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A Civic Center in eastern Ethiopia, inspired by the relationship be-
tween architecture and culture, designed by the discoveries found with-
in that investigation and determined by the function and the people it 
is intended to serve. This book is aimed at depicting that investigation 
and clarifying the specific links between architecture and culture, while 
highlighting its relationship in the world of design from a humanitar-
ian perspective.





The Sahara, the palace of winds, 
  the browns and reds of sand that have 
  coated my ancestors for years; 
  and now I’m left with a skin 
  tinted to match the earth I came from. 
           The oases;     
 crystals and rarities; 
  springs of religion and hope; 
  the source of our fortune. 
           I love the Imam 
  as he calls on his people with Islamic chants, 
  traces of my tongue; 
  tongues that have spoken the same language 
  tasted the same spices. 
           The sower     
 with her seeds of thread sown 
  to make fabrics of time, 
     fabrications of time, 
            and changes of culture. 
  We wrap ourselves in these cotton cloths 
  adorned with silk 
 as we celebrate             mourn            and worship, 
   to decorate            and conceal        
  all at once. 
                                                                                          The music; 
  the djembes and the strings carried, 
  enhanced by the wind 
  that emblazes the fire 
  we dance around. 
  
                     What are we dancing for? 
           Life; 
           life and its rhythm, 
           the rhythm of our ancestors 
 casting spells,               curses             and blessings 
  to protect our children 
  that follow the footsteps 
  created in the sand         
                                                                                       ...left behind.



t h e s i s :



An investigation of the link between 
architecture and culture



architecture as a solution:
A CIVIC CENTER 



A culture is defined by layers of color, texture, taste, smell, and sound. When a 
space is created it must engage the senses with respect to the layers particular to the 
culture in question. This is important because architecture must solidify this link 
between human and space. Without this bond, the space loses its identity and rel-
evance. This is because it lacks the architectural elements that are in tune with the 
culture, the function, and the human experience. Consequently, it does not have an 
influence on at least one of those components. Therefore architecture must become 
a tool by using the same elements that reflect the identity of a culture, to orient it 
in a direction that proves beneficial to the society as a whole. It is necessary that the 
architect has a complete understanding of the culture in all its complexity as well as 
the elements that are causing a socio-economic deceleration. Solutions cannot be 
found with the wrong questions, and the right questions cannot be attained when 
there is even a slight level of ignorance as to what one is aiding as well as challenging.





The right questions address the problems plaguing a society and how the commu-
nity works together as a whole. The  fundamentals must be attained and addressed 
with an open mind clear of pre-concieved notions. Furthermore the architect 
engages in an understanding of their lifestyle so as to prevent presumptuous judg-
ment of what is best for them. With this the architect is then able to ask how the 
community thrives, what are the shortcmings,  and what elements of design and 
lifestyle can be introduced to improve the circumstances.  This moves toward ex-
ecuting an appropriate and effective project and program, that both embraces and 
influences the culture simultaneously. The thesis intent is to clarify the link be-
tween architecture and  culture: this essentially adresses the link between human 
and space. The collective knowledge of where, how, and why people live the way 
they live is the first step to determining a project that will be a vehicle for the thesis.



thesis project:  a civil center



architecture with a purpose: project design 
determined by the people and their needs.





Samuel Mockbee once said, “The architectural profession has an ethical respon-
sibility to help improve living conditions for the poor… (It) should challenge 
the status quo into making responsible environmental and social changes”. The 
notion that design is critical for a society’s betterment should not be taken 
lightly. Architects have the ability to marry the romance that makes a city and 
its people, with the practical more efficient modes of construction and design 
to meet a sustainable end. At the same time, architecture has always lent itself 
to the concept of evolution; where buildings depict the changing nature of a 
society, and are capable of initiating and catalyzing that change.





Materiality: understand-
ing the local materials and 
means of construction, as 

well as the architecture pro-
duced for and by the people 

it shelters. Questioning 
ways to improve and 

embrace the utilization of 
materials and the buildings 

that are designed..



s i t e :



Harrar Jugol, Ethiopia





H a r r a r :

Harrar is an eastern city in Ethiopia, located 311 miles from the capital city.  It 
remains a pre-industrial city that has used trade as its main form of sustenance 
even before its great wall surrounding the city was erected in the thirteenth 
century. In the middle of a trading route between the Middle East and the 
capital city,  Harrar opened its gates to traders that brought not only a broad 
range of goods, but also a range of ethnicities, customs, and beliefs. Today, the 
city is still home to a diverse group of people that have contributed their respec-
tive customs and traditions to form what is identified as the Harrari culture.





Above: Thirteenth century wall 
surrounding the city. 

Left: One of the six gates 
of the massive wall named 

“Jugol”.
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Civil Center





Located in the center of the city, the site is in the 
midst of a fragmented system of markets, dwellings, 
places of worship and places of work. The main road 
bordering the north end of the site acts as a link be-
tween the different sections of the city. Similarly, 
the lace of alleyways act as seams that stitch the net-
work of people, their places, and spaces together.





In plan, the lace of the streets of Harrar, have been extended into the site, therefore allow-
ing for an effortless transition of movement from the city to the site. In section, the structures 
emerge from, and carve into, the earth; effectively merging with the earth both in materiality 
and form. Due to its proximity to the equator, the sun is mostly overhead, hence the extreme 
heat and need for shade. Therefore, the earth is also used for shading and thermal comfort as 
a whole. As a result, the people experience the structures and the environment simultaneously. 





Left: exisiting alleyways that are made 
from rock and adobe walls plastered 
with a white coat to reflect the sunlight 
and consequently the heat. Narrow 
width allows for shadows throughout 
most of the day.
Above: proposed extension of paths 
into the site as well as an increase of 
arcades and arches for increased space 
and shadow. Courtyards are also intro-
duced for ventilation purposes.





Throughout the city, the people generally 
try to have their dwellings, places of wor-
ship, leisure, and work within the same 
vicinity. This has caused a general human 
and spatial disorganization, counter-act-
ing a community-oriented mentality, and 
therefore causing their economic status to 
decelerate. I chose Harrar because of their 
rich culture, and their desire for commu-
nity that can be attained with a change in 
architecture. It is not a problem of societal 
ideals, but a problem of design on all scales..



Preliminary plan and 
study sketches depict-
ing possible modes 
of shading, ventila-
tion, and construction 
that can be employed 
within the develop-
ment of the plan and 
the program as a whole. 

Using the mass of the walls and fabric to 
develop adjustable shading devices.

Designing the roof to shelter, collect the minimal 
rain water, and cool the incoming air.

Creating an extension to the arcade using local 
modes of construction in an esthetically pleasing 
manner. Also proposing architectural elements 
that accomodate human conditions.



When deciding on the program, I had to find a solution to an architectural prob-
lem that had become a social and consequently an economic problem. Due to the 
fact that trade is their main form of sustenance, and they live and recreate in the 
same area, I chose to design a civic center. I took into consideration the cultural lay-
ers that are rooted in ethnic, religious, and social substance. The complex serves as a 
symbol of how architecture can actively transform the way a community functions.



The open layout of the program allows for a better human integration and 
interaction. The journey through the scheme of the design is meant to pro-
mote a convergence of people. In addition to this, the convergence will have 
its specificities regarding which groups of people go where, and why. The 
people engaging in service gravitate to their respective quarters, and those 
engaging in production and consumption will do the same. The organic 
nature of this system allows for change. As the community evolves, the na-
ture of these spaces will transform, but what would have been employed by 
then will remain. The qualities that make the culture and community what 
it is, will continually be engraved in the architecture. This then perpetuates 
a continual change in an individual’s life and his/her role in the community.

P R O G R A M M E







The people of Harrar have several layers of craftsmanship. This 
includes pottery, weaving, coffee production, and spice cultiva-
tion. The program adheres to this while taking into consideration 
the operations of production, vending, and consumption; where 
a person is viewed as an inhabitant, a consumer, producer, and 
visitor all at once. This versatility in an individual’s role reflects 
the importance of a working community, and how critical it is 
that they are able to function as a system, informing one another 
accordingly. The active engagement of the human senses is evi-
dent, as one journey’s through and experiences the architecture.





The program consists of an assembly of structures that become a 
part of the vernacular blueprint of the city as a whole. The organiza-
tion of the dwellings, places of production, vending, relaxation, and 
prayer ensures an efficient use of space while maintaining its fluidity.







Dwellings: The dwellings overlook the complex and are accessed by interior stair-
cases linking directly to their respective stalls and collective studios. Because the 
Harrari people are not preoccupied with concern for security; the lack of gates is 
therefore an easy decision to make regarding spatial division. Furthermore, the 
dwellings and stalls are facing an arcade on one-side, hence causing a cooling effect 
for the interiors of these spaces, and a view of the hills on the other. In addition 
to the poetics of these spaces, lies the quality of light. Being a culture with limited 
western influence, the Harrari people embrace the darkness and use light only for 
functional purposes. The minimal day light that is allowed within the dwellings is 
designed to wash up against the textured walls, ceilings and floors. The slight open-
ings intensify the light and create a moment where the light cuts through the heavy 
darkness. The openings direct light to specific interior niches designed for working 
at particular times of the day. This is possible due to the massive walls that main-
tain darkness (and thermal comfort) and allow for the molding of these apertures.









Weaving and Seasoning ; The designated area for the production and trade of woven 
items, is sheltered by a bamboo pavilion that curves open to the northern prevailing 
winds. It also allows the sun’s light to filter through, while maintaining the desired 
shade. Spacious, well lit, and cool, the area is comfortable for the production, exhi-
bition and trade of large woven items, as well as small ones. Connected to this sec-
tion is the grain and spice market. Sheltered by an arcade that supports merchant 
dwellings, the grain vendors sit on bamboo woven bases that are integrated into the 
architecture. Here they sell grains and spices that have an array of colors to match 
the woven baskets and rugs being sold nearby. Accompanying the visual vibrancy is 
the gripping collection of aromas that disappear once one enters the basket and rug 
market, and reappears in a different form once one climbs up to the coffee patio.

















Pottery and Coffee- The design calls for a well lit and ventilated space for the 
throwing or hand-building of ceramics, a designated place for a kiln, and a cool and 
dry place to sell the pottery produced. The coffee roaster, located above the kiln, is 
constantly heated, slowly roasting the coffee beans that are on it, while releasing a 
rich aroma throughout the day. Ceramic coffee dishes that are made below where 
the kiln is located, are sold at the top where coffee is served and sold. Here, the space 
is shaded above and protected around with a screen made to imitate the woven bas-
kets of the Harrari people. Therefore it is open to a breeze where pots that have just 
been fired may cool, and the heat from the kiln tower may be released through the 
skylight. The space is ideal for leisure and vending. Sheesha providers can rent their 
hookah’s with flavored tobacco to go along with the leisurely experience of drink-
ing coffee. The large coffee roaster and the kiln can be used without mixing the 
different types of beans, but requires communal cooperation and synchronization. 







Left: exterior view of the 
screened place of leisure where 
coffee is produced and sold, and 
sheesha is served.
Above: interior view looking 
through the screen.













Sacred Spaces: The sculpted out place of worship is below the general public’s ac-
tivities. When one passes the threshold and walks into the prayer area, there is the 
sound of the water, where people cleanse their bodies in preparation for prayer. 
The pebbles on the ground are cool and smooth which proves ideal for walking 
barefoot. The below-grade space, is away from the chaotic market, and lends itself 
to the serene nature of this sacred space. The community is predominantly Islamic, 
therefore I had to not only take into consideration the climatic conditions of the 
scorching sun and hot-dry winds, I also had to bear in mind the washing before 
prayer, the bare feet during prayer, and the rug storage after prayer. The space also 
has recessed niches in the earth for individual contemplation. The beauty of their 
religion is that it calls for everyone to come together in prayer and worship. With 
this, the community adheres to the architect’s intent, and individuals gravitate to 
where the space, time, and activity seem to correspond appropriately. As a result, 
the architecture must lend itself to this quality of congregation coming together 
in and for tranquility. This also forces the people to wash and pray in unison so 
as to not interrupt the scheme of things, and also lets the vendor and consumer 
reclaim their roles at the same time, and the market therefore resumes uniformly.













I started this thesis with the intent to “save the world with design”, and instead saved my 
own world of design, that was partially blind to whom I was designing for. The develop-
ment of this humanitarian effort into an investigation of a foreign people and their culture, 
gave birth to an in-depth study of how a way of life inevitably influences the structures 
that shelter it and vice-versa. Whether my civic center will revitalize and positively impact 
the Harrari community is unknown until it is actually built. However, it is a guarantee that 
the Harrari people and their culture molded the civic center into its form and function. It 
stands true to their fundamental way of life and embraces their traditions. Every decision 
made, from the dimensions of the arcades, and the coutryards, to the materials used and 
the function for each space, was determined by the set of rules dictated by the culture. As 
a result it provides a sense of empowerment for the local people who are familiar with the 
materials used, the modes of construction employed,  and are comfortable with the pro-
grammatic scheme of things. Therefore additions, repairs, and changes can easly be made. 
With this one can derive that any design following the same foundation will be unique yet 
relevant to its environment.



Suggested Readings:

Butabu: Adobe Architecture of West Africa
by James Morris and Suzanne Blier

Racing Alone
by Nader Khalili

 Ceramic Houses and Earth Architecture:
How to Build Your Own

by Nader Khalili

Design Like you Give a Damn:
Architectural Responses to Humanitarian Crises

by Architecture for Humanity,
Kate Stohr,

and Cameron Sinclair

Rural Studio
by Andrea Oppenheimer,

Timothy Hursley,
and Auburn University School of Architecture

Massive Change
by Bruce Mau,

Jennifer Leonard,
and Institure Without Boundaries





thank you, Thank You.



to my family; which extends beyond my bloodline. I am fortunate.
special thanks to mummy, ababa, mushu, and mainjo.thank you, Thank You.





Published by Belilta Asfaw,
Undergraduate class of 2008.
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