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Round table discussion

1 Pleasetellusabout and»comrhent

onyour training, shedding light on

the difficulties you encountered as a
woman in'this phase, but also on the

positive aspects of your experience. -

‘How did the feminist.debate influ-
ence your advancement ina preva-
lently male field?

Zaha Hadid | 'came to London'in
~-the early 1970s from Beirut to study

at'the Architectural Association. At

that time, there was no prejudice

against women. In fact nearly 50 %

of the students were femnale and the
atmosphere was very gender neu-
tral. Perhaps it was my flamboyance
rather than being a woman that was
the reason | didn't fully fit into the

culture at ‘hand. Difficulties for
women appeared later when it was.

about carving out a position in the
professional world. There was a lot
of prejudice, throughout most of the
80s and 90s. Now, I've broken be-
-yond the barrier.
‘Annabelle Selldorf |was ralsed ina
family where my father was an archi-
tect anid my mother assisted my fa-

“ther with interior design matters. it

was hever a particular consideration
whether as a woman (girl) | would
encounter any obstacles.in the work-
place if | were to become an archi-
tect. Rather, my father advised me to

goto architecture school and not just .
study interior design, with the rea- -

soning that as an architect you can
do interior design but as an interior

designer it is more difficult to do ar-.

chitecture. My first step toward pro-

fessional training was an internship.

on a construction site where |
tearned to curse like a sailor and was
indeed trained'to do masonry.con-
struction. I was the ‘only woman
there and enjoyed that "special” sta-
tus. | experienced the:other crew

“members as being protective and

helpful in ways that they might not
have beenhadibeen aguy. twasa
‘positive experience but | admit itwas
probably exceptional. When | started
arch'tecture schoolinNew York City,

- about a third of the other students

were also women and it didn’ tseem

particularly unusual to want to be-
‘come a woman architect, nor was
 there any shortage of women inthe
architect's office where | worked: di
“would lead to !engthy complamts’ ,
that. maght seem fully motivated if
. we pay no attention to hxstory andto
‘the role assigned to and played by
womeniin hsstory From Aristotle to

throughout school, There were also a

ot 6f women professors in architec- -

- ture schools. There was generalde-

‘bateé about equality for womenin the .
workplacebut that was not. specuﬁc -

to architecture.

Carme Pin6s When. I began my .
studies atthe Escuela Técnica Su-
perior de Arquitectura of Barcelona

in the 1970s the number of women
' at the university was muchlower
than it is today; back then you feit
like you were part of a minority. But

I must say that the effort requiredito

become anarchitect was great for

everyone, men and women, and o

-progressin my studies | really don't

think | encountered more difficul-

‘ties, connected to inequality or oth-
“er.things, than my male colleagues.
"1 would like to point out, however,
.that the biggest problem for a

woman, especially of my generation
and even more for earlier ones, is to
get beyond the idea she has of her-
self as a woman, We tend to place
ourselves in the background too
easily; we do all we can for men,

demonstrating total dedication, and -
receive very little in return. | believe

this impulse to seek fulfilment in
dedication has very distant roots in
time, and represerits a big obstacle
for all of us. Luckily this is a problem
that is' disappearing and.that we
women are able to resolve; though
‘not without trauma, at times. | also
believe that when a woman has
clear-objectives she has to confront
the difficulties for what they are,
without worrying about whether

they are due to being awomanora

man, white or black. They are just
obstacles to surpass, nothing more,
' don't refuse to be drawn into the
feminist debate, but | try to avoid it
if possible, Above all | believe in ac-
tion and participation, and thatis
where Finvest all my energy.

Elsa Prochazka - Working on archi-
fectureis pos:tuve, ingeneral. My po-
sition is very ambivalent: before the
feminist debate had effectively be-
gun'twas already active, with suc-

cess, as an “architektin” (I took ade-

greeinVienna, at the Polytechnic, in
1970):Later | often had to'spendalot
of energy to get out of the “feminine

“ghetto” in which | found myself being

utilized as a representative of the
“wormen’s quota”. So | have to con-
fess that it irritates me, in this post-
feministera, to find that women and
architecture can still be the theme of
a publication. Nevertheless | am al-
ways willing to publish my work in
«Casabellay and ~for similar rea-
sons~ | answer gquestions | find bor~
ing because I've already been asked

“them hundreds of times. My position

‘is ambivalent, as|was saying, be

lcause unfortunateiy I'consider this
- discussion indispensable even today,
. evervin relation to architecture, But |
- would ramertalk about my concep-

Wemmger in short =through a co-
herent sequence of marginaliza-
tions, oppressions, demagogies, vio:

lence, fundamentalists; including o

own— we withess and are involved in

*.an unacceptable divide that sets
aside those who are "different’, in-:
clding women. In the long and not

completed process of emancipation,

those who have entered the profes- |

sion represent a privileged minority

with the duty to defend, expand and
promote the feminine presence in
the world of work. Due to the posi-.
tion they have achieved, not without
acost, they do not have the right to
complain too much.

2 What are your reflections on the
honor of the Pritzker Prize for the
work of Zaha Hadid: is this finally a
sign of .openness to the work of
women in architecture, oris it the
exception that provestheruleina
field that is still dominated, at the
highest levels, by men?

Zaha Hadid - Whether the honor of
winning the Pritzker Prize was the ex-
ceptionto the rule of male domina-
tion remains.to be seen. But even |,
as awoman, have toadmitthat there
aren’t many female architects that
can show the caliber of work tobein-
cluded in this group of winners. But

| there are a handful that should have

achanceinthe next five toten years.
Annabelle Selldorf Certainly | be-
lieve the first, that Zaha Hadid win-
ning the Pritzker Prize is a mite-
stone for women in architecture.
While it may stili be true that the
majority of the high-level players:in
architecture are men, the number
of successful women architects'is
increasing, Zaha Hadid, Kazuyo Se-
jima, Billie Tsien to name justa few.
Carme Pinés | don’t think the
Pritzker to Zaha Hadid is important
for the normalization of the role of
women in architecture. What is more
important is her tenacity, the con-
sistency of her professional career,
the fact that thanks to her particular
way of interpreting the work she has
become an outstanding figure in the
history of our profession. The prize
may help her to obtain commissions
from those who base their choices
on this type of reference, but when
people talk about Zaha Hadid in the
future the prize will just be one an-
ecdote among many.

Odile Decq 1n 1999 | was inter-
viewed by the French magazine
«Archi Créey for a special issue on
women and architecture. At the time
1 said: «As in other professions, in ar-
chltecture thereiis still a difference
between men and women...» and |

expressed the hope that Zaha Hadid
.. would be able to construct her big
. project of the moment, the Center

for Contemporary Arts in Rome, giv-
en the fact that she had not been

. able to build the Opera House in
. Cardiff. }-also said that aithough
. there is areadiness to recognize our

talent as architects, thie time was still
not ripe forfull acceptance of our
role; ‘and the most important com-

“missions were still not assigned to

womnen. Today, five years later, Zaha
‘'has many new projects.in the con-
struction phase, and she has won the
Pritzker. Have the times changed or
is.Zaha just an exception? Probably
both hypotheses are true. The times
have: changed, and today. mare
women are able to be successful in



the profession, though not alf the fe-
male students ~who represent 50 %
of architecture students around the
world- can succeed.

Elsa Prochazka | thinkit's a fnvo—
lous question. In this case, it is sim-
ply a matter of appreciating an ex-
traordinary body of architectural
work. Reference to the prize won by
Zaha Hadid in a publication on
women and architecture seems to be
only.a form of exploitation.

Flora Ruchat ' | certainly don't want
to.omit a word of praise about Zaha
Hadid: she’s brilliant, | admire her
very much as an architect andasa
woman. Thoughvery different from
my conception of space, her proj-
ects fascinate me: they are always
intelligent and reflect a triggering

instinct and, not: comcrdentally.'

great mathematical precision. She
* deserves the Pritzker!

3 Itis diffieult to discuss the prob-

lems encountered by womenarchi-

tects in progressing in their careers -
without talking about something

“else”:'namely the obstacles all

working women face every day,:

having to snmultaneausly care for
their families (lack of adequate so-

cial services. inflexible hours, lower

‘pay for equal work, etc). In your ex-

“perience, to what extent are the dif-
ficulties caused by these "other”
factors, and to what extent are they
specifically related to architectural
practice?

Zaha Hadid You speak of obvious
obstacles that are far from being
remedied. Successful professional
women often have to sacrifice as-
pects of private life. Often, this isn'ta
conscious choice but a result of the
dynamics of a career-driven life.
Annabelie Selldorf Indeed, | believe
that at least half the factors are due
to “something else’, especially the
role of the woman as the caregiver in
the traditional family structure.
Carme Pin6és Women have alot to
offer to the world of work. Their view
of life ~their value scale—is substan-
tially different from that of men. |
don't know if this depends on genet-
ic or cultural factors, but | believe the
difference exists and that, ina world
increasingly dominated by the values
of trade and profit, a relationship
with the everyday world, with the rit-
uals of everyday life, is essential. A di-
mensiorrof life that is more real, less
abstract than the way the worid has
always been represented by men..
Odite Decq. | am firmly convinced
that unlike men women have an ad-

“vantage (which perhaps is also a

disadvantage): they can choose.
They can decide not to sacrifice
their entire life to work, to realize
themselves in another way. To be-
come an architect, with all that itim-
plies; means devoting your life to the
profession, and this is not easy for
women, who have usually been
brought up ina different way,

Elsa Prochazka ' | think doing archi:

 tecture requires a certain passion, al-
most an obsession, without which -

everything becomes complicated

and full of obstacles. This passion

doesn't have to exclude partners and
children, In.general, having a family,

‘the conditions in whichwe do our

work change greatiy. but they cer-
tainly don’timprove.

fessional path seems hard to sepa-
rate from the complex, intricate di-
mension of existence, the experi-
ence of life that includes everything
~work, family; refationships. disap-

* pointrments and grief- which is not

programmed based on precise ob-
jectives set and then achieved or not
achieved. Instead, itis an interweav-

“ ing of events, many of them caused
by chance. Aimost everything has
happened by chance. Having little in*

‘commonwithdesti
with politics and ideclogy, chance
transforms itself into opportunity, .
curiosity, a readmess tosetoffon
new adventures, to meet niew chal-

andevenless

lenges, wagers | make with myself. In

this sense design combines with the

desire to come to terms with things,

processes, with your own strengths

andimits. This happens, to anin-

creasing extent, ini a situation of in-
terdisciplinary dialogue, a condition:

thatimposes humility, determma—
tion: and awareness. s

4 Thejob of the architect has tradi-.
tionally been amale career (worksite’
supervision,. relatlonshlp‘w;th the -
prejudices of clients, major invest-
ment of capital are ali factors thatdo.
not always favor: the choice of a
‘woman architect). What have been

the most significant obstacles - in-
side the discipline and inprofession-

al practice - you have had: to facein .

yourcareer?. :
Zaha Hadid | dor’ t beheve that

“much remains of the stereotype

that architecture should be a male
rather than a femalecareer. As I said
earlier, 50 % of first-year architec-
tural students are women. Sa

women certainly don't perceive this ©

career as aliento their gender. How-
ever; perhaps ‘unlike some other
professions.'in the later years of
study and'then in professional work,

“the'ranks thinout considerably.
Annabelle Selldorf 1 think the only:

real obstacle I've encountered s one
that is in the psychology of the im-
age of the architect. Awoman is less.

likely, in-the minds of many, to be:

equally capable of negotiating with
union contractors, especially on
large scale construction projects, or
handling technical issues such as

coordinating complex mechanical’

and structural systems within a bril-
liantly conceived design scheme. In
other words, a woman may be able
to design'a-beautiful building, but

Ppeople may not expect her to.be

able to translate that designinto a
solid, buildable project.

‘Odlfé Decq. Where I'm concemed

‘'ve:been helped by an exceptional:

man;Benolt Cornette. | wantedto
becomie an architect with all my .-

-might. 1 met him when we were both

completing our university studies. He
was studying medicine. When | took
a degreein architecture, Benoit de-
cided to change his course of Study

e .. After graduation | started a studioon
FloraRuchat Ata d;stance‘mypro' ‘

my own, and-Benoit helped me while
he was still a student. Nevertheless,
he soon discovered that if he entered-
the studio during a meeting with a
client, | was quickly overlooked and
they wouild start to talk and discuss

' things only with him, Far this reason.

he decided not to participate at the -
meetings, at least untilhe toohad his.
degree, so | would be recognizedas
the architect in charge of the studio.

‘Few:ien wollld have done this. T am
“ famitiar with many. architecturé stie

dios run by coupies that are Kknown
only under the name of tHe man. This -
isoften justtfced by saynngthat inthe

early years of activity it is more con- -
venient toregister just one of thetwo -
names, for economic reasons, and

- often it is the woiman who decidesto

stayout of the limelight. Itis alsotrue
that this profession, no matter-how
big your passion and your commit-
ment;is really hard. And women usu-
ally have to work twice as hardtobe
taken into consideration. It appears -

that the problem is there in all the:
countries of the world, perhiaps with'
the exception of Finland where, I've -

- discovered, there'is a centuries-old

tradition of women architects. Inmy -
experience it is very rare for the rep-:

‘resentative of the client to be a

woman, and when it is awomanshe
is never the head of the company,
but a manager. Just once, in over
twenty years of career, have fworked
with:a woman engineer inicharge of
a worksite. Women work above all in
the sales and marketing divisions of
the different companies. Recently |
designed a house inBeijing. The en-

‘gineer and head of the contracting
- firm was a woman, as was the

client's representative. They were
very determined and competent,

~ and always smiled during the meet--

ings, something that really makes.
work more pleasant... Maybe the,

" change will start precisely with Chi-

na! | do not believe that women are
incapable of handling ali the phases .
of a project and its construction,

- though every woman architect has

lived the story of the first encounter
with a client in which she gets rmis- -
taken for a secretary. Or the sarcas-
tic smiles the first time (and other
times as well) she entered a work--
site; hopefully ready to avoid the
traps prepared for her by the con-
tractors. When decided to study ar- -
chitecture, in the first half of the
1970s, my parents invited a male ar-
chitect friend to lunch, who an-

“swered my questions. Inthe end he

said it was a good thing that women
would begin to work in architecture
. studios, because with their highly de-




veloped pragmatism they could

- more efficiently handle the matters =
~ ofkitchensand fumlshlngsl lwasup-

set by that encounter. and | decided
touse my "femmma pragmatism”.in.
a completely different way. | don’t

‘think young female students today:

hear similar: proposal
ture careers —or | hapethey don't...

~ delving into these issues. | don't

think it is useful to list and classify
the obstacles. 1 only believe inaction

and tenacity: gutta cavat lapidem.
. Elsa Prochazka The still very hier-
“-archical organization of the profes-

sion guarantees that as faras the
level of worksite superwsmn no:.
g noteworthy obstacles exist. The

problem arises,instead, as inalleco-

' nomic sectors: on the upper levels.
- Fmtalking about mekfamous 2
ch»wamen repref :

: cextmg abave v

' prefer not to kno

| has played adecisiverale.

. Flora Ruchat Our relationship with. . :  ;
- "work, seen as cultaral commitiment,
s basedonwhanmmkrsspecxﬁca# e

ly. feminine willingness to getin-

. volved 'in_social issues; to serve
rather than to seek personal ac-
claim; to understand and interpret.
needs rather than inventing them, to:
enjoy the pleasure of the intellectual -
adventure as anend in itself instead
of a way to achieve success. Doing -~

things to satisfy, but also to learn, to

expand your area of expertise and’

find:your limits. Apart fromthe rig-

orous coherence the work demands,
I'don't repress the playful side, which
is anintegral part of making archi- -
:tecture: | stilllike to play. This is pos- .
sible only by juggling the necessary
compatibility among different roles, -
an indispensable premise for a pro-

fessionin feminine terms. Otherwise
your have to renounce or deny your

nature ds a woman. Soyou cansay

amanemancipated woman, liberat-

ed fromthe state of siavery, submis- ©
sion, inferiority, as the dictionary -

tells us.under the entry for “emanci-
pation”! It’s true, this assumes that
one concrete, unavoidable dimen-
sion is present, necessary for our
claim of emancipation: time. Time is

required and indispensable to be+

long to the active; productive world;
fo stay on the scene; time thatis

subtracted in an everyday struggie :
between spheres of interest. emo-

tions, commitments that often con-

flict but are all of essential impor-
tance; that have to coexist as best
. they can, hopefully nourishing each '
other, but more ofter mutually re-
ducing each other. This feads to the -

‘need to invent strategies for operat-

ing inamale world, aworld that is.of-
tenstill male*dommates! Often to

lass o work, and it also p!ays noroleatallin ;
“architectural ‘education or proies~
sional work. This seems tobe one of

‘those unalterable myths and pat .

1 ! ‘ics. lthasn'ta basis in Teality, and
ndto thequss ! \
the ether hand; | -
i which mo-

ments of my career beingawoman™ -

: to matters of scale an pfﬂpﬁ

~proaches and personahtues aside

make up work at mght I've avaidedi;
social dinners with colieagues or
clients, saymgl had to stay with the
children... and by now they are: 3!-

* most grown up! Another toolis com- -
| promise. The negative connotation

of that term, in my long experience,

~-has been transformed* ¥ thmk of
: compromlsa asa resource :

Carme Pin6s I'm notinterestedin - B
11 The questlon of femmme speci-

ficity in the act of designing/is a

theme often mentioned but very -
hard to define without falling into
facile stereotypes Do you believeit:

| is:possible to indicate a particular
* contribution of the woman arch:s
tectin this sense? -

Zaha Hadid Tve néver worned
about this: questtanoffemmmechar- :
acteristics in the sphere of destgn‘

temcs of j alists and cultural crit=

is perhaps counter—produc ve

However. proof can always’ bef
of the opposite argument

Odile Decq | dontthmkrtis possi- -
ble to talk about feminine architec-
ture as opposed to masculine archi~ .
tecture. There are dffferent ap-

from gender. And - don’t think the -
question should be posed in. such a
drastic manner: accepting work in a
studio run by men, or defeating men .
on all fropts. Itis important, onthe
other hand, for every architect, male
or female, to acknowledge the ca- -

- pacities of the other to practice the
- profession at an egual level.

Elsa Prochazka Women stilt have a
different-social role than men, and
therefore a different way of seeing
the world. In any.case very different -

. ‘ways of looking at the world do exist,

aside from the question of gender, a

- quiestion which, in miy opinion,where’
“architecture is concerned, does not
involve significant differences. .

6! Over the last ten years, have you

noticed any change in the attitudes
of clients, developers and worksite

* supervisors with respect to women
-architects? In your experience of
_ workin project teams or inrelation to

your staff, do you:still see the exis-
tence of pre-set roles traditionafly as-
signed to women (drawing, furnish-

‘ings, decorating, graphics)? Is the

worksite still a "'man’s world"?:

:Zaha Hadid . It's true that tradition- -

ally (that means starting at the turn




of the century when women first en-
tered design professions) women
have been more oriented towards in- -
terior decoration and textiles. But
that was along time ago: In.our office
we have no stereotypical categories
that relate to gender at all. Inthe ear-
lier part of my career, |.did feel ex-
cluded from certain “old boy net-
works” and | sometimes perceived a
certain caution in developers. | think
such cultural chemistry is always im-
portant when it comes to private
contract work. But | very often do de-
velop a close chemistry with. my
clients, even friendships. So the fact
that!'m a woman is only one factor
in my cultural profile and persona,
and | nolonger feel it tobe restrictive.
Annabelle Selldorf Yes,{think itis
absolutely true that there has been
‘a greater willingness to accept
women as equal contributors in all
aspects of the profession: As women
prove their abilities, more accept-
ance follows. In my office, we have
been able to create a very equaland
balanced professional relationship
between men and women.
Elsa Prochazka Something has
changed in the working environment
of architecture studios. Certainly the
participation of women has grown,
imperceptibly. | say imperceptibly
because theydo not'get or occupy
specific roles, although often they
are more involved and more efficient.
Here again, we see the factor of the
air getting thinner the higher you go.
Unfortunately, respect for women
grows; while at the same time re-
spect for all producers of architec-
ture in general decreases.
Flora Ruchat Compromise as par-
tial renunciation is inevitable, not on-
ly for women, in order to think about
and make architecture in a certain
way today, in an interdisciplinary di-
mension, with ranks of specialists
who accompany a process that is in-
creasingly filled with placebo-like
standards. In these conditions; try-
ing to handle an architectural proj-
ectinits entirety is rarely a good bet.
So the hierarchies become funda-
mental: you have to develop the'in-
tervention from the basicidea —the
space, the relation, the necessity
that lies behind it~ to the important
parts that must be defended in or-
der not to lose the meaning and uni-
ty of the project. And then to the
parts already designed with a possi-
ble modification'in mind, residuatl
themes toward which to orient the
debate and the negotiation; reason-
ably complying with the wishes of
public or private clients, increasing-
ly anonymous and often represent-
ed in an arrogant way.
edited by Chiara Baglione and Mer-
cedes Daguerre
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