very few architects who are trying to create original archi-
tecture, meaningful for our kind of environment, meaningful for our climate, meaningful for our people. In a macro sense, the kind 
of country we have, as Ashraf was saying, a big water-lined country with a delta, those things are at the back of our minds and some 
of our students are coming up with very genuine ideas of architecture to cope with this situation and they are becoming original, 
which will not be found in any part of the world.     

AL: Yes, because it’s a kind of red line of topics. Architecture is beyond architecture. It is something else. Farrokh?

Farrokh Derakhshani (FD): I want to talk about the architecture education. A lot of the inspiration in this exhibition, looking at all 
sorts of architecture in the world and in Bangladesh came from the same school. They’ve come up with different kind of approach-
es but there is a general approach among all of them, and going back to what we talked about, maybe one of the reasons for the 
legacy of Muzharul Islam and the thinking around that period. One thing is that he was an exceptional man, but at the same time 
he belonged to a society which the other people, the thinkers, the economists etc., which were a part of that thinking process that 
would happen there, they were in the middle of that matter of making a nation, or what you call, making a society. The only thing 
is that this is one of the issues with exhibitions like that, is if you take it out to the international context to see what were the other 
things that were happening in the other parts of the world and what that was.

One thing I wanted to mention something about your comment is that we have to look at architecture in the environment of rural 
and urban. Bangladesh in one sense, I think, has got an exceptional feature. Bangladesh being one of the most populated places in 
the world, there is no rural or urban. There are no boundaries as such because when you talk about places, from one rural area to 
the second rural area there is five hundred kilometers, and from one urban to the other is thousands of kilometers, and so maybe 
that is how we can isolate them and think. But in Bangladesh you have the whole thing where everything just goes together, the 
urban and the rural and the environment, and the impact. 

The other thing is that you don’t have enough land to cultivate, so how can we come up with approaches to see how we can liber-
ate land for agriculture, which at the same time has an impact on the way that we are building and using our land. So this is very 
exceptional, and this is one of the areas that would be very interesting and possible to learn from your experiences, and from the 
research in institutes like yours, that is happening today. But at the same time, the reality is what has changed, there was a day 
when you had one school in each country because the government was responsible all over the world to educate the elite to be 
some elitist thing they wanted to be. That has changed since the time of the second Modernism or second whatever we call it. It 
is how a number of private schools are becoming active in educating and their relationship and how fast the elder generation who 
are teaching, can come up with the needs of the young people who know what’s happening everywhere in the world, every single 
moment.  I read an article where an American high school teacher said that I cannot say anything in my class because as soon as I 
start something they are checking what I am saying, whether it is correct or not and I have to be responsible every single moment. 
With other people, you could say whatever you wanted. By the time they would go and check they will learn. Now it’s the other 
way around.
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I have one remark. In general terms it is a question. What happened in contemporary architecture of Bangladesh, as we can see 
in this exhibition, there is something of a, I will not call it national, there is a language, there is a common language. Why is this 
common language there? What is the reasoning because you don’t have the same in some other parts of the world? When we 
come to talk about Modernism, I remember in the 1970s when I was going to school, they had just started to say that international-
ism is finished, not finished but it’s over, and Japan was looked at as a country with Modern architecture, with its own language. 
Then I being Iranian, we also liked to say that we also had this. Then, in the 1970s in France, there was this architecture journal 
L’Architecture d’aujourd’hui, that had an article about Iranian architecture in those days, and at the same time it was a language of 
that place, that sense, that period of time. So just to give a comparison, how come you continued to have that with architecture for 
the past twenty-few years? The neighbouring countries don’t have the homogeneity of that. This is just a question for you. How do 
you see it? Actually, Aurélien, you have worked as an outsider, and then they will defend it if this is correct or not.

AL: I don’t know if it is correct or not, but as an intuition I have this feeling that there is something like a common culture still very 
strongly addressed in Bengal architecture. I have this feeling and I have no concern at all but it’s true that the journey from archi-
tect to architect I’ve tried to make, is not only one architect put close to another but it is really a kind of continuity, and maybe there 
is something strong as well as an origin, and the origin may be this great figure, the great master Muzharul Islam, and maybe one 
idea would be this strong legacy. I think if I call the sub-title of the exhibition, ‘the legacy of Muzharul Islam’, it is not just by chance, 
it is not me, but it is because it is what the current situation is talking about, this strong legacy. Nurur, do you have an opinion on 
this question of the legacy of Muzharul Islam?

Nurur Rahman Khan (NRK): I think, like you said, there are some common threads. The first thing is that Muzharul Islam laid down 
what we all tend to believe is the foundation of modern architecture in Bangladesh and I think of all the people who are present 
in this exhibition, most of us have shared that common belief. I think that is one of the shadows that is cast on all our works even 
though it is in our subconscious.



The other thing is that yes, all three of us have been trained in the school that Professor Wares has taught in and all three of us 
were his students at one time so there has been this common thread. Shamsul Wares worked under Muzharul Islam. Muzharul Is-
lam, alongside people like Shamsul Wares, Khaleed Ashraf set up Chetana, of which Ashraf and I were a part of at one time. Even 
the people over here and all the other people who are in the exhibition, all of them at one time have been in contact with, whether 
it’s Muzharul Islam, whether it’s Chetana, whether it is a student of BUET (Bangladesh University of Engineering and Technology). 
I think somewhere what we’ve been able to carry through is what we believe to be right for architecture in Bangladesh. I think 
something that he tried to establish is what is the right attitude towards architecture, what is the responsibility of the architect in 
Bangladesh and what obligations do we have as architects to this country and to society? And I think that is the common thread 
coming from that. Maybe because all of the people exhibiting at the moment are close to that time, they have a common imagery, 
but even though these imageries will go forward and they will change, I think in terms of a value system his legacy will continue. 
I think his real contribution is the establishment of a particular value system. This value system revolves around our responsibility 
as an architect. Is there ethics in what we do? Is there a value system to what we can impart to architecture?  And what do we as 
individuals practicing in architecture do with that belief and value system? And from that, I’d like to see the younger generation of 
architects take that forward. This exhibition I would say is very successful. Firstly, as people go through the exhibition they don’t 
see names, you don’t really know who has done what, so they are looking at the works, and in a way they could be overlapping the 
works, one work with someone else and another work with someone else.  And that’s perfectly all right because the whole exhibi-
tion, in totality, puts something forward. In a way it does say that architecture in Bangladesh has come of age. And I think it’s a 
wonderful experience for all the other people who are not architects to see that Bangladesh architecture has in a way come of age. 

The next thing to do would be to observe what the next generation of architects does with what we have established, as a response 
to this particular country’s socio-economic situation and to the ethical and value system that we believe in architecture. And it is go-
ing to get more complicated, with the new generation of clientele that professor Wares was talking about. We have in this country 
a huge developer-based clientele at this moment. The billboards of developers are all up there and their billboards are becoming 
the new imagery of architecture. There is going to be a new anxiety, if you please, which is going to be against this. It is going to 
be a stress against this image propagated by the developers, what is good, what is new and what is architecture and, what sensible 
and sensitive architects want to establish as architecture. So this is going to be a big up-hill climb at this moment for the younger 
generation to navigate through their time. It is a time which is complex and how we navigate through our times is going to be one 
of the most difficult things for the next generation. 

But what has happened, as Khaleed was saying, is that the city has become a big issue, because we are choking as a city. And if we 
don’t respond with architecture as ‘architecture in a city’, as we architects have some ideas of how to resolve the complexities that 
are taking place in this city, then I think that individual efforts of architecture at one time is not going to be enough. 

AL: Yes, Kashef you were saying? I want to ask a question to Kashef actually.

KKA: In the meantime, I want to follow up on what Farrokh has said earlier. 

AL: Please go ahead.

KKA: I think Farrokh had mentioned, maybe in line with what I had started out saying, that in a very tight landform with such popu-
lation and all that. It is already a paradox how we should dwell here. There are limits. A professor of mine at MIT had once said that 
a good architect is a dead architect. He is not going to do any damage anymore. And another friend tells me that a good building 
is one that has not been built as yet. We don’t want that building. Because architecture is paradoxical, because it is a footprint, it 
acquires energy, resources, which is what sustainability is all about, so immediately it is paradoxical. And it is more paradoxical in a 
resource strained and land strained place like Bangladesh. Bangladesh requires a different kind of, I think we have to invent, or if 
not invent, reorient, a different attitude about architecture. The conventional training, the conventional way of looking at buildings 
will be there but I think we have to revise that. And as Aurélien was saying, some work is being done, whether by architects or by 
others and it need not have to be done by licensed architects. There are other kinds of things that are happening which have an 
environmental impact and for that I tell my young colleagues, and students all over, I use this line from Wharton Esherick who is a 
well-known modern sculptor. Students would go up to him saying, Oh, master, what should we do? And he would say, think like a 
farmer because a farmer knows how to work with the land. He doesn’t do extreme things. He does the precise thing. He knows the 
weather. He knows the moisture and he does the precise thing. So it is a metaphorical way of saying, be precise and be attentive 
to the land, the moisture, and all that. Which is what an architect should do. And also reversely, a farmer is an architect. So I think 
we need to revise the sense of architecture, because architecture is bigger than architecture in my view, and architecture like you 
mentioned is beyond architecture, and Bangladesh wants us to think like that.



I say this also in the history of contemporary or modern architecture, for the last one hundred years. The ‘bungalow’ which is a 
worldwide term for a certain kind of dwelling, started from here, from the word ‘bangla’. Rural huts which colonial people looked 
at and studied and, having found them environmentally and climatically wonderful, adopted. And that became the more elaborate 
houses and became the ‘bungalow’ and circulated all over the world. Now it is a kind of stylised thing and not so much about cli-
mate, but the important thing is that that led to, in the 1940s and 50s in England, the setting up of the school of tropical architec-
ture, of all places, in London. Think about that. The idea of tropical architecture and studying what is tropical architecture that is 
climatically appropriate started from this little tiny thatch hut. Nobody really talks about that, which is really from this region. So, 
in the history of one part of modern architecture, there is a presence of Bangladesh and from the study of tropical architecture 
you are led to tropical modernism. All the wonderful things of Geoffery Bawa or Kerry Hill, and all the other people are doing, so 
there is a strand. 

The other big strand is of course Muzharul Islam and his legacy, or legacies in the plural. It is not just about the precise building that 
he does but it is about ethical practice. I don’t know if all of us can share that or not. The third thing is the presence of Louis Kahn 
here. It has a huge impact on the history of modern architecture that has been written about but we need to emphasise that. But I 
emphasise one particular aspect of Louis Kahn’s work, and not so much the geometry drama and all that which is there, and all the 
symbolic, platonic stuff. Not that. Kahn’s work brought up two things in the experience of modern architecture. One is, which was 
banished from modern architecture, is the experiential nature of spaces, whatever you want to call it. Sacred, or what have you. We 
don’t use those terms in modern language. But he brought that into modern architecture. It’s OK. And here in Dhaka he allowed 
himself, or the situation allowed him to look into that. But the most important thing is the relationship of buildings to landscape. 
Kahn’s work here is not about the geometry. It is about the relationship to the landscape, revising his understanding, and that’s 
what I mentioned, the anxiety of location. When Le Corbusier designed Chandigarh, his first anxiety was location. How do I build 
something here? For Louis Kahn, he had two questions. How do I make buildings rise in this place, and how do I assemble them? 
That was his big anxiety. Not so much the language of architecture but the location. So I am saying two things, the bungalow and 
the relationship to landscape, that could be Bangladesh’s little contribution to the discourse of modern architecture. And we have 
to now take it on, the whole question of architecture and landscape.  

AL: This discussion we have with you Kashef, because you are talking about a new kind of intelligence from urbanism and obviously 
we can’t discuss urbanism if we avoid the question of ruralism. How do you conceptualise in your own practice, how do you work, 
and how do you deal with those two components which are the same reality in a way, between urbanism and what you like to call 
‘new ruralism’?

 Nurur Rahman Khan, Preliminary study for a mosque, 2015, architect archive



Kashef Chowdhury (KC): So, just going back to what you were saying Farrokh, I think in Bangladesh there’s very little difference 
between urban areas and rural areas. We just need to travel thirty minutes out of Dhaka, we will see that it is a rural space. I think 
not just for Bangladesh but also for the whole Indian subcontinent, the solution to our cities is not in the city itself. It is outside of 
the city. We need to think about the rest of the areas which we call ‘rural’. If you look at our views or our take on urban planning, 
everywhere you see the word ‘urban’. Urban planning, urbanism, everything is urban, but where is the rural? So that is why I am 
saying, can we propose towards a ‘new ruralism’? The reason, again if you go back to origins of cities, if you go back to the first 
human agreement, social agreement which gave rise to the settlements, people came to cities for security, to be protected by 
each other, to come together for food and then they started to come for trade, for business, to fall in love, as they say. But then, 
it became too overpowering because the cities became overpopulated. For example, a city like Dhaka is overwhelming as well. It 
is failing to support the millions that live within its peripheries, or the peripheries are expanding endlessly. Beijing for example, is 
now two thousand square kilometers or twenty thousand square kilometers. So where is the definition of the city in the context of 
Bangladesh, or in the context of the Indian subcontinent? I think we really need to look at the fact that the cities are not able to 
support this huge migration that is constantly happening. In Bangladesh there must be more than seven thousand people who are 
moving to cities per day. That is a huge number and we will not be able to support this kind of population with our infrastructure, 
with our roads, power, etc., and it is impossible. 

So, we really need to look at what is happening in the rural area. Is it just for agriculture? Is it just for huts and little houses? Or can 
we provide urban amenities, can we take them to the rural centre, if not to all of the areas but to some of the rural centres? The 
example is Switzerland itself. Many people in Switzerland live in so-called villages, which are nice little settlements. These work 
because of information technology, people can work from home, they can travel out to an airport nearby, they can fly out and do 
business all over the world, which the Swiss are quite famous for. But this is not happening in Bangladesh, or India or Sri Lanka 
for example. But it could. So what I am saying is: is the glass half empty or is it half full? Can we look at the rural expanse that we 
have, can we provide some of the facilities that the so-called rural areas need? Because that’s where we came from, that’s our first 
frontier. But now, we have made the urban areas our front. 

I’ve always tried to balance my portfolio with work within the urban peripheries alongside with work that is not within the urban 
peripheries. So doing projects like low cost housing, low cost hospitals, schools, training centres, one of which is on exhibit here. 
I really think for Bangladesh it is not just about agriculture. Agriculture is not really sustainable. It’s a huge population. We cannot 
just do agriculture and go on like this for centuries. A limited amount of land. A huge population. We need to look at alternative 
methods of using the available land, not as much as Hong Kong for example, not as much as Switzerland for example, but we do 
have pressure on land. So, how to be intelligent and do our planning which is not urban planning, but rural planning? And to start 
from there. So, that is our point of departure then. And to go from there and to think about ways of engaging with the population 
that is in the rural areas, and instead of bringing them into the urban areas for work etc., how to take work to them and decentralise 
the economic chain of events that will happen with it? In terms of architecture I think it’s about talking about architecture of value, 
of worth, not expense, but of worth which you can take to these areas and which perhaps can begin to work as generators in those 
spaces.
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Kashef Chowdhury (KC): So, just going back to what you were saying Farrokh, I think in Bangladesh there’s very little difference 
between urban areas and rural areas. We just need to travel thirty minutes out of Dhaka, we will see that it is a rural space. I think 
not just for Bangladesh but also for the whole Indian subcontinent, the solution to our cities is not in the city itself. It is outside of 
the city. We need to think about the rest of the areas which we call ‘rural’. If you look at our views or our take on urban planning, 
everywhere you see the word ‘urban’. Urban planning, urbanism, everything is urban, but where is the rural? So that is why I am 
saying, can we propose towards a ‘new ruralism’? The reason, again if you go back to origins of cities, if you go back to the first 
human agreement, social agreement which gave rise to the settlements, people came to cities for security, to be protected by 
each other, to come together for food and then they started to come for trade, for business, to fall in love, as they say. But then, 
it became too overpowering because the cities became overpopulated. For example, a city like Dhaka is overwhelming as well. It 
is failing to support the millions that live within its peripheries, or the peripheries are expanding endlessly. Beijing for example, is 
now two thousand square kilometers or twenty thousand square kilometers. So where is the definition of the city in the context of 
Bangladesh, or in the context of the Indian subcontinent? I think we really need to look at the fact that the cities are not able to 
support this huge migration that is constantly happening. In Bangladesh there must be more than seven thousand people who are 
moving to cities per day. That is a huge number and we will not be able to support this kind of population with our infrastructure, 
with our roads, power, etc., and it is impossible. 

So, we really need to look at what is happening in the rural area. Is it just for agriculture? Is it just for huts and little houses? Or can 
we provide urban amenities, can we take them to the rural centre, if not to all of the areas but to some of the rural centres? The 
example is Switzerland itself. Many people in Switzerland live in so-called villages, which are nice little settlements. These work 
because of information technology, people can work from home, they can travel out to an airport nearby, they can fly out and do 
business all over the world, which the Swiss are quite famous for. But this is not happening in Bangladesh, or India or Sri Lanka 
for example. But it could. So what I am saying is, is the glass half empty or is it half full? Can we look at the rural expanse that we 
have, can we provide some of the facilities that the so-called rural areas need? Because that’s where we came from, that’s our first 
frontier. But now, we have made the urban areas our front. 

I’ve always tried to balance my portfolio with work within the urban peripheries alongside work that is not within the urban periph-
eries. So doing projects like low cost housing, low cost hospitals, schools, training centres, one of which is on exhibit here. I really 
think for Bangladesh it is not just about agriculture. Agriculture is not really sustainable. It’s a huge population. We cannot just do 
agriculture and go on like this for centuries. A limited amount of land. A huge population. We need to look at alternative methods 
of using the available land, not as much as Hong Kong for example, not as much as Switzerland for example, but we do have pres-
sure on land. So, how to be intelligent and do our planning which is not urban planning but rural planning? And to start from there. 
So, that is our point of departure then. And to go from there and to think about ways of engaging with the population that is in the 
rural areas, and instead of bringing them into the urban areas for work etc., how to take work to them and decentralise the econom-
ic chain of events that will happen with it? In terms of architecture I think it’s about talking about architecture of value, of worth, 
not expense, but of worth which you can take to these areas and which perhaps can begin to work as generators in those spaces.
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FD: Just to go back to the problem of rural, there is one small difference between Switzerland and Bangladesh, is that the Swiss 
population does not grow. It is just reducing, so the villages will become empty. But in a situation like ours in a country where the 
population growth is something, there is a need. So, as you said, there should be new methods, new ways of looking at, or new 
ways of organising that, which is not the architect’s role alone. It is a general role of the governments and the decision makers 
and the civil society themselves, because this is where the civil society takes ownership of the problem. The whole thing is that 
these are why certain things, these are things that the government cannot change by themselves. They can to a certain extent, 
but sometimes it is the role of the civil society to explain what will be the consequences of each of decision, and that is where the 
right balance between how this land is shared between all the people in the population would be there. Using the words ‘anxiety 
of location’ brings a notion which I call, the sense of belonging. The sense of belonging is one of the other things which is very 
difficult to teach in the schools of architecture, and it starts from a small project to a big project. When you go inside a building, 
or you are outside a building and you see, do you belong to this space, or does this space belong to this area? That is the differ-
ence between the rural and urban. Because the urban is changing so fast, that when the rural comes to this urban space, does he 
or she belong to this space with all these buildings? Because that is a big difference between the rural areas and the urban areas. 
How can you make that balance? Because people’s ways of looking at things changes very rapidly especially today with the age of 
Internet and communication. Today, in certain rural areas, the rural people have the same aspirations, their aspiration changes. And 
that is where it shows itself in society. That is what, talking about how we can make architect’s relationship with the civil society. 
What are the needs and how to foresee the needs? Because architects are those who are building, who are behind the reality of 
the society, because they always follow. The society is going in a way and they have to follow. The other thing is that they have to 
think forward and look at how can you make that and teach that in the schools or in the research to make it into a thinking process 
which is on-going.

KKA: In Bengali mythology and fables there is always this thing about the picturesque villages, the village is idealised. people stay-
ing in the cities will go back to the village, and backwards and forwards, and the city is always condemned. So I think we need to 
realise that the city is the next challenge, whether we call it a city or not, I think the labelling is a problem, rural and urban. I don’t 
think it really works that way anymore because between the rural and the urban there are some small towns and some areas that 
are not quite rural, and the edge of the city and beyond the city. What is it? It is not rural, neither is it city. That is the challenge. 
That is where architects need to get into. The expanding edge, which is really impacting and encroaching on areas which could 
be wetlands, floodplains, agricultural land and often villages. And often a new kind of development that has happened in the last 
twenty years, you can’t really define what they are, brick chimney stands, low value industry. You can’t quite give it a name. So really, 
we need to understand the different textures between one end and the other end. We need to look into those also. 

The other thing that at the institute, and I myself in my writing I am trying to say, the moment the question of the city comes up in 
the Bengali context it is always negative and the word that is used is ‘urbanisation’. Urbanisation is always a negative thing, and you 
open the newspaper everyday there is something or the other. I think we need to shift attention away from this negative descrip-
tion of the city, the negative narrative of the city into something more dynamic, more positive, and I use the word ‘urbanism’ for 
that. There is a vast distinction when we shift from ‘urbanisation’ to ‘urbanism’. Urbanism is a French term and it’s about really ac-
cepting the spirit of the city, the dynamics of the city. I mentioned earlier that no matter what, Dhaka is a dynamic city so if we don’t 
recognise that and if we constantly talk about the calamities, and the calamities that are coming, we are not really understanding 
that at every level, from all strands, there are quite fascinating things happening in the city also. So I think that the perception of the 
city needs to be revised also. The existing standard narrative doesn’t work and it has to shift towards understanding the dynamics 
of the city as an element, as a new organism. But at the same time there are challenges. The edge of the city. In Bangladesh or in 
Vietnam or in Thailand, that’s the challenge. Or in China for that matter, or parts of India. The city that is expanding and expanding 
into where? Lastly, if we use the label rural areas, there are very important things happening, positive things, so let’s not define 
Bangladesh by Dhaka. Bangladesh is this huge landscape, and I was telling Farrokh this earlier, and perhaps some of you may have 
read this as well, that the social indicators are doing quite well. By that I mean maternal mortality, child mortality, women’s empow-
erment for the last thirty years. Alot of NGO’s, and the State, have been operational. We go to the villages. We took participants 
from our institute to a village where one agricultural scientist who comes from Australia to Bangladesh, made them understand 
how rice is grown. We are very clear about this, at least I am clear, but I may be wrong, that to be an architect in Bangladesh, you 
need to know how rice is grown. If you don’t, you don’t get it. 

NRK: I was just going to talk about something like that, when we talk about the city and urbanisation and what’s happening in the 
rural, I think what’s going to happen is that architects in Bangladesh, and I believe they are already doing so, are operating in trans-
gression. They have gone beyond what we have painted them as architects. This is the country where Anna (Heringer and Eike 
Roswang) came in and did work with mud and bamboo and won an Aga Khan Award (for Architecture in 2007) and it happened 
nowhere near Dhaka city or its periphery.



Then there are very young architects over here who are exploring architecture in bamboo and in rammed earth. And again there 
are things happening in just the periphery, between the city and its fringes, where they are looking at buildings built not with 
bamboo and rammed earth but more on mainstream architecture. It’s not going to be about what architecture looks like. It is going 
to be more about architects thinking where they want to contribute and I think architects have to start thinking beyond their own 
area of what they think architects are supposed to contribute to. Like Kashef, he has done work outside Dhaka, quite far away, and 
it’s him wanting to work in that operative. So I think individual architects are going to take on these responsibilities of wanting to 
operate in different areas, working to operate with different technologies, and they are the ones who are going to blur this edge 
that is physically created. I think it is going to happen; it is already happening and I am very optimistic. And the force is in its urban 
centre. It is in exhibitions like this. It is us sitting in the centre, in Dhaka city, who are trying to push these kinds of ideas forward. I 
agree with Khaleed Arshaf that we need to look at the city and everything that happens not always as an operative that is negative 
but something that is tremendously influential. Of how people’s work within the cities is going to make changes to things outside 
the cities. 

AL: Farrokh would you like to add something?

SW: Actually what we need is comprehensive planning for the whole of Bangladesh. We need to know how to integrate the admin-
istration of our rivers, our communication system. Where should our agricultural land be? Because these days many of the housing 
companies are buying land indiscriminately for housing in different parts of our country and there is no government control over 
whether those areas are right for construction of housing or buildings or not. What we really lack here is comprehensive planning 
of the whole country. We need to define urban areas and disintegrate the big cities like Dhaka and Chittagong and make situa-
tions, concentrations and attractions in different small towns and cities so that people do not migrate to Dhaka. All these things 
are basically out of the hands of the architects. These are out of the scope of the architects in our country and so we have been 
talking about things which are mostly out of the control of architects. In Bangladesh architects are mostly concerned with a single 
plot and they design buildings for that particular plot. What happens to the rest of the area surrounding the site is considered only 
to design that particular building in that particular plot. What is happening in the next plot is out of his control. What we need is 
good planning and I think it is extremely lacking in our country. There is no planning. Kashef was talking about urban design. There 
is no urban design in Bangladesh. Our city is not a planned city. It has grown on its own. Only few parts of it are designed by the 
government and those are not standard planning. They are only making plots and roads. This is not planning. There has not been 
any consideration given to Dhaka city ever. How much land should be open? How much land should be for trees? How much should 
be for recreation and how much for housing, and all that. And if you go on like this then we will find that only twenty-five percent 
of the city’s land should be built with concrete, with buildings, and seventy-five percent should be left for other things. But in our 
case in Dhaka, there has never been any control or planning so not to talk about rural planning. We have no planning at all. Neither 
rural nor urban. So, it is time. I don’t know how architects can pressurise the government to go for real planning, comprehensive 
planning. Everything that is physical has to be unified under one control, under one comprehensive planning. Until then we will be 
limited to our plots.

There are beautiful buildings built in Dhaka these days but these efforts by individual architects to create good buildings in indi-
vidual plots are not going to make a great city out of Dhaka. To make Dhaka city workable we need strong comprehensive planning 
and improvement. Just for Dhaka city I think we need five hundred architects working every day in a governmental agency so that 
they know every building, every plot and how things are changing and how things can be controlled and redone so that through 
planning, some of the ill things, bad things that have been developed can be eliminated and the city can be brought back to a 
sensible situation. For that the whole city should be thought of as a unit and not the way we do works today, which is only by plots. 
Most of the plots that architects work on are only about five Katha, which is about three thousand six hundred square feet of plot. 
All the big plots are under the control of the housing developers and they make buildings for profit. So this is a very insane situa-
tion. I think we can say that we need this and that but we have to actually find out how the government is going to create a situation 
where the whole city can be addressed. Whole cities, including architecture and every aspect of life can be controlled, so that the 
whole Bangladesh can be made a beautiful place to live in. 

AL: Thank you very much. I think this is the beginning of the discussion. We can keep on going for hours, going into the political 
field. I strongly believe that this discussion and this exhibition should be the beginning of something. It should be the beginning 
of a discussion between you, and us also, and I hope we will be able to keep this introduction going and this cultural relationship 
between the field of architecture in Bangladesh and the cultural field of architecture in France, in Europe and in Geneva. Gentle-
men thank you very much and thank you to the audience. Thanks again everyone. I’m afraid we don’t have time to ask questions.

END
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