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Introduction 

I would like to explain why it is possible, in Asia, for 
an architect to design buildings without any stylistic 
uniformity whatsoever. Asian architecture, like the 
Asian Reality must be totally pluralistic and open 
ended and the central concern is not intellectual 
clarity but clear consciousness In using one's 
consciousness as the central source for designing a 
building one is rejecting the Cartesian contention in 
Architecture that the solution can be perfectly 
determined by induction or analysis. 

Modern Architecture is already being heavily 
bombarded all over the place and this may sound like 
another salvo but the basis is somewhat different. If 
we accept that the foundation of modern scientific 
thought was laid by, amongst others, Rene Descartes 
and Francis Bacon, then we can understand the basis 
of Modern Architecture in the west They formulated 
the generally accepted basis for building knowledge, 
the making of experiments and drawing of conclu
sions Descartes simply rejected all knowledge which 
was merely probable and decided that only those 
phenomena should be believed which are perfectly 
known and about which there is no doubt. He rejected 
all traditional knowledge and set out to re-build the 
whole basis of knowledge on deduction The modern 
movement in architecture is based on creating 
buildings out of analysis and the breaking up of a 
problem into its constituent parts. Modern architec
tural solutions are absolute and logical. The breaking 
down of a building programme into its component 
parts means designing buildings dictated by the 
diagram of function This is the process of intellectual 
clarity on which we were taught all our architecture. 

The problem is that this fragmentation of idea and 
thought and solution is wholly alien to Asian 
thought. I am taking the luxury of grouping Asian 
thought into one lump merely because I believe that 
the Asian way of thought and the Asian reality is very 
different from western thought. My concern is solely 
to crack the shell of a western mode of thinking about 
architecture that seems to be encrusting Asian 
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architects. In cracking this shell, two problems have 
to be overcome: 
1. The complex of being an oriental. 
2. The fragmenting of our intellect along Cartesian 

lines. 

The oriental complex 

Even today, the western view of the orient is racist, 
imperialist and totally ethnocentric. This is because 
the orient is weaker. I am using a pan term like 
"orient" as Said has used in his classic work 
"Orientalism". The orient, in the mind of the west, 
remains a secondary source for the production of 
culture, knowledge and scholarship An Asian 
architect will use his American training to feel 
superior to his own peers even though he knows that 
they, in the west, regard him as a native informant It 
is an architectural dominance that is maintained as 
much by the pressure from the west as from the 
willingness of the oriental architect to be directed in 
such a manner. There is thus a vast standardisation of 
taste in the orient in contemporary architecture which 
in any case is a poor version of western exports. We 
cannot get away from the simple fact that the western 
in!ellectual is not willing to recast his thoughts about 
Asia. An entirely new generation of Europeans is 
being fed memories of the glorious days of British Raj 
through cinema (Jewel in the Crown and Passage to 
India, for example), pulp literature and even books on 
architecture (Splendours of the Raj, Stones of 
Empire, A Fatal Friendship). 

Therefore the intellectuals of the orient will have to 
wrest themselves away from this dilapidated 19th 
century image of themselves and their work and break 
away from the 'Oriental Complex' Only then will 
there be a vast new opportunity available to us, that 
is unchartered. We must struggle for design solutions 
that have not been pre-empted by the developed 
countries We must push through completely new 
experiences in architecture that go way beyond the 
limitations and simplicity of modern western ideas. 



Fortunately for us, the latest developments in science 
in the west are going to help us break many shackles. 

Particle physics discoveries are beginning to dislodge 
the whole basics of classical scientific thought. 
Discoveries in Quantum Mechanics are dismantling 
the definitive basis of knowledge that Descartes and 
Newton gave to the west We are on the edge of a 
storm that is going to disperse the hegemony of 
western thought as we know it Quantum Mechanics 
is beginning to assert that the objective-subjective 
view of reality is inseparable. In other words, as soon 
as you begin to investigate a phenomena (particle) it 
may change into something else (a wave) depending 
on what the observer wants it to be. The deeper we 
penetrate into the essence of matter, the greater 
becomes the danger of objective observation. 
Observation interferes with the phenomenon. There is 
a growing belief therefore that phenomena may not 
exist as we observe them. In other words, it is possible 
that the physics of the particle cannot be understood 
any further through measurement and observation 
and that therefore what we see and observe in our 
everyday life may well be just an illusion of our 
perceptions and brain. It means that the latest 
advances in physics, in the west, are telling us that the 
intellect has reached its limits of understanding of 
phenomena and further cognition can only be done by 
a whole consciousness. 

It would perhaps be dangerous for a practitioner to 
go deeper into this sticky area. My source of this 
rather incomplete knowledge is conversations with 
physicists working in this field and their deep interest 
in Tibetan thought. 

Discarding Descartes 

It is true, that an Asian mind that has not been ironed 
flat by the hot roller of Cartesian thought, reacts 
differently to architecture. The Asian is used to 
looking at architecture as a form that lends itself to 
layers of interpretation and symbolism He views it as 
he does the rest of the iconography of his culture. As 
Asians we are more concerned with the consciousness 
of the work rather than the idea of it. Myths, symbols 
and reality are interwoven and historical facts are just 
one aspect of the truth. Whether mythical characters 
existed in real life or not is not relevant at all because 
it is the symbolic existence that is important and not 
proof of physical existence. 

This is very different from the experiencing of 
architecture by the Modem European mind where 
clarity of space and the intellectual rationality of the 
building is most important. Much of western modem 
architecture is finally judged by its truth to the 
diagram of function and environment and not by its 
impact on the consciousness 

Crashing through Western Modernism into the Asian Reality 

For almost the whole of this century Asian architects 
have felt the pressure of European rationalist thought 
on their approach to work. This has caused them to 
sever their links with their own instinctive feelings for 
their pluralistic cultures. 

We must rethink the whole purpose of our architec
ture. A rational break up of problems, logical 
analysis, flow diagrams, functional charts and all 
those Cartesian weapons of analysis are not giving us 
successful buildings It is valid that our part of the 
world should expect, from architects, some vision of 
the future from our work. After all if we were just 
bringing up the rear, there would not be any reason 
for us to be creative 

In my own work the concerns has been to move away 
from functionality as the basis of design towards a 
who listie consciousness of the building in its own 
authentic sub-culture. I see, in this work, an Asian 
context a search in contemporary times for contem
porary buildings that also reflect the collective 
aspirations in our part of the world The source for the 
architecture is not the intellect but the consciousness. 
It moves through the web of sub-cultures that com
pose Asia It creates its own inner order for a specific 
sub-culture and then moves on. It is not cast in any 
particular mould There are many realities. Each sub
culture has its own reality and the architect's 
consciousness journeys into them This consciousness 
is in a constant state of re-adjustment The building 
then is an expression at that given moment of time of 
that consciousness. Each building is a different centre 
of experience The individual ego of the architect is 
renounced. We cannot see architecture through the 
pin point of a narrow and recent European culture. 
Our own civilisations have assimilated influences for 
centuries and rejected very little and our contempo
rary work must be based on this power to assimilate. 
We must identify ourselves with all the living sub
cultures in our own part of the world One is indeed 
free to reach backwards and forwards through 
history, one is free to wander in one's quest from the 
pre-urban settlements of the Indus Valley right up to 
the space age colonies in orbit. Contrary images can 
be merged into a wholistic architecture which is 
outside the narrow stream of dreariness. I quote 
Rabindra Nath Tagore: 

"Where the mind is without fear and the head is held 
high, where knowledge is free and the world has not 
been broken up into fragments by narrow domestic 
walis, where tireless stl iving reaches its arms towards 
perfection, where the clear stream of reason has not 
lost its way into the dreary desert stands of dead habit 
Into that heaven of freedom let my country awake." 
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