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Paternalism vs. Partnerships: an investigation of 

western architects working in low and middle income countries  

INTRODUCTION  

With the proliferation of cell phones, internet connections, and spread of social media across the world, 

the human race is more connected now than ever before. Our increased connectedness comes at a time 

where every country’s actions impact the degradation of the ozone, leading to an increase in natural 

disasters as an effect of the warming of the earth.1   

A growing number of designers are working to address some 

of the global issues facing humanity, as seen in publications 

such as Design Like You Give a Damn (fig 1) by former 

Architecture for Humanity (AfH), a non-profit organization 

which coordinated efforts of architects volunteering in 

humanitarian sector. Cameron Sinclair, one of the founders of 

AfH, saw the increased connectivity through the internet as an 

amazing opportunity to unify the volunteering efforts of 

architects across the world on a digital platform called the 

“Open Architecture Network”.     FIG 1: Humanitarian architecture case studies 2 

The projects being designed and built in developing countries by Western architects has been called into 

question by Bruce Nussbaum in a controversial article titled Is Humanitarian Design the New 

Imperialism? Does our desire to help do more harm than good? He posits the question:  

Are designers the new anthropologists or missionaries, come to poke into village life, 

"understand" it and make it better—their "modern" way?... should we take a moment now that 

the movement is gathering speed to ask whether or not American and European designers are 

collaborating with the right partners, learning from the best local people, and being as sensitive as 

they might to the colonial legacies of the countries they want to do good in.3  
 

Through investigating the influence of foreign designers during colonization, and the resulting 

effects it has had on African designers, this paper will discuss the dangers of paternalistic 

interventions, in the broader conversation of foreign aid. Comparing the recent projects of MASS 

Design Group against colonial examples will reveal how the organization’s innovative design 
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process combats and circumvents the pitfalls of past attempts by others and can even impact the 

broader conversation improving foreign aid in low and middle income countries. 

 

Colonial Perspectives –  Moral rationale for occupation  

FIG 2: Colonial powers used moral narrative of modernizing indigenous peoples as a means to expand their empire 4 

In order to understand the 

architectural influence colonizers 

had on African cities and local 

designers, it is important to 

understand the historical and 

political context between Europe 

and Africa. During the 15th through 

the 19th century, European nations 

relationship with African rulers and 

merchants mainly happened along 

costal trade posts, with little interest 

in controlling the interior of the continent, but as industrialization developed, there was an increased 

demand for natural resources, and economic incentives to expand their exploding market, prompting a 

“Scramble for Africa”.5 In 1884, Imperialistic European nations partitioned Africa into neatly bordered 

regions at a meeting known as The Berlin Conference and in the subsequent 25 years, 90% of the 

continent fell under European control.6 This carving up of Africa without any understanding of the 

history and cultures had unimaginable impact on the future of the entire continent.  

European nations justified their colonial occupation using a moral rational of civilizing the so-called 

backward and barbaric peoples of Africa. This belief in racial and intellectual superiority was one of the 

precepts of the concept of Orientalism, which elevated European culture (Occident) above non-

European peoples and cultures (Orient) (fig 2).7 This dichotomy Us and Them, civilized and barbaric, 

white and non-white greatly influenced how the European countries colonized and inhabited the African 

regions.  

Modernity- Improving lives through Architecture  

At the turn of the century, European architects were starting to conceptualize what a modern city 

should look like, and due to their colonization, many ideas were able to be tested in Africa before being 
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implemented on their home land. France’s first experiments in urban planning took place in Casablanca, 

Morocco, and were based on Tony Garnier’s designs for a modern, industrialized city, which emphasized 

distributing the functions of modern society across the city by creating zones for work, leisure, domestic 

life, health, administration, and history (fig 3)8  

FIG 3: Zoning of Casablanca by French Architect Michel Ecochard, 1955 9 

In the 1950s, Michel Ecochard predicted that the urban population would grow to a million inhabitants 

in 15 years, and designed mass housing units whose allotted space per unit was derived on universal 

human needs, but “ignoring variables of society, geography, culture, climate, and construction 

materials.”10 He ended up allotted twice the density in Moroccan quarters than European ones, 

blatantly valuing European’s access to space over Moroccan. 21,000 units were built in Casablanca, 

financed by the state, located outside of the older cities. Over time, the units became 15 times as dense 

as the European space, and the local population adapted the space as best as they could to suit their 

needs, through partitioning rooms, covering patios, converting rooftops into more inhabitable space.11   

The project received criticism stating that it ignored the socio-spatial needs of the population, and 

instead responded to economic demands and demographic pressure from European migrants.12 

Experimentation and innovation are important to the progress of the built environment, but Ecochard’s 

designs embodied elitist ideas by ignoring how the local culture uses their domestic space, instead 

assuming that units designed for European lifestyles was appropriate (fig 4).   
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FIG 4: Aerial view of Casablanca's Carriere Centrale housing developments in 1952, beside the oldest slum in North Africa.13 

Architecture and Nation Identity – Success and Failures  

Post WWII, when the costs of developing infrastructure of their African subjects began to become an 

economic burden on recovering European nations, African nations began to receive independence from 

the colonial powers. The urban conditions left behind can be described as dual cities –governmental 

zones that reflected European architecture and urban design, and native quarters that were neglected 

and underdeveloped 14. Newly formed governments challenged to redefine their identity in the 

postcolonial context could not simply revert to pre-colonial practices, as they had been permanently 

shaped by years of occupation. Local architects, who were trained in Europe, could not simply ignore the 

rapidly industrializing world, yet they did not simply want to replicate European models.  

One instrumental figure in adapting modernist form to the climate of African countries is Adedokun 

Adeyemi, a Nigerian student studying in London’s Architectural Association (AA), who helped initiate the 

Department of Tropical Architecture in 1954 15. Nigeria seized tropical modernism as the style to which 

Nigeria would forge its identity moving forward, and implemented their central business district in its 

image 16. 
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Two British architects, Maxwell Fry and Jane Drew, worked throughout West Africa using the 

exploration and development of tropical modernism as a means of experimentation an “Architect’s 

Paradise”, with the ‘implication that everything and anything was allowed’ 17.  Regardless of motivations, 

their various climatic solutions were innovative, and their designs often introduced local handicrafts and 

mosaics to make their buildings look more African, which stimulated the Logosian art economy.18 

Besides theses superficial treatments, Nigerian architects had little interest engage their local culture 

and forms, and when Nigerian architect Oluwole Olumuyiwa and British architect Alan Vaughan-

Richards suggested exploring the vernacular molded forms of Yoruba mud architecture, they were 

rejected by the dean of the Nigerian architecture school, who protested that it would be “disastrous - 

too large of a shift from current practice” 19.  

While the Nigerian government embraced the hybrid modernist style for their governmental offices and 

other downtown buildings, they made minimal climatic changes to the mass housing models, replicating 

European public housing schemes that were based upon the British Garden City 20. The housing models 

were explicitly designed for a middle class European society, so when the massive slum clearances 

relocated a population dependent on an informal economy and cheap goods, the rigid and alien design 

caused residents to fight for their lifestyles.  

The tropical modernism implemented in Nigeria was a successful development of an architectural style 

which performed better in the local climate, but failed to break free from the prejudices of Orientalism, 

preferring modernist styles over developing an architecture referencing local cultural traditions. 

European architects Fry and Drew embraced the local arts, but ultimately failed to be influenced by 

anything other than the African climate. Was their experimentation of forms and artistic decoration a 

valid use of their expertise? The European architectural influence on the mass housing projects was 

extremely detrimental the lifestyles of those urban poor. The massive migration to cities (and resulting 

slums) was a result of colonial development, and exacerbated by years of disinvestment. In regards to 

their colonial legacy, should they have instead advocated for an adapted mass housing model, or help 

explore a Nigerian architecture, a hybrid of cultural tradition and modern building technologies? The 

case studies below investigate how two organizations are doing just that: developing an architectural 

style using locally available resources, and addressing systemic issues of a large urban slum as an 

alternative to massive slum clearance.    
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Case Studies 

The architecture designed by MASS Design Group in Rwanda but this investigation will not analyze the 

projects in the traditional fashion of architectural precedent studies, which tend critique the design of 

the space and overall aesthetic experience. Instead, the analysis will highlight MASS’s unique design 

process, which builds local capacity to resolve local problems with uniquely African solutions. Their 

impact on the build environment and the resulting impact on local design ethos shows a positive shift 

from the paternalistic, elitist experiments of colonial and postcolonial foreign designers. 

 

MASS Design Group (Model for Architecture Serving Society)  

The origin story of MASS Design Group has been well documented on The Harvard Graduate School of Design webpage21 but a 

truncated version will be presented here.  

In 2006, Dr. Paul Farmer, the co-founder of Partners in Health (PIH), gave a lecture about their 

community-based approach to addressing complex health issues around the world. After the lecture, 

Michael Murphy, a student and aspiring architect approached Dr. Farmer and inquired about how the 

organization collaborates with architects when they construct healthcare facilities. The discussion that 

followed revealed that most of the hospitals, schools and other faculties constructed by PIH were not 

designed by architects, as the organization did not see the value in spending resources on designer 

services.22  

This simple fact that Partners in Health, a prominent and innovative foreign aid organization, did not 

utilize architects (African or otherwise) points to an issue with society’s understanding of the utility of an 

architect. Dr. Farmer viewed design as a luxury, and felt that the money spent on design services would 

best be placed in building more hospitals. But, after working alongside PIH in various parts of Africa, 

Murphy proved various ways in which design could be very valuable to the organization. One case 

where a lack of good design was actually hurting the organizations mission: a hospital design that USAID 

was building was making patients more sick due to crowded hallways with poor ventilation (Fig 5).  
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Fig 5. Case study sited in a lecture Murphy gave in 2011, the building design results in a dark, stagnant hallway 23 

Fast forward two years: Murphy and a group of other motivated students from Harvard GSD were given 

the chance to show PIH that good design could further the organization’s mission of improving rural 

health without costing the organization more money.  

The design of MASS’s first building with PIH, the Butaro District Hospital in Rwanda, developed in 

response to the issue of a crowded, unventilated hallway. If MASS followed the past strategies of foreign 

architects, they would have imported an American design of a Hospital, with HVAC and a high energy 

bill. Instead MASS designed building with exterior circulation, low energy ventilation, and emphasized 

the importance of utilizing the locally available resources by cladding the building with volcanic rock (fig 

6).  

Fig 6A. Training local villagers to enhance their trade 24                  Fig 6B. Diagram showing a low energy air exchange system25 
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Unique Design Process 

MASS has a unique understanding of the expand investigations that designers must embark on if they 

hope to create true impact on the communities in which they work. The design process looks deeper 

than the physical environment, and asks how design can influence the social and political forces at work. 

This new approach blends the typical responsibilities of an architect with that of social studies, 

anthropology, behavior science, public health, public policy, international development and many more 

fields.  

MASS’s impact driven design approach has four parts. Before the designing begins, they research the 

local context to understand unique issues and opportunities. Regardless of program, MASS prioritizes 

improving community health as a design goal. They see the construction of the building as an 

opportunity to improve education, economy and ecology. And lastly, after each project, they evaluate 

the project’s impact to prove its value to society at large. 

Time and time again, their projects reinforce these four points. One example which illustrates this well is 

the Ilima Primary School in a rural community of the Dominican Republic of the Congo, commissioned by 

the African Wildlife Foundation. Through evaluating the context, Murphy explains the challenges unique 

to the community: 

Deforestation and poaching of endangered species such as bonobo apes have global implications, as well 

as local ones. These problems stem, in part, from poverty and lack of access to education… we can ask if 

our investments in primary infrastructure are a step in the right direction in stabilizing the most 

vulnerable...27 

 

Fig 7A. Context (isolated, rural community        Fig 7B. Community construction photos   Fig 7C. Students at completed facility 28 

 The project provided an elementary school in exchange for the community’s commitment to protect 

and care for the neighboring jungle. Due to the remoteness of the site, the architects worked with local 
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craftsman to harvest select trees to construct the building, emphasizing the importance of using 

renewable resources, and enhancing local trades, similar to Frey and Drew in postcolonial Nigeria (fig 7.)  

Evaluating Intended outcomes 

When analyzing the efficacy of projects, difficulties arise due to the architect’s need to appeal to the 

traditional values emphasized by our profession: aesthetics. Traditionally, designers are using the 

marketing strategy they know that work best (beautiful photographs) to appeal to the values of their 

peers and potential clients. These photos highlight materiality, quality of light, craft, and 

phenomenological, haptic spaces. Unfortunately, while photographs of a newly completed project 

improve an architect’s portfolio, it does very little to communicate a project’s long term impact on a 

community.  

To assist designers to measure the impact of their projects, stewards of the Public Interest Design 

community formulated a Social, Economic, Environmental Design (S.E.E.D.) methodology and 

certification. A project which receives S.E.E.D. certification indicates that the design team accomplished 

specific goals which were targeted during early project design. MASS has won S.E.E.D. awards in 2013, 

2015, and 2016, which proves that their designs are beautiful, and have the metrics to prove its 

impact.29  

MASS has made an effort to advocate for issues that other foreign architects have either considered 

outside the realm of architecture, or have been unable to address due to the traditional clients who 

employ them. Their unique model, and entrancing story-like video marketing has attracted 

organizations which work in the development of rural schools, hospital, and clinics. 

Long-Term Development Strategy 

Dr. Paul Farmer’s building of hospitals and schools without consulting architects not only stems from the 

undervaluing the skills architects (and urban planners) employ while designing the built environment. It 

also reflects the lack of capacity African countries in terms of available design professionals. According 

to MASS, in 2006, there were roughly 35,000 architects in Africa, 25,000 in Egypt alone, leaving 10,000 

for the rest of the continent (Fig 8A) 30. This lack of capacity to utilize designers presents an issue, 

especially taking into account the projected population growth projected in the next 35 years (Fig 8B). 
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Fig 8A. Dearth of architects in Africa, compared to Italy 30       Fig 8B. Projected urban growth of Africa in the next 35 years 30 

In 2008, when MASS began working in Rwanda, they formed a partnership with the Kigali Institute of 

Science and Technology. Sierra Bainbridge, a former GSD faculty created the country’s first architecture 

department, and many of the MASS architects taught in the fledgling program 31.  

The strategy of building the capacity of the Rwandan people to design for their growing populous is one 

of the most sustainable initiatives that MASS has initiated to date. MASS is opening an African Design 

Center in Kigali, Rwanda, offering three tracts of education, both to Rwandan nationals, and foreign 

designers looking to learn about MASS’s impact driven approach (fig 9) 

   

Fig 9. The African Design Center (ADC) three tracks of training, and academic calendar32. 

As opposed to the Department of Tropical Architecture program developed in London during colonial 

times, MASS is dedicated to training local architects the skills and expertise to design buildings and 

spaces which improve the health of its users and the environment in which it resides. 
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Comparison to colonial and postcolonial foreign designers  

French modernist architects, like Michel Ecochard, imposed a European model for housing at a massive 

scale, causing untold repercussions to existing social networks due to the demolishing on enormous 

slum communities. These practices were replicated in postcolonial Nigeria, partly because many 

Nigerian architects were trained in European school of thought, and prejudices against their cultural 

background proliferated the government and new Nigerian academic psyche. Due to educational 

assimilation of European values, and the superficial experimentations of Frey and Drew, there was no 

hope for a vernacular, culturally referent, Nigerian architectural style to develop.  

Due to the success of the Butaro Hospital, MASS is in the unique position to collaborate with a national 

ministry of health, and is using its research branch as a think-tank for possible policy reforms. They have 

been able to scale their impact through this methods, as opposed to mass producing a prefabricated 

modernist dream. Instead of advocating for the hermetically sealed, HVAC ventilated box (American 

hospital design), MASS has collaborated with local Rwandans to develop schools and hospitals that 

respond to the culture, customs, and natural materials available. The development of a “lo-fab” (local 

fabrication) construction technique, MASS helps enhance the latent artisanal skills of masons and 

carpenters, in a similar way as Frey and Drew, but in a method which directly impacts the tectonic 

qualities of the architecture, far beyond ornamental afterthoughts.  

To continuously improve the efforts of the organization, there is a research branch which studies 

existing healthcare systems and brainstorms new models and approaches which may be implemented. 

MASS has addressed the often difficult problem of scale through working within the government’s 

development agenda, as well as expanding the capacity of the local architecture profession.  

The above analysis of MASS Design Group shows that the organization has demonstrated the power 

designers can have in the development sector, through assimilation of local customs, and 

empowerment through academic and field based education. There are many best practices to be 

learned from the last 10 years they have been working abroad.   

Conclusions 

Foreign architects are not the only profession which should rethink their position of working in Africa in 

regards to colonial legacies. The paternalistic and racial superiority of previous foreign architects has 

also been the perspectives in which many foreign aid workers and organizations propagate. In a book 
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titled Dead aid: Why aid is not working and how there is a better way for Africa, Dambisa Moyo argues 

that one of the reasons which African governance is so corrupt has to do with this very view, that 

“Africans are viewed as children, unable to develop on their own, or grow without being shown how or 

made to”33. The errors of foreign aid are very complex, having to do with global economic influences, 

policies, manipulations, and extortion, but one of the fundamental flaws are strategies that try to keep 

Africa in a perpetual child-like state, ever dependent and in debt to the nations which exploit the 

continents natural resources. 

MASS provides a new strategy, one which supplies technical training as opposed to financial grants and 

loans. By working in the local university, and developing a unique curriculum designed to teach local 

architects to improve the health and well-being of marginalized communities, MASS is demonstrating 

that by collaborating with Africans as adults, both groups are improved.   

Bruce Nussbaum asks if “designers are collaborating with the right partners, learning from the best local 

people, and being as sensitive as they might to the colonial legacies of the countries they want to do 

good in” 3. MASS Design Group is accomplishing all of the above, leading by example. Hopefully, others 

who intend to work in foreign environments do so in a similar manner.  
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