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Introduction

Yasmeen Lari 
Architecture for the Future

Angelika Fitz and Elke Krasny


In 2022, when torrential monsoon rains and increasing glacier melt in the Himalayas led to catastrophic floods in Pakistan that submerged one-third of the country, affected thirty-three million people, and destroyed hundreds of thousands of buildings, including homes, schools, health clinics, and other essential infrastructures, CNN reported that the architect Yasmeen Lari was “working around the clock to equip people in hard-hit Sindh Province with the skills and materials to construct prefabricated bamboo shelters.”1 How did a more than eighty-year-old woman architect come to be a climate activist counteracting the devastation of extreme weather events, inventing models to build outside of the international aid complex, and providing people with the skills to rebuild their homes and their lives? This volume takes its inspiration from Yasmeen Lari's relentless commitment to ‘architecture for the future’ and provides her body of work as a whole. It offers an in-depth introduction to Lari's entire career, which spans more than fifty years, and uses her work as an exemplar to study how architecture's relation to the future has changed tremendously since Lari trained as an architect and started practicing in the 1960s. Through her work one can learn that the responsibility architecture has to the future is now not only viewed very differently than it was fifty years ago, but can also be practiced in humble, future-making ways.


Decarbonize, Decolonize

This book is composed of three parts: our nine chapters on Lari's oeuvre titled Projects, Concerns, Contexts, a 2022 conversation with Yasmeen Lari, and eleven newly commissioned essays, which serve the critical purpose to provide further contextualization on issues addressed by the architect's work. Before we give a more detailed introduction to the three sections of the book, we will use the space of this introduction to explain our motivations and the reasons why we think that Yasmeen Lari's body of work matters to learning, or, perhaps better, relearning how architecture is responsible to the future. In 2015, we, Angelika Fitz and Elke Krasny, began to investigate how architecture can be understood and practiced as a form of materialized and spatial care, with care most broadly understood as all those material and immaterial supports that are essential to life-making. ‘We,’ in this introduction, refers to the two authors who speak and write from their research and thinking which develops through conversations and dialogue with each other and with many others. Acknowledging that care always starts within the given material, environmental, and infrastructural realities, and from the condition of interdependency, and being consciously aware of the harmful and violent effects of structural and infrastructural carelessness, we began to research the work of architects who do not avoid the conflicts around care and aim to practice architecture as the provision of care. It is in the context of our research on architecture as care that we first encountered Yasmeen Lari's work, in particular, we learned about her zero-carbon shelters, which, since their beginnings in the year 2005 when the disastrous Kashmir earthquake occurred, have become “the world's largest zero-carbon shelter programme.”2 While originally focusing on architecture as the spatial production of care in its cultural, environmental, material, social, and technological dimensions, we have, through many hours of research conversations with Yasmeen Lari and through the engagement with her body of work in Pakistan, come to think about architecture as the production of time and how caring architecture acts in support of future-making. Consequently, this led us to think about how architecture can be examined through its relation to the future, how architecture produces future effects, and how architecture, in ethical terms, can be viewed as responsibility to the future. Future is not understood abstractly as a faraway or distant time. Future is understood to begin in the present moment, in the here and now. Every second, every hour, every day in the lives of animals, humans, plants, as well as air, soil, rock, and water, are part of their future. Architecture, as one dimension of the built environment, is part of how each second, each hour, each day can or cannot be a livable future. We also understand that precisely because of Man-made ruination resulting from the economic regimes of colonialist capitalism, Man, that is a specific understanding of Enlightenment-based human domination over nature and bodies as resources for capitalist extraction, and the impact of Man on the planet have to be seen at the scale of geological time, and thus also of geological futures.3 While Man turned into a global climate predator putting the habitability of the planet at risk, the lives of the majority of human beings who are not the cause of this massive destruction and loss of future are being made more vulnerable because of the effects of planetary climate ruination. Amidst the enormity of climate destruction in Pakistan, which ranks among the top ten climate-impacted countries, Lari practices decarbonization and decolonization. Stating that the “International Colonial Charity model,” which is the traditional response to crisis, views “affected people as supplicants,” Lari argues for a “paradigm shift in the structure of the culture of giving.”4 According to her, homes and essential infrastructures can build dignity. The idea of dignity is crucial to an approach that sees the support given by architecture as fundamental and, at the same time, does not reduce those who lack this support the most as powerlessly dependent upon foreign aid or without agency. Lari's approach exemplifies that a different future in the here and now begins with architecture, with buildings not a spectacular end but a means to provide what is essential to everyday life and survival. So far, we have shared central reasons why Yasmeen Lari's work needs to be known and studied as part of architecture for the future, as her approach shows how architects can meaningfully contribute to building and rebuilding livelihoods in the midst of the ongoing climate catastrophe. Today, Yasmeen Lari's ways of practicing future-making architecture include what we see as direct-action architecture as a locally specific response to the climate catastrophe. Lari's architectural response goes beyond relief architecture conventionally understood as emergency shelters, very often taking the form of camps and containers, and results in building lasting homes with those whose homes in their villages have been damaged or destroyed. This includes a deep commitment to building up and passing on the knowledge needed to build zero-carbon shelters made with local materials and rooted in so-called traditional technologies. Passing on zero-carbon knowledge in architecture includes training and skill sharing with people affected by environmental harm, as they learn how to build their own homes and how to make their own building materials. It also includes teaching how to practice differently within architecture schools and together with universities. We share Yasmeen Lari's understanding commitment to knowledge as a social and ethical obligation and see our work as a contribution in support of sharing and expanding ways of knowing architecture differently.

As curators, researchers, and theorists who focus on social and ecological dimensions of architecture, on an expanded understanding of architecture's histories and cultural meanings, as well as on “multidimensional and intersectional,” transnational feminist epistemologies, we are most acutely aware of the fact that knowledge is never neutral, that knowledge is power, and that care is a form of knowledge historically silenced and marginalized, but also entangled with and used or abused in the name of power.5 Knowledge is ‘produced’ and ‘reproduced.’ Knowledge is dynamic and can be changed. In the past, dimensions of caste, class, ethnicity, gender, race, religion, and sexuality, as well as geopolitical contexts and uneven geographies of power, have largely defined which architects and what kind of architecture, mostly singular architectural objects, were entered into the knowledge of architecture held to be canonical. ‘Specialized’ and ‘canonical’ knowledge of architecture is ‘produced’ and ‘reproduced’ through institutions of teaching, publishing, and exhibiting. Architecture and its modern histories, which were shaped by institutions such as architecture schools and art history departments at universities, books and journals produced by publishing houses, and museums of applied arts and architecture, were originally dominated by patriarchal coloniality. Patriarchal coloniality is a political and material process of cultural, social, and environmental domination. Challenging how architecture is being made, how architectural knowledge is defined, and what counts as architecture globally remains most difficult. In the period of the 1960s, when women entered into professions previously and at the time still dominated by men, and more importantly, by patriarchal ideas, they had to navigate the norms and complexities of the Man-made world. When an architect decides to bring a different way of knowing architecture into the making of architecture, to define their practice differently, or to challenge widely held assumptions and norms, then struggles ensue and persistence becomes paramount. Yasmeen Lari was the first woman to open an architectural office in Pakistan, where she started her practice in Karachi in 1964. This firm carried the name Lari Associates, Architects and Urban Designers. In 1978, Lari was part of the preparatory seminar for the first Aga Khan Award. In 1980, Lari was elected president of the Institute of Architects, Pakistan, and worked insistently on establishing the professions of architect and urban planner by law. This new law was introduced in 1983, when the Pakistan Council of Architects and Town Planners (PCATP) was formed. In 1980, Lari, together with her late husband Suhail Zaheer Lari, founded the Heritage Foundation of Pakistan, which was the first civic society institution concerned with architecture as built heritage and to this date provides the organizational framework through which her work is delivered. In 1984, Lari organized the first Conference of Architects and Town Planners of Islamic Countries. While all these different ‘firsts’ warrant a monograph and a detailed examination of her work, we are actually wary of such narratives that place the emphasis on being the first, as this reinforces a notion of history as race and competition. Here, we are interested in developing a critical perspective on architecture in relation to the future by using Yasmeen Lari's body of work as a paradigmatic example and in using the format of the monograph to provide contextualization of specific concerns and themes in her work through the voices of different scholars and writers.



Imaginaries of the Future

We started this introduction by explaining how Lari's architecture today materializes what is urgently needed for the immediate and the long-term future. Her approach, at once analytic, systemic, material, locally specific, and conscious of the needs of the poorest and most vulnerable, with a particular focus on the oft-overlooked everyday spatial needs of women and children, sets a precedent from which many others can learn. At the same time, this volume does not focus only on her work today, but looks at her oeuvre, which spans more than half a century, as a body of work through which we can understand two essential dimensions of architecture's relation to the future: firstly, modern architecture, including in the context of nation-building in postcolonial societies in the second half of the twentieth century, which gave shape to the belief of building a different future; secondly, individual architects can change how they relate to future-making with their way of practicing architecture without disavowing or silencing the knowledge they draw from their own previous work. We came to understand this through our research process on Yasmeen Lari's work in dialogue with the architect. The curatorial research was spread out over a period of two years. Because of pandemic travel restrictions, we had regular research dialogues with Yasmeen Lari over Zoom in 2020 and 2021, and, finally, in 2022 we traveled to Pakistan to have time in her archive and to see her built work. Marvi Mazhar, a former member of staff in Yasmeen Lari's office and now an architect and activist herself, joined the curatorial team, and particularly the research in Karachi was supported by her.

The first part of the book, Projects, Concepts, Concerns, uses a narrative framework for Yasmeen Lari's body of work which provides information and contextualization of her projects in relation to relevant concepts and major concerns addressed by her work. Composed as analytical and visual essays based on photographs and plans researched in Yasmeen Lari's archive, as well as new photography, our nine chapters have a chronological and thematic structure. The first chapter, “Karachi Modernism: Postcolonial Living,” focuses on Lari's own home in Karachi, recognized as an international icon of Brutalism and completed in 1973. This chapter also introduces her designs of other modernistic homes for clients from the urban upper and middle classes. The second chapter, “Housing Equality: Innovating Modernism and Tradition,” locates Lari's work in the context of the slogan roti (bread), kapda (cloth), and makaan (shelter) for everyone, which, at the time, was promoted by the Pakistan People's Party founded by Zulfikar Ali Bhutto. Lari was given the opportunity to design social housing as part of the People's Housing Programme, established by the Bhutto Administration in 1973. What is of particular interest to the dimension of the future, envisioned as modern by way of innovation, is that Lari saw modernism and tradition on par for innovating. She used the spatial qualities of traditional morphologies in historical cities in Pakistan and translated them into her designs for modernist housing. Early on, Lari paid particular attention to finding spatial solutions for the specific needs of women in the mostly Muslim culture of her home country. The third chapter, “Icons for a Karachi Boulevard,” brings together three of the most prominent, large-scale buildings, the FTC – Finance and Trade Centre, the headquarters of Pakistan State Oil, and the Amro Bank, which Lari realized in the 1980s and 1990s along Karachi's most prominent transport axis. This shows what was expected from architecture by national and international corporate clients who desired to articulate their reach of power into the future through representational and large-scale buildings. At the same time, Lari's big buildings give something back to the urban society. Communicative platforms and green atriums ensuring cross ventilation create generous spaces for the users, whom Lari considers to be her actual clients. To this date, these buildings have remained Karachi landmarks speaking of this notion of a past understanding of a powerful future. The fourth chapter, “Material Ecologies: Building the Local,” examines how Lari has always experimented with materials and had, already at the time of her modernist beginnings, a high sensitivity and curiosity for building materials beyond steel, concrete, or glass. Aligned with the work of others, such as the Egyptian architect Hassan Fathi, Lari began to explore mud as a building material in the early 1970s. Later on, in her humanitarian work, lime and bamboo became the two other ‘Lari materials.’ We would like to highlight here that materials matter to the production of the Man-made climate. Today's most commonly used building materials in architecture and the construction industry are main causes of Man-made climate destruction. Materials, therefore, will be central for building ‘architecture for the future’ differently. Given the scale of housing and infrastructure that is needed globally, it speaks for instigating local prefabrication and low-tech seriality made from zero-carbon materials. The fifth chapter, titled “Heritage as Future: Decolonizing Legacies,” looks at how Yasmeen Lari began to see the built legacies of her home country with her eyes sharpened only after returning from her studies in Great Britain. A Western architectural education had not equipped her with knowledge of the building traditions in Pakistan. Together with her husband Suhail Zaheer Lari, a passionate photographer, she set out on her own project of decolonial learning and began an extensive study and documentation of Pakistan's built heritage, including so-called vernacular buildings and urban structures. Multidimensional heritage as living knowledge, not heritage for heritage's sake, has remained a red thread in Lari's work since the 1960s. She has worked on two UNESCO World Heritage Sites in Pakistan, the citadel of Lahore Fort and the necropolis of Makli. Furthermore, she activates the knowledge stored in local buildings and local building traditions as innovations in her humanitarian work. The sixth chapter, “Building Policies, Laws, and Institutions,” looks at a field of architectural work very often not considered architecture by architects themselves nor by scholars and theorists. This field of work includes policymaking, lawmaking, and institution-building. Very often, it is precisely this field of policy, law, and institutionalization that makes and remakes patriarchal power structures. All the more, it is of interest that Lari, early on, invested her energy in these fields. She was active as a policymaker to legally define the profession of architects and urban planners in her country. Among other initiatives, she set up civil society organizations, most prominently the Heritage Foundation of Pakistan. The seventh chapter, “The Architect as Humanitarian Worker,” focuses on Lari's work in the context of emergency architecture needed because of earthquakes, floods, or situations of war. Highly critical of the paternalistic and colonial mindset of much of the international aid industry that not only practices forms of giving as top-down handouts and thus erodes local agency, Lari also became acutely aware that the emergency shelter industry relies on materials that are perpetuating climate ruination. She openly shares that she learned how to become a humanitarian architect by doing, by being in the field, which she began after she had retired from architecture as business as usual. She brought to this activist humanitarian work an ethical commitment to being attentive to the needs of those even more marginalized within vulnerable groups, such as women or children. Seeing the disastrous loss and damage, Lari learned in the field that a different architecture is needed and began to develop zero-carbon structures using the materials of mud, bamboo, and lime. The eighth chapter, “A Zero-Carbon Revolution in Architecture,” introduces the guiding principles of Lari's work, which she has defined as low cost, zero carbon, and zero waste. Closely examining her way of working and how she shares architectural knowledge as useful knowledge so people can build shelters and other infrastructures, but also build up local economies around the production of building materials and construction, one comes to understand that Lari turns to technologies identified in local building traditions and uses them to design structures that are as earthquake- and flood-resistant as possible and can be self-built. To implement this, Lari established a zero-carbon training center in Makli and uses digital channels to provide instructions on how to self-build. This resulted in people being enabled to self-build tens of thousands of zero-carbon shelters. The ninth and last chapter, “Essentials for Life,” centers on the essential infrastructures that architecture can provide for the lives and livelihoods of those who are most vulnerable. Shelter, clean water, safe toilets, healthy cooking facilities, and community spaces, particularly also spaces where women can spend time together outside of their homes, are the essentials Lari has identified as central to architecture for the future. The Pakistan Chulah, a smokeless stove, 70,000 of which have been built by villagers, has received international recognition through the World Habitat Award. Finding cost-effective, ecological, and social solutions attests to pragmatism, optimism, and the hope that architecture can at once be responsible for providing what is essential and be responsible to the future.

Lari's body of work is often narrated through a timeline constructed as ‘before’ and ’after.’ The architect herself has actively contributed to this perception of her work, with ‘before’ referring to her modernist and large-scale work for clients and ‘after’ standing for her self-initiated work as a humanitarian activist. Yet, after we listened to Yasmeen Lari in many hours of conversations and after we examined her work attentively and closely, we find that her projects placed in relation to concepts and concerns allow for a more complicated and more nuanced understanding. While it is certainly obvious that Yasmeen Lari at a certain moment in her career decided to design large-scale architecture for powerful clients, there are ethical and social commitments and a readiness to learn with heritage and traditional building technologies, as well as with materials beyond the hegemonic modern palette of concrete, steel, and glass, that characterize her entire body of work. Rather than a clear ‘before’ and ‘after,’ which is a continuation of the modernist ideology of rupture and immediate transformation, we see the development of her body of work as a response to how the imaginaries of the future are historically changing and how one can begin to develop more meaningful answers. Among her ethical and social commitments is the focus on the needs of those whose needs have historically been silenced. In her way of working, this began with focusing on the spatial everyday needs of women and children already in her early housing projects and with giving value to physical structures, recognizing them as a relevant architectural heritage to be maintained and to be used meaningfully by the public. Later, she joined the ecological needs of what is called nature or the environment, which had been largely silenced and even annihilated by modernist and hyper-modernist projects in architecture, to these other needs. Understanding the needs of humans, buildings, and the environment as interdependent is central to how to approach ‘architecture for the future’ today. The nine chapters on her work are followed by a conversation with Yasmeen Lari, entitled “Every decision has a global impact.” which lasted several hours and was conducted by Angelika Fitz and Elke Krasny. The conversation took place in her office in Karachi and was also recorded as a video. In the conversation, Lari shares how she became the architect she is today, what opportunities of learning and growing her architectural work has presented her, and her tireless curiosity and energy to learn new things and to learn how to think differently. She arrives at stating that “all of us have to rethink our roles and the way we live basically.”



Multiconflictual Contexts

Eleven essays focus on specific thematics and concerns that are deeply connected with Yasmeen Lari's work. Some of the essays focus directly on her work, while others provide more general contextualization. Taken together, the essays demonstrate that architecture needs to be meaningfully studied beyond a framework of singular objects within a narrowly defined discipline of architectural history. The contributions in this volume examine questions of nation/building, biography, heritage, neoliberal urbanization in Karachi, the gendered impacts of climate ruination, the right to housing, care by design, ways of providing protection and dignity by way of architecture for the most climate-impacted, local and feminist solutions for the essential infrastructure of stoves, teaching zero-carbon methodologies in architecture schools, and building as wounding in relation to the needs for planetary care. This range of subjects addressed and concerns analyzed is evidence that buildings, much like knowledge or conditions of living, are embedded in and entangled with larger constellations of local and global political, cultural, social, and environmental contexts. A building never has one story only; it is part of many different conditions, some of which more easily enter into its stories, while others have historically remained more absent or silent. Here, we seek to provide approaches that operate at different scales and allow for a more profound understanding of the complexities, contradictions, entanglements, and agencies that architecture is part of. The nation-state, the urban megalopolis, rural livelihoods, climate disruption, care, historically marginalized knowledge, as well as the teachings of architecture schools are all contexts through which architecture operates. They come with their locally and historically specific material and political conditions, as well as with their social norms and cultural expectations that impact largely on how architecture finds solutions within these norms and expectations. Rather than focusing on one theme only, we have decided to concentrate on the multidimensional and multiconflictual contexts through which the production of architecture can be understood. In “Pakistan Under Construction,” the political and intellectual historian of South Asia, Chris Moffat, focuses on the function of modern architecture in Post-Partition Pakistan. The architect and writer Helen Thomas, who is one of the editors of Women Writing Architecture, gives a succinct overview of how Lari's career unfolded, how she mobilizes others, those with influential positions just as much as those historically denied agency and power, and how her work ranges from the global to the intimate, as Thomas puts it. The essay “Recognition for Built Heritage: A Continuing Struggle” by the architect and researcher Anila Naeem provides an introduction to the complex understanding of what counts and matters as built heritage in the context of the Islamic Republic of Pakistan, bringing together issues of state ideology, political correctness, and material maintenance. The contribution by the architect, activist, and researcher Marvi Mazhar, “Karachi: Neo-liberal Infrastructural Decisions and Development Crisis,” describes how the megalopolis of Karachi, with a population of twenty million characterized by the copresence of many different ethnicities, religions, sects, as well as the huge importance of the so-called informal economy, is impacted both by the inheritance of colonial planning legislations, as well as by contemporary planning paradigms such as smart cities and public-private partnerships that, rather than preventing speculation and privatization, bolster it. The human rights activist and legal educator Abira Ashfaq shares in her essay, “The Gendered Impacts of Climate Change in Karachi,” insights from her research on how rural women in the Malir District of Karachi, who have escaped conditions of bonded labor and exploitation and who now are faced with their unpaid and paid farm work, are being silenced and devalued in the urban context, while, at the same time, these women are at the forefront of organizing the resistance against the encroachment of privatization and so-called elite housing threatening to destroy their livelihoods. The architect and urban planner Raquel Rolnik, a former UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Housing and author of the book Urban Warfare: Housing Under the Empire of Finance, explains in an interview with Elke Krasny the effects of the financialization of housing and the responsibility that international aid and international cooperation following the logic of modernization have for ongoing massive dispossession. Elucidating on the difference between the production of housing and the building of homes, Rolnik diagnoses that certain typologies of housing present a continuation of the colonial model of the plantation. Comparing industrialized housing and agrobusiness, Rolnik insists that public policies are central to who gets what, as she puts it, and therefore to human rights globally. The sociologist Anne Karpf, the author of the book How Women Can Save the Planet, looks at “Care by Design: Women, Change, and the Climate Crisis” in her essay. Karpf highlights how the low status of care work globally has been literally built into the built environment and has never been made central to what architecture organizes around. Highlighting that today women and girls are fourteen times more likely to die in extreme weather events such as floods or droughts, Karpf shares Lari's call for “a new activism among architects” and reads Lari's architectural focus on women's tasks as carers through a feminist lens. In her essay, “A Building Becomes More Beautiful by Its Usage,” Runa Khan, the social entrepreneur and founder of the Friendship NGO, uses examples from her own work which commissions new architecture and infra-structures such as the Friendship Centre in Gaibandha, the hospital boats or the Friendship Hospital Shyamnagar. In her view, the built environment has to provide for protection, healing, spiritual peace, learning, and dignity, and becomes beautiful through being used. This offers a holistic ethics that links the value and meaning of architecture to the beauty of the mind, body, and spirit, as she puts it. The attorney and author Rafia Zakaria, who has written the book Against White Feminism, looks in her contribution to this volume at “The Stove Solution: Yasmeen Lari and the Reclamation of Feminist Knowledge.” She traces a failed history of distributing clean cooking stoves in South India and Pakistan, which resulted from top-down developmental policies that sought to solve the problem of wood-burning stoves, at once an environmental problem, a health hazard, and an impediment to women working for wages outside of the home. She underlines how Yasmeen Lari's successful stove solution pushes back against the top-down regime of universal solutions and viewing those in need of new design solutions as incapable of developing locally specific, socially and ecologically meaningful and workable solutions. The architect, researcher, and educator Cassandra Cozza writes about her experience of “Teaching Zero-Carbon Design Methodologies” at the Politecnico di Milano. Her essay explains how the students made digital reproductions of Lari prototypes and then built physical maquettes at the scale of 1:5 and 1:2 in order to learn how to build with bamboo. Cozza locates her work in a wider network of educators active at universities in Pakistan and Bangladesh, who have begun to implement teaching strategies derived from Lari's Zero-Carbon Architecture. The essay by the cultural theorist Elke Krasny bears the title “Building, Wounding, and the Future: On Planetary Care.” Placing the powerful imaginaries of the future held by word building against the realities of planetary wounding caused by the globalized building industry, the essay argues for reimagining building as future care.



Saving People and the Planet

Yasmeen Lari: Architecture for the Future locates architecture in the midst of things, as architecture can never be separated from bodily, ecological, social, political, material, and even spiritual concerns. For the making of architecture, the future has taken on many different meanings. Architecture was given the task to fulfil the representational needs of those in power. One can see this in historical imperial palaces holding amassed treasures or in contemporary spectacular museum or opera buildings to be consumed as icons. Such architecture was rooted in the idea of defining and dominating the future. Architecture was also widely seen as a universal problem-solver for the need of mass housing. At the same time, architecture was expected to design highly individualized homes expressing particular styles for people's future lives. As different and even contradictory as these functions of architecture in relation to the production of the future are—and only a few examples are pointed out here—these functions all converge in asserting the belief that architecture will shape the future and, most importantly, will last together with the future. In a certain way, this relation between architecture and the future can be summed up like this: the future was an architectural fact, and architecture was a future fact. Today, as the future of the planet has been put at risk and continues to be made vulnerable by ruthless extraction and pollution that aggravates climate ruination and causes climate-related loss and damage, architecture has to be understood as responsible for this situation and responsible to this situation: Architecture, and the construction sector, cause about half of the greenhouse emissions worldwide, but at the same time more and different architecture is urgently needed to provide homes and essential infrastructures to the unhoused, as increasing numbers are displaced and face the loss of their homes and livelihoods because of climate destruction. It is precisely in this most devastating historical moment, which is the global present today, that a different architecture for the future is most urgently needed. Such an architecture for the future understands both how human agency and livelihoods are supported by architecture attentive to environmental needs.

While we strongly believe that critical analysis remains a most useful tool when approaching architecture, its design and building, and its histories and effects, we also feel that critique alone has run its course and that the intellectual labor of analyzing and studying architecture today necessarily needs to contribute to ‘architecture for the future’ by means of reparation and care. Critical diagnosis needs to be linked to “critical care.”6 Becoming involved with the realities in critical analysis is never distanced nor neutral. As the coming together and intersecting of ethical, environmental, and social concerns in architecture and how these concerns are addressed by architects are coming to the fore today, Yasmeen Lari's work offers inspiration for a politics of hope and an ethics of dignity. We want to close this introduction by giving the word to Yasmeen Lari herself: “We need to do away with the prevalent colonial mindset and the desire to create imposing megastructures. […] Moving forward, we must all stand for a humanistic, inclusive architecture that is driven by environmental considerations, that treads lightly on the planet and responds to the needs of the majority – the vulnerable masses who have not been considered worthy of attention by architects.”7



1 Stephy Chung, “These bamboo shelters are empowering communities displaced by Pakistan's floods,” CNN Style, September 30, 2022, https://edition.cnn.com/style/article/pakistan-floods-bamboo-shelters-climate-intl-hnk/index.html.

2 Jennifer Hahn, “Using ‘ancient wisdoms and techniques’ can lead to carbon-neutral buildings says Yasmeen Lari,” dezeen, July 1, 2021, https://www.dezeen.com/2021/07/01/carbon-neutral-architecture-yasmeen-lari-interview/.

3 We follow here feminist anthropologist Anna Tsing, who capitalizes Man when she speaks of a specific idea of so-called universal modern Man, who, seeing Himself as supreme and different from nature, as well as all racialized and sexualized others, established the ideology of domination, exploitation, and extraction. See Anna Tsing, “Earth Stalked by Man,” The Cambridge Journal of Anthropology 34, no. 1 (2016), 2–16.

4 Lea Zeitoun, “‘Lari Octa Green’: Sustainable Bamboo Design for Flood Relief,” designboom, October 26, 2022, https://www.designboom.com/architecture/lari-octa-green-emergency-bamboo-shelters-flood-relief-heritage-foundation-of-pakistan-10-26-2022/.

5 Françoise Vergès, Decolonial Feminism, trans. Ashley J. Bohrer (London: Pluto Press, 2021), 20.

6 See Angelika Fitz and Elke Krasny, Critical Care. Architecture and Urbanism for a Broken Planet (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2019).

7 Yasmeen Lari, “We need to do away with the prevalent colonial mindset and the desire to create imposing megastructures,” dezeen, November 5, 2021, https://www.dezeen.com/2021/11/05/yasmeen-lari-manifesto-dezeen-15/.







All quotations, unless otherwise noted: Yasmeen Lari interviewed by Angelika Fitz and Elke Krasny, February 15, 2022, Karachi Yasmeen Lari interviewed by Angelika Fitz and Elke Krasny, September 6, 2019, Vienna Image credits: All photographs, plans, and drawings, unless otherwise noted © Archive Yasmeen Lari
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Karachi Modernism 
Postcolonial Living

Angelika Fitz


Karachi was a booming, cosmopolitan center in the 1960s, even if it had to cede the rank of capital to the newly planned city of Islamabad, designed by the Greek architect Constantinos Doxiadis. Arising in 1947 from the Partition of India, an event marked by immense violence, death, and expulsion, the young Pakistani state wanted to look ahead to a new future. One of the double-faced aspects of modernism is that it is part of both colonial exploitation and the shaping of independence. As architectural history shows, the internationalization of modernism is by no means a one-way street from Europe to other regions. Rather, specific manifestations of multidimensional modernism emerge locally, in mutual exchange.

In 1964, after studying architecture at Oxford in Great Britain, Yasmeen Lari set up shop in Karachi, becoming the first woman in Pakistan to open her own architecture office, and began her career, like many other architects, with single-family houses. As with her first house, which was for her brother, her private homes were commissioned primarily by clients from the urban upper and middle classes. Modernistic in their open floor plans, they established a new, postcolonial feeling of living in Pakistan with flowing spatial structures often arranged in split levels. This also takes account of the permeability between inside and outside along generous glass fronts. At the same time, intimate courtyards refer to local traditions, and vertical, shaded window slits for natural ventilation correspond to the locally specific climatic requirements.



[image: c1-fig-5001.jpg]
Yasmeen Lari's own home in Karachi is internationally recognized as an icon of Brutalism, completion 1973.



Lari House, Karachi, 1973

In 1973, Yasmeen Lari completed her own house, which is regarded as an internationally acclaimed icon of Brutalism and was included in the Phaidon Atlas of 20th Century Architecture as one of the 750 most important buildings. The materials of concrete and brick dominate in their roughness; the tectonic forces are staged in a dramatic cantilever. Wind-catchers integrated into the design were intended as a locally inspired climate adaptation. Since then, the house in central Karachi has been her office and home.



[image: c1-fig-5002.jpg]
The Lari House sits on the top edge of a steep sloping lot, adding drama to the six-meter overhang of the veranda. Made of reinforced concrete, the load-bearing structure is prominently visible throughout the building. The building site for the office extension can be seen at the left of the picture.




[image: c1-fig-5003.jpg]
Split levels and a gallery structure the open space. Exposed concrete and traditional furnishing elements combine to create a homey and hospitable spatial experience.

Photograph: Angelika Fitz, 2022





[image: c1-fig-5004.jpg]
For many years, the central living space served as a salon, a meeting place for intellectuals and artists in Karachi. The traditional ‘floor living’ offered ample room for the get-togethers to which the Lari couple had been inviting guests regularly since the mid-1960s.




[image: c1-fig-5005.jpg]
After returning from England, where both had studied at Oxford, Yasmeen and her husband Suhail Zaheer Lari began to explore Pakistan, its cultural heritage, and everyday life in depth.




[image: c1-fig-5006.jpg]
Lari had always deliberately kept her office small to be able to choose the assignments she would take on. In 2000, she left her architecture practice, Lari Associates, at first to devote herself to writing, later experimenting with new approaches in humanitarian architecture, which has been a major focus since 2005. Today, the employees of her Heritage Foundation of Pakistan, which is the head organization for cultural heritage projects as well as for her zero-carbon architecture, work in the office spaces realized as an extension of her house.

Photograph: Angelika Fitz, 2022



You must remember, when I went to England for studies, Pakistan had been independent for not even ten years, and we had gone through 150 years of colonial rule, where we had been told that our culture was really nothing, and that everything in the West was something to be emulated.

Yasmeen Lari, 2022



Naseeruddin Khan House, Karachi, 1969

Providing 279 square meters of living space, the house for an entrepreneur and his family is rather small compared to other villas of the era. The open floor plan makes it spacious; split levels and various references to the garden convey a relaxed atmosphere.



[image: c1-fig-5007.jpg]
On the entrance side and towards the inner court-yard, ribbons of narrow windows ensure natural ventilation and shading, while the house opens generously to the garden side.

Photographs: M.N. Khan (left), published in MIMAR: Architecture in Development, no. 2, ed. Hasan-Uddin Khan (Singapore: Concept Media, 1981), 48, and Angelika Fitz, 2022 (right)





[image: c1-fig-5008.jpg]
Section (left top), elevation (left bottom), and floor plan (right) of the Naseeruddin Khan House

Published in MIMAR: Architecture in Development, no. 2, ed. Hasan-Uddin Khan (Singapore: Concept Media, 1981), 48.



It just turned out that I was the first woman architect in Pakistan.

Yasmeen Lari, 2022



M. Ziaullah Khan House, Karachi, 1968



[image: c1-fig-5009.jpg]
The characteristic window slits are also used on projects with a lower budget, such as the semi-detached house for the M. Ziaullah Khan family. The verandas are reminiscent of local typologies.

Photograph: Angelika Fitz, 2022




Family and Education

Yasmeen Lari received her early education in Lahore at Queen Mary's School and Adabistan-e-Soofia School, where she also studied Persian and Arabic at her father's wish, and at the Kinnaird College for Women. In 1956, at the age of fifteen, Yasmeen was sent with her siblings to England, where she first attended art school to improve her drawing skills and then studied architecture at the Oxford School of Architecture, now Oxford Brookes University. As she points out, her architectural training was influenced by the spirit of European modernism: “Le Corbusier was our god.” In the meantime, the Western heroes of modernism were already busy designing entire cities in Pakistan, especially Doxiadis Associates. After her return in 1963, Yasmeen Lari—along with her husband Suhail Zaheer Lari, who had studied political science, philosophy, and economics at Oxford—traveled to historical places in Pakistan in order to see with her own eyes the cultural heritage, which, as Lari emphasizes, she had previously known only from the Victoria & Albert Museum in London.



[image: c1-fig-5010.jpg]
In 1961, while still studying in England, Yasmeen and Suhail Zaheer Lari wed—in an arranged marriage. The picture shows the two in their attic apartment in Oxford. Suhail had already maintained a lively intellectual network during his studies. He went on to become an entrepreneur but also worked both as a photographer accompanying the Pakistani cultural scene and the architectural work of his wife in Karachi for many decades and a passionate historian. He passed away from Covid-19 in 2020.




[image: c1-fig-5011.jpg]
Yasmeen Lari's father Zafarul Ahsan (pictured in back) attained the rank of officer in the Indian Civil Service (ICS), which was mainly reserved for white Englishmen back then. After the Partition in 1947, he played an important role in the development of the young Pakistani state as Deputy Commissioner of Lahore and also oversaw modernist urban planning projects. Lari describes her mother, who worked to alleviate the post-Partition humanitarian catastrophe, as a deeply spiritual person. Suhail Zaheer Lari also came from an influential family. Before migrating to Pakistan, they lived near the family of the future Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru. This led, among other things, to Nehru accepting Suhail's invitation to lecture in Oxford during a stay in London in the early 1960s.




[image: c1-fig-5012.jpg]
The first of Yasmeen and Suhail Zaheer Lari's three children was born while they were still studying. The photo shows mother and daughter in Oxford in 1963.




[image: c1-fig-5013.jpg]
Yasmeen Lari describes coming back to Pakistan as a ‘shock’ for a budding architect. One wanted to relegate her to being either the engineer or the beautifier of the façade. Representative architectural tasks often went to international architects. The Austrian-American architect Richard Neutra, seen here with Lari and prominent architects and artists in the mid-1960s, designed the US Embassy in Karachi in the late 1950s.
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