
Womenin 
Design 
MlMAR is concerned with the professional 
capabilities of women and men who are 
trying to guage standards of good design. 
To raise questions about the role of women 
as professionals, be it in architecture and 
design or in any other field, is to segregate 
them, to set them apart. Most of those I 
have talked to, except the most militant 
feminists, in fact object to being made the 
focus of special studies, as though they were 
some kind of curious beast. The main issue 
we all have to face is that of women's role in 
the system of production, whatever that 
system may be, across the spectrum of de
veloping societies. 

From an ideological point of view, a 
certain number of social, economic, and 
religious constraints have historically gov
erned women's insertion (or lack thereof) in 
the productive system. Certain norms de
termined their movements in public, in
hibiting them from participation in activities 
outside the home. This is still the case in 
many Hindu and Muslim societies, where 
for example purdah (or woman's so-called 
'public invisability') still prevails. 

The domestic orientation of women, 
even if they were allowed or required to 
work in the fields, made it subsequendy 
easier for male-dominated societies to rele
gate women to marginal or unstable types 
of work as division oflabour became more 
complex. Prevailing moral codes, legal sys
tems that govern property and inheritance, 
and economic requirements of family-based 
production structure society in such a way 
that women have relatively few opportuni
ties to employ their economic power indi
vidually or collectively (as women) . 

The expectation in most developing 
societies of the third world is that women 
will ultimately return to take their normal 
place in the home ... even if they have been 
fortunate enough to have had parents will
ing to pay for a higher education. 
Architectural graduates in most such 
societies have proved to be no exception. 
Often women graduates will work in an 
architectural office right after school and 
then abandon their position upon marriage. 

It is worth noting that in certain realms 
of design which were customarily in the 
hands of men, women have over recent 
decades demonstrated particular capabilities: 
for example in domestic and interior design 
in general. These, one could hypothesise, 
are briefs whose direct relationship to family 
life call forth specific female aptitudes. This 
argument does not imply the inverse, that 
women are inept at other tasks. On the 
contrary. Apart from the fact that existing 
social systems continue to ensure that males 
predominate as clients for instance, there is 
no reason why females should not also be 
regularly entrusted with complex projects 
such as high-rise buildings, hospitals, banks 
or religious institutions. 

Our examples selected for MlMAR 2 
are presented not so much because they 
were done by women architect-builders, 
but because they represent a breadth and 
coherence of approach to the problems 
confronted in their given context (pakistan, 
Brazil, etc.): Bardi's commitment to pre
servation, readaptation of old structures to 
new functions (eg. Museum in Unhao or 
the Cultural Centre in Sao Paulo), and to 
integration of modem materials into older, 
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S.E.S.c. Complex, Sao Paulo, Brazil. Fac
tory renovation into cultural centre and water 
tower for sports centre under construction. Lina 
Bo Bardi, architect. 

existing frameworks is exemplary. 
Yasmeen Lari, in her Angoori Bagh 
housing, Lahore, and Lines Development in 
Karachi illustrates some these same cultural
ist values, at the same time she deals with 
the complex yet urgent issue of providing 
housing for the poor. 

Comparing the architects' work is neith
er haphazard nor gratuitous, nor is it in
tended to segregate them into a 'feminine 
ghetto'. Bardi encourages, by her furniture 
designs, the development of the laminated 
wood industry (much as Aalto once did in 
Finland) in a society probably eager for 
more "modem" materials like chrome and 
plastic. Lari has built an officers' mess in 
mud-brick, quite a feat when you consider 
that the client was the military. Their works 
stand as personal (or team, in some cases) 
statements, whose sensitivity reflects con
scious interchanges between tradition and 
modemity. 
Brian Brace Taylor 




