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ARCHITECTURE OF EMPOWERMENT 

FOREWORD 

I have known Ismail Serageldin for over ten years, from the time when he asked 
to visit the operations of the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh, in order to see for 
himself how the poor can be helped more effectively. His visit was a success. He 
came away convinced that micro-finance supported the poor and could reach 
the poorest. He surprised me by reflecting that the most important element of 
what he had seen in the villages was human dignity, that this lay at the core of 
a process which was about more than just money. I did not expect that of a high 
official in international finance; we seemed to be kindred souls. 

Subsequently, our paths crossed on many occasions. When the Grameen 
Bank Housing Programme - featured in this book - was selected for an Aga 
Khan Award for Architecture, Ismail was one of the steering committee. His 
eloquent defence of the poor, their humanity and their right to a decent exist­
ence, and his indefatigable defence of the simplicity of the Grameen designs 
among the architects, showed me another facet of his commitment and his inter­
ests. I was happy that architects who are usually far removed from the interests 
of the very poor could be engaged so forcefully on the matter of their shelter. 

We then joined forces on the Aga Khan Award for Architecture Steering Com­
mittee from 1989 to 1992. There I saw his in-depth involvement with architec­
tural matters, from theory and criticism to the pragmatic aspects of urban planning 
as well as finance. Yet he was always concerned with the issue of the large 
numbers of poor people. 

Subsequently, we collaborated on a series of measures to help bring the 
World Bank closer to the needs of the poor. Despite my early scepticism about 
the Bank, I found in Ismail an important ally in the cause of eradicating hunger 
and poverty. He was instrumental in involving the World Bank in micro-finance 
for the poorest, through the creation of the Consultative Group to Assist the 
Poorest, of which he was elected Chairman. (I joined in chairing the Policy 
Advisory Group to help this important fledgling effort to fulfil its promise.) 

We then worked together on the organising committee of the 1997 Washington 
Micro-Finance Summit, an important effort, ably organised and supported by 
Sam Daley-Harris of Results. 
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ARCHITECTURE OF EMPOWERMENT 

In all of this, I have always found Ismail a consistent ally in all that I believe 
in. I was therefore delighted when he informed me that he intended to prepare 
a book to address architects, and non-architects, on the issues of primary con­
cern to us both. Following in the footsteps of his distinguished compatriot Hassan 
Fathy, who a generation or more ago called for an 'Architecture for the Poor', 
Ismail Serageldin asked me to support his call for an 'Architecture of Empower­
ment'. The difference in titles reflects an important shift. It is about challenging 
architects to do more than build for the poor, or encourage self-help. The archi­
tecture of empowerment invites them to rethink the premises of the process of 
design as much as the process of building. It challenges them to shed their 
assumed omnipotence and to become enablers for the poor. The idea of empower­
ment is one that requires commitment, dedication and mental outlook very dif­
ferent to those of conventional architectural practice. I am delighted, therefore, 
to write the foreword to this book. 

If only more in the professions - from architecture, finance, law and so many 
others - would actually take to heart the idea of empowerment of the poor, we 
would all be creating a much better world. A world where poverty and hunger 
are abolished and where the basic dignity of every human being is respected. It 
is a goal worth striving for. It is attainable. A book such as this, which combines 
essays by distinguished theorists and practitioners from the fields of architecture 
and urban planning - such as Ismail Serageldin, Suha Ozkan, Charles Correa, 
Arif Hassan, Michael Cohen and Mona Serageldin among others - should serve 
to enlist the support of many others in these professions. More importantly, it 
may also help create more contacts and alliances between architects and the 
social activists who have been at the forefront in the battle against poverty. I am 
glad that this book is being published to coincide with the Micro-Finance Sum­
mit which is also challenging the world to rethink its priorities. I hope that there 
will be many architects and urban planners who will join others in being the 
artisans of this architecture of empowerment. We need it urgently. 

Muhammad Yunus, Founder and Managing Director of the Grameen Bank 
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THE ARCHITECTURE OF EMPOWERMENT 

A SURVEY 

Ismail Serageldin 

Changing Architecture for a Changing World 
Consider the paradox of our times. We live in a world of plenty, of dazzling 
scientific advances and technological breakthroughs. The Cold War is over, and 
we are offered the hope of global stability. Yet, our times are marred by conflict, 
violence, debilitating economic uncertainties and tragic poverty. The cities of 
our increasingly urban world are witnessing a transformation of their economic 
base along with intractable unemployment. Civil strife is rampant or threatening. 
Billions of human beings, especially in the developing world, are living in conditions 
beneath human decency by any definition. 

How is architecture responding to this changing world? Has it adapted its 
preoccupations and processes to develop a new paradigm as the new millennium 
dawns? There are, indeed, many distinguished and sensitive architects and urban 
planners who have joined forces with social activists and imaginative financiers 
to create what might be called the 'architecture of empowerment'; that is, a built 
environment which responds to the needs of the poor and destitute, while respecting 
their humanity and putting them in charge of their own destinies. This book is 
dedicated to their work. 

The architecture of empowerment is not an abandonment of the traditional 
role of the architect as form-giver, or of the urban planner as land-use specialist; 
rather, it is an enrichment of these professions. Just as a deeper appreciation of 
environmental issues does not restrict the creativity of architects, but adds an 
extra dimension to their work, so this deeper understanding of the needs of the 
bulk of humanity makes architecture and urban planning - to the extent that 
they are disciplines concerned with creating a better built environment for 
humans - more effective and more sensitive professions. Across the multiplicity 
of disciplines, groups and individuals must come together, it is this improved 
understanding that will redefine the role of the architect and the planner in 
relation to the process of change, to the idea of building as process rather than 
a building as product. 

Architects must learn to accord the poor the same respect that they accord 
their rich corporate clients. Just as they engage in dialogue - often argument -
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Conditions below the level of human decency Hassan Fathy, New Courna, Egypt ~ architecture The house as workplace and home 

based on local materials and self-help 

and listen to the rich corporate clients, so they should with the poor. It is wrong 
that the poor are always absent from the process (designated by euphemisms 
such as 'beneficiary' and 'end user'), represented instead by the government 
agencies that commission architects to work on these projects. The architects 
and the technocrats presume to know best what the people need, but often the 
resulting schemes lack any sense of humanity, and fail to provide more than 
basic shelter and amenities (water, sanitation and electricity). The poor are expected 
to adjust to the surroundings that are provided. The absence of community links 
and the lack of concern for the needs of the various community members are all 
part of the disempowering system that prevails today; a system that the architectural 
profession has not tried to challenge, but in many cases has only perpetuated. 
Thus the challenge that faces the design professions is to recognise and deal 
with the needs of the poor as they would those of the rich. 

However, their requirements and priorities are very different. An example of 
this is the house: for a rich client this may be an individual home, a place 
designed for residence and relaxation; for a poor client in the Third World it may 
be far more, a place both of production and shelter. This has been movingly 
described by Ela Bhatt in her discussion of women's roles in the Third World: 

The home . . . is a productive asset, functioning at various times as a 
warehouse, a storehouse, and source of inputs such as water and electricity. 
Access to shelter enables women to work year round, protected from 
monsoons, floods and other interruptions. The house provides greater 
security; allows accumulation of material, products, and inventories; and 
facilitates linkages to services necessary for profitable activities.1 

It is worth noting in relation to this that the transport systems in the cities of the 
developing world are designed without regard for the needs of the poorer 
neighbourhoods and the women in them. They are predominantly focused on 
the journey to work of those employed in the formal sector, leaving the access 
roads in poor areas unpaved, unlit and without services/The connections between 
these neighbourhoods and the rest of the city are left to the vagaries of a very 
uncertain service provided by entrepreneurial small transport. The problems of 
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