
69T. Berlanda

For a European architect and scholar that has been 
working in Sub-Saharan African countries for the last 
seven years, any reflection on the notion and practice of 
‘architecture and built heritage’ is inevitably linked to the 
understanding of who holds power. That means coming to 
terms with who, within any given cultural, social and po-
litical context, holds the authority to decide which traces 
of the past are considered worthy of the collective memo-
ry, and hence of preservation.

If this can be easily understood as a way to describe the 
situation for countries that are under a colonial rule, or, as 
it is more often referred to today, are open to ‘foreign in-
vestments for development’, the Sub-Saharan African situ-
ation is a paradigmatic example of the arbitrary criteria 
used both from those who consider Africa as one whole 
site of rich heritage whose histories ought to be ‘valorised’, 
and from those who consider them irrelevant. The result 
is that, notwithstanding the diffused rhetoric on the po-
tential reciprocal enrichment derived from the encounter 
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between different cultures, heritage is the object of appro-
priation and removal.

This state of affairs has changed ever so slightly in 
current times, as traditional colonial powers have been 
flanked by the massive and growing presence of Chinese 
interventions. These have set in motion large territorial 
transformations that have been criticised for their lack of 
sensitivity towards the local cultures. The examples that 
have hit the news are the construction of new cities next 
to Luanda, Angola (Onishi, 2017), or the scheme for Mod-
derfontein CBD & Gateway Precinct Plan in Johannes-
burg, South Africa. 

Amongst the many reasons that lay behind the 
acceptance—when not outright encouragement—by Afri-
can elites of almost any intervention that is presented as a 
form of modernisation, one that seems to me to hold par-
ticular significance is the state of the educational system 
for professional architects.  It is clear that how a society 
selects, classifies, distributes, transmits and evaluates the 
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educational knowledge, reflects both the distribution of 
power and the principle of social control. In the case of ar-
chitectural education, one has to note that this is too often 
translated in the lack of an endogenous process of discov-
ery, of architectural discovery, of the way space is inhab-
ited.  

Even though exactly 60 years have elapsed since Ghana’s 
independence (March 6, 1957), that led to the unravelling 
of colonialism in Sub-Saharan Africa. By and large, the 
educational offerings in the continent, at every level from 
primary to tertiary education, still reproduce models in-
troduced by foreign powers during the colonial era. 

Outside of South Africa, where architectural educa-
tion was first introduced in 1921, the first school of ar-
chitecture was established in Kumasi, Ghana, precisely 
in 1957. Following the steps of what had happened in 
South Africa, architects as professionals, had either been 
trained abroad at universities such as Liverpool, the Ar-
chitectural Association in London or the Bauhaus or 
they, had trained as apprentices in local architectural 
firms (Papanicolau, 2006).

In Great Britain in particular, the topic of building in 
the tropics was intensely discussed in academic circles 
around the early 1950s and had significant repercussions 
in practice. A large conference on tropical architecture, 
organised by Otto Konigsberger, was held in 1953 at the 
University College of London, and it led, in 1954, to the 
establishment at the Architectural Association of the post-
graduate program for tropical architecture. The first direc-
tor was Maxwell Fry, an architect that together with his 
wife Jane Drew had been already active in the years im-
mediately after World War II in West Africa. The program 
attracted students from Great Britain as well from all over 
the world and proved to be extremely influential. It still 
exists today under the name Development Planning Unit 
at the Bartlett School of Architecture. Its mission is to ‘con-
duct world–leading research and postgraduate teaching 
that helps to build the capacity of national governments, 
local authorities, NGOs, aid agencies and businesses work-
ing towards socially just and sustainable development in 
the global south’ (DPU, 2017). In the words they used to 
celebrate their 50th anniversary back in 2004 ‘the Depart-
ment set out to influence the Eurocentric architecture that 
was being exported to the tropics by introducing elements 
of medical research and building physics to appropriate 
climatic design. The functionalist ideals of the modern 
movement made it receptive to such innovation and the 
Department’s influence took root’ (Wakely 2014, 7), no 
mention is made of the cultural or social issue.

The legacy of this influence is still visible in how cur-
ricula are mostly modelled on those of European or 
American universities, and a large portion of faculty and 
academics have undergone experiences abroad. This, cou-
pled with the fact that the initial cohort of the staff had 
to be trained in foreign institutions, has created a self-
referential model, which is hard to break. 

The nefarious consequences of this framework, such as 
environmentally inappropriate and inefficient buildings, 
design for cities that reproduce slogans and schemes that 
are ill at ease with the economic and social conditions—
rarely leads to a challenge of the strategies and educational 
programs devised by governments, and often supported 
and hailed as models by international organisations, al-
though at the very least something is changing in the 
rhetoric of the message.

The comparison between the editorial of the 1952 is-
sue of Architectural Record dedicated to Building in the 
Tropics, and the editorial of the 2013 Docomomo Jour-
nal on modern Africa is elucidating. The first reminds us 
that: ‘Building for the tropics must meet the same kind 
of problems as clothing for the tropics. We don’t entirely 
[want to?] “go native” in either instance. … it may prove 
to be a heavy burden if we aren’t sensible about it.’ (Ran-
nells 1952, 153) Whereas the second claims how ‘With the 
introduction of postcolonial theory in the historiography 
of architecture, an exclusively ideological critical sense 
has been developed preventing disciplinary autonomy or 
practice of architecture and finally condemning any ob-
jective look. … The recognition that a widespread aware-
ness of Modern Movement architecture has always been 
serving colonisation involves rethinking the basic princi-
ple of Modern welfare society and practised architecture 
as a mission.’ (Tostões 2013, 2)

Simultaneously, what the excerpts suggest is that one is 
confronted with a renewed expansion and strengthening 
of the cultural dominion of the Global North, which is 
both a premise and a corollary to the economic oversight 
and control, but through much subtler means.

Similar concepts had been expressed by two architects, 
Athina Saviddu and Luciano Barbero, who had ventured in  
Sub-Saharan Africa in the early 1970s asking themselves: 
‘what kind of “culture” is appropriate in a society that 
wants to get rid of neo-capitalistic control … A choice has 
to be made between the interest of the institutional power 
and those of the population, between the imposition of an 
imported model and the painstaking research for solutions 
that take into account the meaning and consequences of 
the problems’ (Barbero and Saviddu 1981, 117).
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Another testimony from 40 years ago, further proof of 
the non-novelty of the issue, is one by William Bechhoe-
fer. In a piece he authored on ‘architectural education in 
developing nations’, building on his experience as peace 
corps volunteer in Tunisia in the late 1960s, and later as 
a lecturer and acting chairman at the Department of Ar-
chitecture in Kabul between 1973 and 1974, he notes that 
‘the role of an architect in a developing nation and the 
structuring of architectural education are problems closely 
related to the goals of that nation’s society. As a conse-
quence, the inevitable participation of foreign technicians 
in these programs raises questions as to the nature of that 
participation and the extent to which it can be effective’ 
(Bechhoefer 1977, 19). 

Now there is no doubt about the intrinsic relationship 
between architecture and power, and the weight of this 
heritage in the built form attracts growing interest from 
the Global North, as is evidenced by the research and 
exhibition projects such as ‘African Modernism’ (Herz, 
2015). However, the growing number of studies that 
documents the situation with reference to different disci-
plines, mostly constrain themselves to merely identifying 
the hurdles that prevent the necessary change, whilst on 
the contrary insufficient attention is given to the need to 
reconceptualise architectural education in the continent to 
allow for a plurality of different voices to be heard. 

Notable exceptions are present, but they tend to 
be marginalised and ostracised by professional and 
accrediting bodies. Suffice it to say that across 13 English 
speaking countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, the reference 
model for validating a professional architectural degree is 
still today the one set forth in the so called ‘Green Book’ 
by the Commonwealth Association of Architects. 

The result is that the role of architecture within edu-
cation is predominantly seen as the production of 
built form. Institutions of Higher Education are largely 
complicit with the situation and are unwilling to push 
for systemic reform of the system. In fact, recently the 
argument has been made that University itself is ‘one of 
the oldest surviving institutions in the Western world. 
It has colonised the globe, its architecture reflecting the 
prevailing ideology—of which it is the reproductive ma-
chinery’ (Wilkinson 2015, 37).

 What we thus see is a widening gap between an archi-
tectural history that is increasingly more interested in cul-
ture, context, and politics and an architectural production 
that is almost completely indifferent to critically question 
what defines the urban condition, particularly beyond the 
seduction of the notion of ‘African city’. 

Adapting the education to changes in society and a 
critical review of the accepted conventions governing 
the content and organisation of knowledge in a disci-
pline is not an easy task. A precondition is to identify 
and confront those educational experiences that explic-
itly challenge both the ‘scholarly superiority’ of the im-
ported models and the discrepancy between the formal 
aesthetics and the material living conditions of the people 
affected by the transformation of landscape and territory. 
Amongst the attempts that go in this direction, it is worth 
mentioning the role of research and practice platforms 
and networks such as the African Centre for Cities at the 
University of Cape Town, ArchiAfrika, and Folio, a new 
magazine that wants to be ‘modern|critical|African’, re-
cently launched by the Graduate School of Architecture in 
Johannesburg. 

These works tangibly stem from the recognition that 
education for sustainability implies accepting the principle 
that the architect’s fundamental responsibility is an ethical 
one (Eldeen 2004), and what they share is a commitment 
to help students to develop responsive architectural solu-
tions to the social, economic and environmental realities 
facing the built environment.

Within the architectural curriculum, the strand that has 
been mostly challenged is the teaching of ‘Architectural 
History and Theory’. In a number of papers multiple ques-
tions have been raised around non-Western approaches to 
a global history of the built form. Of particular relevance is 
the contribution by Ikem Okoye (2002) who, on the basis 
of an accurate survey of the situation in Ethiopia, Ghana, 
Nigeria and South Africa, shows how the modalities of 
teaching architectural history across different universities 
reflects very different conceptions of history, and of the 
disciplinary nature of architecture itself. From an opera-
tive standpoint, the issues that appear to be more relevant 
to him, deal with highlighting the differences in teaching 
method between history and architectural history, the risks 
that derive from the diffused tendency of unifying the 
courses of history and theory of architecture, and most of 
all from considering the teaching of architectural history 
as ancillary, or otherwise functional to the ‘studio’ based 
teaching.

Okoye (2002) further addresses the complex issue of 
how to materialise the principled intentions around the 
need of shifting the teaching focus to include materials 
and topics that narrate the building experiences of ‘Afri-
cans’. Not a simple operation, given in the continent every 
language community has an architectural history. Hence, 
who will choose what groups of narratives, that is what 
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ethnic groups will be represented, what weight will oral 
tradition have, which will the influence be of the Western 
literature on vernacular architecture, and the examples 
proposed?

These same questions are valid also today, and if, pos-
sible, even more pressing, at a time where multiple univer-
sities reduce funds and resources available to humanities 
and history programmes in general, and one can register 
some form of hostility on the part of students which are 
led by webzines to identify modernity with the works of 
global archistars.

Moreover, the implications of the debate on the 
teaching of architectural history outside academia are be-
coming increasingly evident, in particular amongst pro-
fessionals and public officers in charge of built heritage.  It 
is a situation that can be observed in many places, but that 
in South Africa is even more conflicting since the white 
hegemonic legacy has historically imposed the choice of 
what constitutes ‘heritage’ following a colonial epistemo-
logical construct, rather than validating local forms of his-
tory. This situation has not ceased since the end of apart-
heid and is in fact exacerbated by the growing tendency 
of considering heritage isolated from history and context 
and as mere objects to valorise for the tourist market. Ul-
timately this is a confirmation that a genuine afrocentric 
approach, a wide perspective that does not erase diversi-
ties but frames them within a space ripe of contestation, is 
a political, other than disciplinary, choice.

Curiously enough this is a debate that has also been 
happening in the United States, where figures like Mark 
Jarzombek, among others, have eloquently articulated 
the question in the following terms: ‘If the non-West is 
already–always imbedded in the Western discourse, can 
this conceptual, geopolitical and pedagogical category of 
the other in turn provide an immanent critique of (non-) 
West from within? If so, can we, finally, overcome the 
West/Non-West binary?’ (Jarzombek, 2012)

But is precisely in this constant falling back to the 
wider resonance that experiences of the North have had 
that lies the trap, and that leaves the space open for finally 
imagining new epistemologies South of the Equator.
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