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Shifting Boundaries and Creating
Identities
Women Architects in India: 1960 Onward
M!"#!$% D&'!%

At the turn of the twentieth century, traditional Indian society
was gradually shifting toward the path of modernity and progress
as a result of the social reform movements of the nineteenth
century under the British Raj. Women !igured prominently in both
colonization and modernization. One of the indirect justi!ications that
had been used for British colonial presence was the sequestration of
women, read as a sign of the backwardness of Indian society. With
modernization, the newly Western-educated men from the liberal
and elite section of Indian society wanted to have educated wives
who would be suitable companions. There was also a subtle aim of
demonstrating their modernity to the rulers through the changing
role of women. Thus, there was a strong desire in Indian men to
change the traditional family and release women from the con!ines
of domesticity. However, notwithstanding this, “the issue of women’s
education was debated strictly within the paradigm of the dominant
patriarchal ideology” (Joshi 2008: 25).
The !irst half of the twentieth century was also a time of an
intense nationalist struggle for political freedom. Indian women
came out of their kitchens and homes and into the public realm in
large numbers during this period under the leadership of Gandhi.
He categorically stated that “the women of India tore down the
purdah and came forward to work for the nation. They saw that
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their country demanded something more than looking after their
homes…” (Kumar 1997: 83). Indian society underwent tremendous
economic, technological, sociocultural, and political changes
after gaining independence in 1947 from British rule: the postindependence era was a period of major transition for women. The
Indian constitution proudly promised equality between genders to
all citizens. The economic transformation after the two world wars
and the growing women’s movement both in India and abroad paved
a path for larger public participation of women on the one hand.
On the other, however, “The critical consciousness gained during the
freedom struggle—as well as women’s access to a political arena
provided by it—was lost to a great extent.”1 This had to be gradually
regained in the ensuing decades following independence.
The gains, once achieved, were remarkable. New work ethics,
technology, and lifestyles were introduced. Higher education for
girls became more widespread, at least in urban areas. Some women
had political appointments and many women’s organizations were
formed. A signi!icant number of women took employment in typical
feminine occupations such as teaching, nursing, and secretarial
work. Until the 1950s, however, only a handful took up sciences
or career-oriented courses that required advanced university
degrees. By and large, they—like women in advanced societies
around the world—preferred those !ields considered appropriate
for women, such as literature, home science, social work, the arts
and languages.
In the 1960s and 1970s, a young woman generally graduated with
a bachelor’s degree in arts and married at twenty-two or twentythree years of age, at which point she devoted herself to home and
family. But gradually, with growing gender consciousness, women
began to want to enter and achieve distinction in those gendered
spaces that were previously oﬀ limits to them. A few of the !irst
generation of “daughters of independence” began to join medicine,
engineering, journalism, media, and management. Some participated
in politics and the administrative services. Women’s studies centers
were established in the 1970s. There was the beginning of a conscious
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sense of building up of one’s career. The women’s movement in India
was by then well underway, though it was not very visible, linear or
homogeneous. It was creative and yet regionalized and fragmented.
The 1970s heralded what is termed as the New Women’s Movement,
developed around fundamentally new issues and structures in
various parts of the country (Desai 2006: 63).
Family structure, household organizations, and lifestyles were
gradually modi!ied. The forces of in!luence included a reduction
in the number of children that women bore, encouragement for
advanced and/or professional education, acceptance of women’s
employment and career satisfaction outside of home, the growing
predominance of nuclear families and the diminishing signi!icance of
kinship and caste in society. More and more women sought freedom,
self-expression, and self-development. This had an impact on the
profession of architecture as the rather young !ield began to branch
away from engineering, attracting more and more girls to it.

W#$%& '&( )*% B+,-) E&.,/#&$%&)2

As a profession, architecture remained the prerogative of men after
independence, and even at the turn of the twenty-!irst century, the
profession is deeply patriarchal. As in other parts of the world, there
is a substantial and worrisome discrepancy between the number
of female students (about 50 percent and more) in schools of
architecture and the numbers of women practicing in the !ield (about
11 to 12 percent).3 This is in sharp contrast to other design !ields
such as fashion, graphics, textiles, and perhaps even interior design
where women have gathered the critical mass. Even in those cases
where spouses practice architecture together, the usual practice is for
the woman architect to limit her responsibilities to the of!ice while
her husband predominantly meets with clients, contractors, and
conducts site visits. At the same time, because it provided women
with a safe point of entry into the !ield, there are women who have
bene!ited immensely from this joint practice scenario and have been
able to carve out an identity for themselves.4
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The decades after 1947 were crucial in the development of
Indian architecture. There was an intense search for identity and
expression in architecture which was to serve as a symbolic and
physical representation of the nation. On one side, revivalism was
prevalent as a result of the long and painful nationalist struggle the
country had gone through. On the other, there was a strong desire
among the political leadership—more speci!ically the !irst prime
minister, Jawaharlal Nehru—to employ architecture as a means of
expressing the modernity of the young nation state, which had the
distinction of being the only democracy in Asia. Kazi Ashraf and
James Belluardo have written that for India, modernism oﬀered “a
vision of the future based on a functionalist language that was free of
colonial associations and of reference to speci!ic religious or ethnic
traditions” (Ashraf and Belluardo 1999: 14). In the long run, it was
modern architecture that triumphed: India did not merely receive
modern architecture as an import from other areas of the world—it
became a key player in its development.
As I have written elsewhere with colleagues, “In the educational
realm, a whole new system had to be laid as a foundation for modern
technological developments….” And in this system, colleges and
institutions devoted to research and technology were essential to the
modernization project (Lang et al. 1997: 183). In the ensuing decades,
Indian architects came up with thoughtful and varied responses to the
external and internal forces as they gained con!idence in themselves,
though a majority of the built environment has remained rather
mundane. Architecture remains a male-dominated profession with
elitist values that give exorbitant importance to prestige, glamour,
and image making, leading young designers to aspire to stardom by
creating iconic buildings.
It is within this scenario that we !ind the !irst few women joining
the !ield of architecture in India: they were exceptions and yet
they blazed a trail for future generations to follow. Pravina Mehta,
Gira Sarabhai, Urmila Elie Chowdhary, Hema Sankalia are some of
the names that are historically important. These early architects
belonged to elite families and were well connected. They joined
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the professional course due to their families’ liberal views and
unconditional encouragement for higher education. They had
sophisticated taste and were aware of the arts such as literature,
painting, and music. Their privileged background gave them the
security and perhaps the arrogance of class and exposure and helped
them reach a level of success where their contemporaries failed to
make a professional dent. Gira Sarabhai, born in 1923 and in her late
eighties now, was at Frank Lloyd Wright’s Taliesin West in Arizona
for a few years during the 1940s. She is a designer par excellence
(Figure 9.1). Pravina Mehta (1923 or 1925–92), with her master’s
degree in architecture from the Illinois Institute of Technology (IIT),
was a rebel and a visionary. She mooted the New Bombay Plan
in 1965 along with Charles Correa and Shirish Patel. Urmila Elie
Chowdhury (b. 1923, received her bachelor’s degree in architecture
from Sydney University in Australia) worked under Le Corbusier on
the Chandigarh Capital Project in 1951.
Figure 9.1: Extension of a house, Ahmedabad, by Gira Sarabhai, 1954

Source: Photo courtesy Miki Desai.
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By the mid-1960s, not only the upper middle class, but also the
girls of that class were able to aspire for a professional role, however
distant it may have seemed at the beginning. The course was long
and arduous, lasting six years, in comparison with the four-year
program of a typical college degree. In the 1960s and 1970s, these
girls were a minority (generally four to !ive in a class of thirty to
forty),5 and they experienced social restrictions that their male peers
did not experience, when, for example, they tried to work at night
in studios. Furthermore, their parents—far from belonging to the
privileged elites—were not much aware of architecture (or the built
environment for that matter) as a profession; nor was the society as
a whole. It was also the time of the Great Masters building in India,
within the ethos of total adaptation and fascination with modernism.
This project of modernity as well as the modern movement in
architecture shaped the lives and careers of these women in India.
The following is a series of short biographies that touch upon the
professional (and personal) lives of women of achievement as they
took hesitant steps in the profession without role models and network
support.6 They negotiated the various forces of resistance while
venturing into the public realm, sometimes with non-conventional
approaches and attitudes, to reach a level of success. These examples,
of course, are not all-encompassing but represent some notable
architects whose careers are representative of the trajectory of the
second generation of women in architecture in India.

B/,&(' S#$'0', M+$1',

One of the most famous woman architects in India, Brinda Somaya
(born June 28, 1949), after thirty years in the !ield, now heads a
large corporate practice. With of!ices in Mumbai and Bangalore,
she has a wide range of projects that comprise commercial,
educational, institutional, interiors, corporate, and conservation
projects including international collaborations. She has won many
national and international awards, including an honorable mention
from the Union of International Associations (UIA), the Vassilis
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Sgoutas Prize (2008) for Alleviation of Poverty for her project,
Rehabilitation of Bhadli Village (Bhuj), and the Golden Architect
Award for Lifetime Achievement from the Architecture + Design
and Spectrum Foundation Architecture Awards (2007). Somaya has
also participated in innumerable conferences, and her work has
been published and exhibited internationally. In 2012 she received
the honorary doctorate degree from her alma mater, Smith College,
Massachusetts, USA.
In architecture, Somaya combines an engagement with art,
science, history, archaeology, sociology, and travel. Her design
methodology focuses on site, location, climate, and the client’s brief
within the context of the sociopolitical forces. In interviews with the
author, Somaya has stated that she loves the variety of challenges
posed by climate, cultures, and types of buildings as her practice
grows in the country. Though primarily in!luenced by modernist
principles, her designs have a variety of manifestations and a range
of aesthetic choices. She has designed several large educational and
institutional campuses, including holiday resorts in historic and
scenic places.
She states that her goal is to raise the spirit and enjoyment of a
person experiencing her design. She does not believe that a building
is a piece of art or a sculpture. Clients’ needs and the structure’s
function are primary to her as she consciously tries not to impress
her own personality on her designs. She takes on projects for “their
cerebral fascination,” not merely for their size or prestige, and
she views landscape, interiors, conservation, and urban design
as integrated entities. Designing some of Mumbai city’s most
prestigious landmarks, as well as conserving its precious heritage
sites, she has been on many committees and juries at city and national
levels. She believes that development and progress must proceed
without straining the cultural and historic environment, a belief
that underlines her work. Her oeuvre, spanning large corporate,
industrial, and institutional buildings, extends to public spaces, which
she has rebuilt and sometimes reinvented as pavements, parks, and
plazas for which she has won several awards (Figure 9.2).
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Figure 9.2: Zensar Technologies, Pune

Source: Photo courtesy Brinda Somaya,

With the liberalization of the economy, there has been a change in
the scale of projects and the availability of new technologies. Somaya
feels that Indian architecture is now in a golden age. Of heightened
importance to her are community projects like converting a garbage
dump in the city of Mumbai to a green, public space or facilitating
the rebuilding of a village in Gujarat on its earlier footprints after
the devastating earthquake with full citizen participation. It should
be noted that for a long time it has been her practice to put a clause
into her architectural contracts requiring the provision of toilets,
electricity, crèches and play areas on the construction site for the
workers and their children. In this respect, her practice espouses a
progressive social and political agenda.
Somaya’s daughter has followed in her mother’s footsteps and
joined the !irm in the past few years. Somaya has built up her practice
slowly but surely with con!idence and she is unusually successful “in
a man’s world.”
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A classmate of Brinda Somaya, Neera Adarkar (born September 5,
1949) has a multifaceted personality in the !ield of architecture,
working as a designer, researcher, teacher, writer, and an activist. Her
architectural practice, shared with her husband and another male
architect, is based in Mumbai. She has struggled over the years to
escape from the stylistic limitations of her 1970s modernist education
when she felt that the architectural pedagogy was narrowly de!ined
and strongly in!luenced by engineering skills. She has recounted that
at Sir JJ, where she studied architecture in Mumbai, the only phrase
used to represent modernism was “Form Follows Function,” and it
attempted to justify the “box-with-a-!lat-façade” type of architecture.
As time passed and her understanding matured through the study
of the works by Charles Correa, Le Corbusier and Louis Kahn, she
began to disown the sti!ling pedagogical in!luence of modernism
as narrowly de!ined and to discover modernism’s possibilities for
spirit and the magic of space. Her projects range from institutions
to heritage listings.
Adarkar joined the women’s movement and became an activist
in the early 1980s. Her involvement in the theatre movement of that
period led to her participation in the multidisciplinary art activities
emerging out of the women’s movement (Figure 9.3). More recently,
she was active in a campaign for saving the textile mill districts of
Mumbai from the onslaught of the real estate mania, which sought
to realize Mumbai’s potential as a “global” city by converting its
lived spaces into abstract capital. Over the years, her romantic belief
in the neutrality of space went though massive conversion as her
consciousness became rede!ined through her involvement in the
feminist movement and gender studies. Since then, she strongly
feels that design philosophy cannot be seen in isolation but has to
be understood in the context of the social and political relationships
in any given society. Gender and class are important considerations
for planning a built environment. In 2004, Neera co-authored a
book titled, One Hundred Years, One Hundred Voices, Oral History of
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Figure 9.3: Neera Adarkar with women from the slums, Mumbai

Source: Photo courtesy Neera Adarkar.

Girangaon, which reconstructed the history of Mumbai’s textile mill
district, popularly known as Girangaon, using the oral narratives of
the residents. In 2011, she edited a book titled Chawls of Mumbai:
Galleries of Life.
Adarkar identi!ies herself as a feminist, which to her means
eradicating the exploitation of women’s labor and sexuality, and
insisting on the recognition of women’s right to make choices at all
levels. Married to an architect, she says that she strongly believes
that a woman’s identity should be independent of her marital status
in order to gain rights and tenure to housing and infrastructure.
Adarkar’s direct involvement with the women’s movement as well
as her political activism gives her empathy for gender and class and
a unique identity in the !ield of architecture.

R%.')*, K'$')*, D%-*,

Revathi Kamath (born October 2, 1955) is a respected architect
who works passionately for ecology, environment, and architecture.
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Perhaps as a result of having played with mud and doll houses in
a tribal area in her childhood, Kamath slid into a pathbreaking
manifestation of contemporary architecture when she set up her
practice in 1980. She collaborates with her architect husband
Vasanth who was her former teacher; however, they handle most
of their projects separately. The deep study and exploration of raw
earth and other indigenous building materials has formed a part of
her daily life for over thirty years. She has diligently gathered the
wisdom to enable her successfully to build a dozen projects with
these materials that have now been brought into the mainstream.
This is an extremely important aspect of her work.
Hard working and totally immersed in the design process,
Kamath does extensive drawings and works out the basic structure
herself. She adheres to no boundaries in her role as an architect,
interacting with a wide range of diﬀerent people involved in the
making of a project, from craftsmen, engineers, and bureaucrats
to clients and aﬀected community members. For her, participation
is key. To realize an integrated architecture, she uses low-energyconsuming as well as low-waste materials and lets the process of
building direct the aesthetics as far as possible. From her exposure
to tribal culture in her childhood, Kamath was keenly interested
in the vernacular architecture of the world, the impact of which
can be perceived in her designs, for example, the School of the
Handicapped in New Delhi (Figure 9.4). She was also impressed by
Laurie Baker’s work in Kerala, as it showed her the “other” way of
building in a strong modernist ambience in the country. With some
500 projects to her credit, Revathi Kamath has worked relentlessly
as a designer for three decades. She was earlier involved in teaching
architecture.
She has also experimented with steel for the past twelve to
!ifteen years, building about ten projects, some as large as 10,000
sq m, integrating the widespread craft skills in steel fabrication
into the architectural vocabulary and expression of buildings. In
her work, steel has been taken beyond its modernist and mannerist
expression of “modernity.” She believes that the extensive use of
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Figure 9.4: The school for the handicapped, New Delhi

Source: Photo courtesy Revathi Kamath.

steel minimizes the quantum of reinforced concrete which is unecological, consuming large quantities of water in its fabrication and
rendering its constituent materials irretrievable and un-reusable,
except as dump.
More concerned with the feminine than feminism, for Kamath a
woman’s consciousness is part of her environmental awareness
and humanism. However, she consciously tries to use women’s
traditional knowledge and practices, such as the cow-dung plaster
used by some village women to coat the walls of their houses, the
mirror-work that has adorned palaces and ordinary homes since the
Mughals onward, and !loor and wall paintings in buildings. She also
assimilates the presence of the craftsmen in the building process.
She tries to design for low-energy consumption and minimal waste.
In recent years, she has developed several large-scale projects such
as wildlife sanctuaries and tourist resorts. Her two children are
grown; but when they were young, Kamath balanced career with
motherhood by keeping her of!ice next to her home, letting the
children spend a lot of time in the of!ice, and taking them with her
to visit out-of-town sites.
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Somewhat similar to Revathi Kamath, and driven by her passion for
architecture, Anupama Kundoo (born April 24, 1967) has made a
name for herself at a young age as an alternative practitioner with
a focus on the materiality of architecture, especially alternative
low-impact roo!ing systems. She has a PhD from the University
of Technology, Berlin, and now lives and practices in the city of
Auroville, near Pondicherry in south India (Figure 9.5). Although
the aesthetics of modernism appealed to Kundoo, its in!luence
remained latent during her education. She was greatly inspired by
the Golconde house (1948) by Antonine Raymond in Pondicherry,
one of the !irst modern buildings in India. She found it contextual,
climate-speci!ic, site-responsive and recognized that it had an
intimate contact to nature. She was also impressed by the writings
of Le Corbusier and his “architect-as-artist” model. For her,
architecture is a manifestation of theory and thought, and thus an
architect needs to be a whole !igure who is able to re!lect society and
Figure 9.5: Architect’s own house, Auroville, 2000

Source: Photo courtesy Anupama Kundoo.
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provoke discussions in it regarding its development. A major living
in!luence and mentor was the architect Roger Anger of Auroville,
with whom she shared the joy and playfulness of architectural
experimentation, research, and innovation while aiming for beauty
and harmony. She is the author of Roger Anger: Research on Beauty
Architecture: 1953–2008 (2009).
Kundoo observes contractors, engineers, masons, and laborers,
invigorated by their excitement and involvement in the project. She
works with local people, trains them, and learns alongside them.
She regards the socioeconomic as important as the climatic and
environmental realities of a project, and enjoys the whole process of
architecture and how it is made, rather than the end product alone.
She explores, understands and then exposes the inherent quality
and beauty of each material, while making the least impact possible
on the environment in the process.
The building and manufacturing are both preferably done on
site. There is no scaﬀolding in rural areas and she places emphasis
on the judicious use of concrete. She often works with details, yet
she was involved in setting up the master plan for the south Indian
city of Auroville (inaugurated in 1968) because the micro to her
is important to understand the macro. To her technology is not as
important in a space as feeling the sense of beauty and well-being.
She is married to an architect and has a young son with whom she
now lives in Berlin for part of each year.

A1*' N'/',& L'$1'*, M+$1',

Abha Narain Lambah (born September 14, 1970) has brought
the !ield of architectural conservation in India to a forefront. She
has been one of the pioneers, bringing in many new aspects as
professional concerns in the !ield. In the past !ive years, the climate
for conservation has improved as the heritage movement has
expanded, and with growing awareness, government agencies are
now engaged in areas that were previously the purview of citizen
initiatives. Lambah tailors her approach to the individual projects,
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as the buildings belong to diﬀerent historic time periods (from the
ancient to the colonial), functional types, and stylistic categories,
and have suﬀered diﬀerent levels of deterioration.
She is a hands-on person and stresses practical experience. She
also writes on conservation issues and has won many awards and
fellowships, including four awards for conservation from UNESCO.7
Her clients range from government and private corporations to
communities. As a conservation architect, she consciously keeps
her own design “ego” in check as she focuses on understanding and
maintaining sensitivity to the original design intent of the historic
building’s architect, as in her restoration of Elphinstone College,
for which she won a UNESCO Asia Paci!ic Heritage Conservation
honorable mention in 2004 (Figure 9.6). Thus, it is the response to the
material, design, and period of the original building that guides her
on each project. She respects the authenticity of material and looks at
the building, the precinct, or an entire plan in a holistic manner.
Figure 9.6: Elphinstone College renovation, Mumbai

Source: Photo courtesy Abha Lambah.
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Wherever possible, she uses the traditional craftsmen and
carpenters, as well as local engineers. An example of this kind of work
is her restoration of the !ifteenth-century Maitreya Buddha temple
in Ladakh. Although physically challenging, the project gave her new
sensitivity to people and insights into working at the community level
because she employed local craftsmen to rebuild and waterproof the
earthen-walled structure in the traditional bhojpatra technique. Her
of!ice is small, which encourages a cohesive work group that enables
her to remain personally involved in each project.
With a young daughter, she and her husband have had to balance
job with family, and sometimes this means bringing her daughter
with her to out-of-town sites. Though Lambah never felt conscious
of being a woman professional in the liberal atmosphere of Mumbai,
where she is located, she is immediately aware of it in other cities,
such as New Delhi. She admits to having had to climb bamboo
scaﬀolding on construction sites at times to be taken seriously.
In past decades, women have struggled to achieve their place
in the male-dominated world of architecture, necessarily de!ining
themselves in the male mould while at the same time struggling to
diﬀerentiate themselves from it, but in the twenty-!irst century, a
de!inite paradigm shift can be observed. Many women architects—
precisely because they are not entrenched in traditional ways of
practicing architecture—now work with the integration of energy,
water, and building materials and are strong advocates of using the
principles of ecologically and culturally sustainable design in projects.
Incorporating rainwater harvesting and water recycling, they also
stress climate, site conditions, and the availability of primary natural
resources as well as appropriate constructional techniques. Minimal
use of concrete, cost-eﬀective building techniques, and attention to
landscape make their projects stand out as visibly innovative and
diﬀerent. Some, at the same time, are modernists and have rather
corporate practices with very contemporary and global expressions.
They use bright colors, de!ining strong forms and !luid “walls” in
varying planes. They design playful spaces and explore various
materials and textures. Since most architects have been educated in
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the post-independence period within the modernist framework, it
re!lects on their work in one way or another.

M'(*'., D%4',, A*$%('1'(

I conclude with a brief biography of myself because it illustrates a
diﬀerent career path through the !ield of architecture. Born on June
11, 1951, I belong to the second generation of women architects in
India. I grew up in a nuclear family in a relatively liberal environment.
My father was a medical consultant who had a lot of in!luence on me;
yet I rejected the !ield of medicine and joined architecture. I loved
the course from the moment I entered university, envisioning the
possibility of becoming an accomplished and in!luential designer.
After a master’s degree in architecture from the University of Texas
at Austin, I returned to India and set up a joint practice with my
husband, Miki Desai. However, by the time I was thirty-three years
old, I had two children and had begun to realize that my career was
nowhere close to being where I had imagined it would lead me.
That realization was painful, and the personal became the political
as I delved into feminist literature, along with many other women
of my generation. Abandoning architectural practice, I became a
teacher, a researcher and a writer, devoting the same energy to the
discourse of architecture that I had formerly devoted to its design
and creation (Desai 2007; Lang et al. 1997). Along with my interest
in colonial architecture, the path from issues of women architects
led to the area of gender and the built environment. Teaching has
been rather experimental for me and interaction with the young
students inspires me as a scholar. I am also fortunate to have a
spouse who shares my deep commitment to architecture as a force
for social good and beauty. Thus, with these numerous activities, it
has been an exhilarating journey down the road of architecture as
well as feminism, where I strive for a way of life that moves from self
to wider concerns.
***
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To conclude, if the !irst women architects were exceptional
individuals, the women mentioned above can be termed, in a sense,
trailblazers because they pursued various directions in Indian
architecture while challenging and breaking feminine boundaries of
society and setting new trends to create identities for themselves in
order to reach professional excellence. They mostly belonged to the
urban upper middle classes, to families where education mattered a
great deal. Their parents and grandparents were generally relatively
progressive, and each of them received special encouragement from
one of the parents to develop her career, the father in most cases,
who served as a career role model. The mothers were housewives
as a rule, but were educated and culturally sophisticated. For this
new group of architects, their husbands and families continue to be
their main support and strength even today. All those pro!iled above
have a strong character, an assertive nature, total commitment, and
a thoroughly professional attitude toward their goals. Each one of
them has a passion for architecture that has enabled her to create a
special identity and a career path for herself whether she has worked
alone or in partnership.
We can perceive that during the second half of the twentieth
century, women were the bene!iciaries of political reform and
modernity within the larger social framework. They were also part
of the promotion and acceptance of modern architecture through
the educational and professional processes, as the social climate
demonstrated an extraordinary modernity within the tremendous
diversity of India.8 Curiously, most of these women architects, with
the exception of Neera Adarkar and myself, do not perceive or call
themselves “feminist,” stressing their dislike for any such “ism,”
although they all strongly believe in gender equality as a basic right.
Although they empathize with women’s issues and disadvantaged
positions in Indian society, I suspect that to gain success, most of
these high-achieving women professionals have chosen not to reject
but to absorb society’s dominant masculine values and behavioral
traits. Without the construction of feminist consciousness, most of
them are also not aware of their gendered struggles, or at least have
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not ascribed professional struggle to the politics of gender. It is
dif!icult for them to acknowledge that architecture is not a neutral
profession and that it cannot be separated from its social and
political context (Anthony 2001; Desai 2007; Weisman 1994: 2).
Though these women often refer to inspirational teachers and
employers, most of them are reluctant to name any single person
as a role model or a mentor. Being from the upper middle class,
many of them also do not see any impact of the women’s movement
on their lives! Yet, with or without an acknowledgement of the
larger issues of the women’s movement, these women have opened
the door to the next generation of architects. It is high time that
histories of modern architecture acknowledge the impact of these
dynamic women.
1.
2.

3.

N#)%4

See Mala Khullar’s “Introduction” in Khullar (2005: 10).
I am grateful to all the women architects for the time they have
spared for the verbal and written interviews as well as for sharing
the photographs of their projects for publication. I am thankful to Mr
Priyavadan Randeria and Mrs Panna Thakore for permission to use his
archival photos for this article. Part of the paper relies on data collected
jointly by Dr Mary Woods and myself while we worked on an earlier
version of the project. See the article on Pravina Mehta by Dr Woods in
this volume.
Unfortunately, there is no study in India, and all my eﬀorts to get
statistics from the relevant organizations have failed so far. In the UK,
however, in July 2003, the Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA)
published the results of its research into the dropout rate of women
from architectural practice. This is the !irst research of its kind to have
been completed in that country. Carried out by the University of the
West of England on behalf of RIBA, the report found that a combination
of factors, including poor employment practice, dif!iculties in
maintaining skills and professional networks during career breaks and
paternalistic attitudes, cause women to leave the profession (http://
www.architecturewomen.org.nz/archives/riba-research-why-do-
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7.
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women-leave-architecture-may-2003). Seventeen percent of the total
persons involved in the profession of architecture are women according
to the website of the American Institute of Architects (AIA).
It should be stressed here that without gender sensitivity, the built
landscape is commonly accepted as a neutral background. Most men and
women designers also strongly believe in the neutrality of the profession
and the self, the women preferring to call themselves “architects” and
not “women” architects. In an attempt to be “mainstream” most women
architects stay away from “women’s issues” for fear of being labeled
feminists or not being accepted as a “true” professional. The history as
well as the practice of architecture has marginalized women as creators
and users, ignoring these issues in the professional and academic
discourses in the country. As a result, the production of buildings and
the creation of theoretical knowledge remains status quo in the context
of gender.
There is no statistical analysis available for girl students, either
historical or contemporary. These are !igures that I have gathered in my
!ield research.
The narratives about the women architects are based on personal and
written interviews, publications about their work, and questionnaire
data.
UNESCO Asia Paci!ic Heritage Conservation Award of Excellence in
2007 for the restoration of Maitreya Temple in Ladakh; UNESCO Asia
Paci!ic Heritage Conservation Award of Distinction in 2007 for the
restoration of Convocation Hall in Mumbai; UNESCO Asia Paci!ic Heritage
Conservation Award of Merit in 2006 for the restoration of the Sir JJ
School of Art in Mumbai; UNESCO Asia Paci!ic Heritage Conservation
Award of Merit in 2004 for the Dadabhai Naoroji Streetscape project in
Mumbai.
This connection between women in architecture and modernity needs
to be studied much in detail.
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