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The tallest sky scraper and the oldest Sufi shrine vie for space and at ten tion in Pakistan’s larg est city, Karachi. 
The newly constructed Bahria Icon Tower looms above the dome of the shrine of Abdullah Shah Ghazi, both 
struc tures etch ing a dis tinc tive pro file against the ho ri zon (fig. 1). They have been forced to gether through 

sus pi cious real es tate deals, kick backs, and the sale of pub lic prop er ty.1 The sa cred pre cincts of the shrine have been 
encroached on, and the home less and in di gent have been forced to sleep un der nearby fly overs or seek shel ter in the 
large lot that used to be a pop u lar amuse ment park.

The sky scraper is at once a sign of pros per ity and of na tional pride; the slum stands in con trast, as a marker 
of cur rent, if hardly new, po lit i cal and spa tial re al i ties. Such stark po lar i ties are not sur pris ing, when deep and 
in sur mount able inequities de fine con tem po rary life across a re gion and a globe riven by dis ease and en vi ron men tal 
deg ra da tion, where out side mas sive gated com mu ni ties there are dry ing riv er beds, and at the foot hills of new eco-
lodges are ref u gee com mu ni ties displaced and ren dered sub hu man.

Architectural his to ries high light such complexities, along with the man ners in which stake hold ers in scribe 
of en conflicting strat e gies within the built en vi ron ment. Interrogating the rel e vant his to ries and ar chives is an 
ex er cise that is at once bounded and po lit i cal; it is also of en de pen dent on nu mer ous fac tors—on ac ci dents of 
sur viv al, the avail abil ity of sources, or the for ma tion of a new body of knowl edge. Like the spaces stud ied, their 
ar chives are linked to the past and yet are pro phet ic; their mean ings are mu ta ble and con tin gent on the us ers; and, 
most im por tant ly, they are ex pres sive of par tic u lar mo ments in time. Such is the case of this col lec tion of es says on 
a re gion con strued as South Asia and a dis ci pline broadly de fined as ar chi tec ture. The pe riod cov ered is from the 
sec ond half of the nineteenth cen tury to the end of the twen ti eth, in other words, the late co lo nial pe riod and the 
era of the fully formed na tion-state. The es says delve deep into in tan gi ble mo ti va tions (for ex am ple, of an émigré 
and an ar chi tect), per sonal ef ects (such as sketches and let ters), and ephem eral ma te ri als (film and veg e ta tion), to 
ex pose ar chi tec ture as both a field of in quiry and a pro cess of in ter ro ga tion.

The aim of this af er word is to serve as an ad den dum to the chro no log i cal and ty po log i cal breadth of the col-
lec tion, by fo cus ing on a con tem po rary mo ment in what could be called a “glob al” city, Karachi.2 The aim is also 
to high light an im por tant as pect of the ar ti cles, the trans na tional con nec tions that bring the term South Asia itself 
into ques tion. That is to say, there are no ab so lutes in terms of re gional or na tion al ist nar ra tives that can not be 
subverted when looked at close ly. Instead, what may bet ter de fine the re gion’s built en vi ron ment is its de pen dence 
on mo bil i ty—of peo ple, tech nol o gy, cap i tal, and ideology—as probed in the pre ced ing ar ti cles. Here, I add two 
other di men sions—fi nan cial spec u la tion and re li gion—which are not of en jux ta posed to gether in the dis courses 
of ar chi tec ture or mod ern ism, al though they cer tainly de fine the ways in which cit ies in the South Asian sub con ti-
nent are inhabited, al tered, and imag ined.

Karachi does not, of course, rep re sent the whole of Pakistan, nor do the South Asian na tion-states represented 
in this col lec tion (that is, Bangladesh, In dia, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka, but also in clud ing Afghanistan, Bhutan, the 
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Maldives, and Nepal) sat is fac to rily ac count for all  the 
pop u la tions and com mu ni ties for whom the re gion is 
home (for ex am ple, those claiming in de pen dence, such 
as Kash miris, or ref u gees and displaced peo ple, such as 
the Rohingya). Indeed, the term is clumsy and am big-
u ous, sup pos edly de scrib ing a land mass but also geo-
po lit i cal re al i ties. Set up against the “Middle East” for 
ex am ple, South Asia is presented as a col lec tive that, 
al though het ero dox in terms of tra di tions, lan guages, 
and re li gions, is connected through shared his to ries of 

trade, em pire, and co lo nial ism. What had once seemed 
like ar bi trary lines drawn by co lo nial rul ers have over 
the past three-quar ters of a cen tury hard ened into 
more and more dis tinct ter ri to rial iden ti ties. Jokes once 
shared across re gional lan guages (such as Pash to, Pun-
jabi, and Ben gali) are now replaced by na tion al isms 
pred i cated on mil i tary ag res sion and re li gious vi o-
lence.

The “di vide and rule” man tra of Brit ish co lo nial-
ism lef be hind deep fis sures but few strat e gies for 

Figure 1. Shrine of Abdulla 
Shah Ghazi and Bahria Icon 
Towers, Karachi (2020). 
Photograph by the author.
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shared pros per i ty. For the countries con sti tut ing South 
Asia, is sues of eco nomic growth and so cial prog ress 
are discussed in in ter gov ern men tal or ga ni za tions like 
the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation 
(SAARC), even as cross-bor der ag res sion and ref u gee 
mi gra tion serve to de sta bi lize their sov er eign ty. Multi-
national de vel op ment or ga ni za tions have field of ces 
in ev ery ma jor city of the re gion, com bat ting pov erty 
as well as en vi ron men tal dev as ta tion; the World Bank 
steps in ev ery so of en to bail out cor rupt in sti tu tions; 
con glom er ates, from Proctor and Gamble to Nestle, sell 
ev ery thing from drugs to wa ter, their fac to ries of en 
sub si dized and protected by gov ern ments in debted 
to them for their con tri bu tions to the na tional GDP. 
Equally imbedded are trans na tional ideologies, from 
Wah hab ism to com mu nism, weaponized by extrastate 
ac tors to sow dis cord and di vi sion in once mul ti eth nic, 
multiconfessional com mu ni ties.

The ur ban and ar chi tec tural land scape of the 
re gion is sim i larly intertwined and con tin gent. Con-
struction com pa nies based in Dubai, spe cial iz ing in 
build ing malls and gated res i den tial com mu ni ties, are 
transforming the ways in which peo ple live, in South 
Asia and across the world. Companies such as the Emi-
rati Emaar Properties, a real es tate de vel op ment firm, 
show case field of ces in Pakistan and In dia as well as 

Egypt and Morocco, and its pro jects span the globe, 
from Istanbul to Los Angeles. Although the COVID-19 
pan demic may tem per the firm’s am bi tions, its sig na-
ture blend of lux ury and ex clu siv ity has al ready found 
lo cal im i ta tions that ca ter to an up wardly mo bile mid-
dle class seek ing pres tige mark ers, and an up per class 
that val ues sig na ture brands and the Dubai as so ci a tion. 
Emaar is build ing a large multitower, mixed-use de vel-
op ment, Cres cent Bay, on a sparsely pop u lated beach-
front of Pakistan’s larg est city, Karachi (fig. 2). Replicat-
ing the lux ury life style in dus try that has be come the 
United Ar ab  Emirates brand, the res i den tial-cum-re tail 
and hos pi tal ity tow ers overlooking the Ara bian Sea are 
marketed to a grow ing up per mid dle class returning 
from the Gulf, but whose roots may be traced across the 
sub con ti nent.

Karachi, like its coun ter parts across South Asia, is 
a site of loss and un cer tain ty. Buildings are pre served or 
destroyed, transformed or discarded, as so cio eco nomic 
forces much stron ger than ce ment and con crete vie for 
power and au thor i ty. Thriving mar kets and land marks 
give way to real es tate spec u la tion that more of en than 
not fails, leav ing be hind sub stan dard con struc tion even 
as it lines the pock ets of cor rupt of  cials. As the city 
evolved from co lo nial to fed eral gov ern ment in the mid-
twen ti eth cen tu ry, its edges grew into mas sive  suburbs, 

Figure 2. Crescent Bay, under construction (2017). Courtesy of Developing Pakistan Facebook group.
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Figure 3. Shrine of Abdulla Shah Ghazi and Bahria Icon Tower (under construction, 2018). Photograph by the author.
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catering to mi grants from the ag ri cul tural hin ter land 
as well as from cit ies across its bor ders.3 The wars in 
Palestine and then Afghanistan, and then the Ira nian 
rev o lu tion, brought ref u gees: some  able to as sim i late 
and prosper and oth ers strug ling to sur vive in shan ty-
towns and camps along the bor ders. At the same time, 
the oil wealth of the Ar ab  countries of the Per sian Gulf 
attracted mil li ons away from the city, send ing back pay-
checks and elec tron ics, and bring ing with them the 
new con sum er ism that would de fine South Asian neo-
lib er al ism at the end of the twen ti eth cen tu ry. Today, 
Karachi’s ur ban fab ric is shred ded by fly overs and seg-
re gated by ex clu sive en claves and, soon, mas sive gated 
com mu ni ties.4 The ris ing sky scrap ers ex press that seg-
re ga tion on a dif er ent ax is, but are even more trou bling 
as they ho mog e nize the sky line and leach re sources at 
an ex po nen tial lev el.

A strik ing ex am ple of the in ter re lated spec u la-
tion and so cial and eco nomic di vi sions is presented 
in a pro ject over seen by Bahria Town, an Islamabad-
based com pany that has built large gated com mu ni-
ties in the cap i tal and in Lahore. More re cently it has 
un der taken a con tro ver sial new de vel op ment lo cated 
of the Karachi-Hyderabad Motorway. The develop-

ment will ef ec tively be a semi au ton o mous town ship 
with the ca pac ity to house over a mil lion peo ple (on a 
plot of land that is ap prox i ma tely 40,000 acres), and 
will also in clude malls and shop ping cen ters, schools, 
and a mas sive grand mosque.5 Speculating on eco-
nomic growth and up ward mo bil i ty, Bahria Town pro-
jects an as pi ra tion of mo der nity and pros per i ty. The 
most vis i ble marker of these as pi ra tions is not re mote 
or hid den of the high way, but vis i ble in one of the 
oldest parts of Karachi, the posh Clifon neigh bor-
hood. The re cently com pleted Bahria Icon Towers, a 
six ty-two-story pair of high-rise build ings, rise above 
the Ara bian Sea. The two-pronged con struc tion, open 
for oc cu pancy in 2020, houses com mer cial of ces and 
res i den tial apart ments in ad di tion to a megamall, cin-
e ma, and sev eral ex pen sive res tau rants. Designed by 
the Karachi-based firm Arshad Shahid Abdulla, the 
tow ers slice through the sky line of the city, join ing 
a grow ing num ber of wa ter front de vel op ments that 
turn their backs to the old city and its so cio eco nomic 
di ver si ty.6

While the high-rises await their fi nal des tiny amid 
a global pan demic and likely eco nomic col lapse, their 
ef ect on a his toric part of Karachi has al ready been 

Figure 4. Shrine of Abdulla Shah Ghazi, Karachi (2005). Wikipedia Commons.
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felt.  The is sue is not sim ply in regard to a lux ury real 
es tate de vel op ment, but more its al ter ation of the rit-
u als and de vo tions that took place in a cen tu ries-old 
sa cred pre cinct that it now over shad ows. In 2011, a 
meet ing was held in the house of the chief min is ter of 
Sindh to con sider the ren o va tion of Abdullah Shah 
Ghazi’s shrine. Since at least the eighth cen tury CE, 
the shrine, named for the pa tron saint of the city, has 
stood on a hilly out crop extending into the Ara bian 
Sea. In the mid-twen ti eth cen tu ry, with funds from 
the cus to dian and dev o tees, the mod est struc ture was 
ex panded and embellished with an eclec tic mix of 
lo cal Sindhi tilework and or na ment.7 Even though the 
en dow ment of the shrine was “na tion al ized” by com-
ing un der the mu nic i pal Awqaf ad min is tra tion in 1962, 
in the next cen tury its care and man age ment was to 
return to the pri vate sec tor.8 

The Wah hab ism es poused by Saudi cler ics in the 
wake of the Rus sian in va sion of Afghanistan in 1979 
was, thirty years lat er, well established in Pakistani 
madrasas as well as the ar my, and had in fil trated both 
militant as well as main stream Sunni be lief. Waves of 

sec tar ian vi o lence in Pakistan were fed by cross-border 
ag res sion by the Taliban as well as po lem ics by Saudi 
cler ics in Yemen and Riyadh. In 2010, the shrine of 
Shah Ghazi was bombed by a militant group that also 
attacked two large and pop u lar shrines in the Punjab 
prov ince, that of Fariduddin Ganjshakar in Pakpattan 
and that of Data Ganj Baksh in Lahore. In Oc to ber 2010, 
the Guardian news pa per reported that the per pe tra tor 
was the “Lashkar-e-Jhangvi, a Sunni sec tar ian group 
that has pre vi ously targeted Shias. In re cent years it 
has de vel oped ties to the Taliban and al-Qaida.”9 The 
bomb ing of Sufi shrines came on the heels of targeted 
at tacks on Shi‘i Mus lims, as a form of in tim i da tion and 
civil un rest. Afer the bomb ing, the Sindh gov ern ment 
en tered an agree ment with the real es tate de vel oper 
Bahria Town to ren o vate the shrine of Abdullah Shah 
Ghazi, which would ad join the planned Icon Towers 
(fig. 3). In a de par ture from re li gious cus tom in which 
pi ous in di vid u als seek ing sal va tion in the af er life 
endowed shrines and paid for their ren o va tions, this 
re build ing pro ject was un der taken by a de vel op ment 
com pany aiming to in gra ti ate itself to the re gional 

Figure 5. Shrine of Abdulla Shah Ghazi, Karachi (2020). Photograph by Paul-Mehdi Rizvi.
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Figure 6. Shrine of Abdulla Shah Ghazi, side entrance, Karachi (2020). Photograph by the author.
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Figure 7. Shrine of Abdulla Shah Ghazi, interior tilework, Karachi (2020). Photograph by the author.
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govern ment and of set a mas sive com mer cial pro ject by 
performing a “pub lic ser vice.”

Abdullah Shah Ghazi’s shrine, on its perch above 
the Ara bian Sea, had once sat amid a dense thicket of 
stores and food kitch ens, as well as a vast en ter tain ment 
com plex called Playland, which, from 1965 on ward, 
attracted fam i lies to one of the few pub lic places shared 
by all  the cit i zens of Karachi.10 The pil grim age rit u-

als blended with the cel e bra tory air of the amuse ment 
park: re li gion and en ter tain ment were seam lessly inter-
twined. The shrine was reached by a mon u men tal stair-
way cut ting through throngs of mer chants sell ing gar-
lands of fresh roses and de vo tional ban ners to lay on the 
tomb.11 The tall, mul ti level square tomb was clad in deep 
blue and white tiles and topped with a large green dome 
vis i ble from miles away (fig. 4). The in te rior was brightly 

Figure 8. Shrine of Abdulla Shah Ghazi, interior, showing mausoleum, Karachi (2020). Photograph by the author.
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col ored and lit by col or ful neon lights, the ceno taph 
enclosed in a metal lat tice, embellished with gold and 
sil ver rib bons and scented with roses. With the ren o va-
tion, the shrine’s eclec ti cism and col or ful or na men ta-
tion was replaced by a cor po rate ex te rior de sign (fig. 5). 
Beige stone clad ding was embellished with tra di tional 
Quranic verses, the tile work ge neric and un as sum-
ing (fig. 6). The in te rior dec o ra tion no lon ger reflected 
lo cal Sindhi crafs man ship as it once did, but, with its 
flo ral Iznik tiles and ge neric blue and white cal lig ra phy, 
seemed sourced from a de sign pat tern book of Is lamic 
art (fig. 7). The ceno taph, how ev er, remained the fo cus 
of the space, ma jes tic and re splen dent in col or ful tex tiles 
and cov ered in flower pet als and gar lands (figs. 8–9).

In the courty ard out side, in stead of games and 
amuse ments or densely packed shops sell ing toys and 
sea shells, there is an aus tere mosque. The new “Dargah” 
mosque is cer tainly re dun dant, as it is placed within a 
holy sanc tu ary, and just a few hun dred me ters from the 
reg u larly vis ited Madina Mosque. However, in plac ing a 

mosque within the shrine pre cinct, the de vel op ers bowed 
to the new con ser va tism, which aims to ei ther de stroy 
pop u lar Sufi shrines, or bring them un der control—in 
this case, by adding a nor ma tive fea ture, the mosque. The 
mosque of ers both pro tec tion to the shrine and trans-
forms it from a deeply rooted re li gious site imbedded in 
the ev ery day life of the city, to a sym bol of trans na tional 
cor po rate and re li gious forces that seek to ho mog e-
nize and reg u late ur ban life in Karachi. Both the shrine 
and the ad ja cent Bahria Icon Tower are crisscrossed by 
mas sive fly overs that wedge both structures into small 
de mar cated zones, thus also foreclosing their ac ces si bil-
ity to pe des trian traf c (fig. 10). What could be a vi brant 
pub lic space is in stead re duced to a branding op por tu-
ni ty, bring ing great wealth to con trac tors and real es tate 
in ves tors, while displacing lo cal his to ries and rit u als.

The ex pe ri ences de scribed here of a sin gle city are 
shared across South Asia, per haps across the global 
South. Transnational fi nan cial net works in ter min gle 
with po lit i cal and re li gious ideologies in ways that of en 

Figure 9. Shrine of Abdulla Shah Ghazi, interior, showing mausoleum, Karachi (2020). Photograph by the author.



594 Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East  •  40.3  •  2020

ham string lo cal forms of ur ban and ar chi tec tural in no-
va tion. Yet, as the ar ti cles in this sec tion so el o quently 
dem on strate, ar chi tec tural knowl edge re mains one 
of the most im por tant vec tors for un derstand ing the 
built and in tan gi ble her i tage, the psy chic and phys i cal 
di men sions of po lit i cal change, and the spec u la tive and 
re sur gent power of na tions and cor po ra tions as they 
rep re sent their own in ter ests, of en at the cost of the 
pub lic. In such con texts, the ar chive is no lon ger sim-
ply a col lec tion of doc u ments, not only the rev e la tion 
of a sto ry, but an agent uncovering un ex pected rit u als, 
mo ti va tions, and forms of in hab i ta tion.

These in ter ven tions also re mind us that ar chi-
tec ture is itself Ja nus-faced—it looks back ward to an 
am bi tion and it is fro zen in time as soon as the first 
brick is laid. Yet in that first idea is also a pro jec tion 
into the fu ture, whether of so cial change or fi nan cial 
re ward. It is by looking at the traces of those as pi ra-
tions and fu ture pro jec tions that the his to rian and the 
ar chi tect can con struct a nar ra tive of what hap pened 
and what might be. In so do ing, they, like the au thors in 

this col lec tion, also evoke the power of Ja nus to open up 
new vis tas and to bring about change in the dis ci plin ary 
and in tel lec tual spaces they oc cu py. Writing to day, as 
the world shut ters itself against an in vis i ble en e my, new 
ways of liv ing must be dis cov ered in these imag in ings.

Kishwar Rizvi is a pro fes sor of Is lamic art and ar chi tec-
ture at Yale University. She is the au thor of The Transna-
tional Mosque: Architecture and His tor i cal Mem ory in the Con-
temporary Middle East (University of North Carolina Press, 
2015) and the an thol ogy Affect, Emotion, and Subjectivity 
in Early Modern Mus lim Em pires: New Studies in Ot toman, 
Safavid, and Mu ghal Art and Culture (Brill, 2017). She writes 
on eth ics, na tion al ism, and re li gion, as well as global early 
mo der nity in South Asia and the Middle East.

Notes
1. As reported in the lead ing En glish-lan guage news pa per: Asad, 
“NAB Failure to Trace Malik Riaz Irks Judge.”

2. The dis course on the global city is as so ci ated with the 1991 clas sic 
text by Saskia Sassen, Global City.

Figure 10. Aerial view showing shrine of Abdulla Shah Ghazi and Bahria Icon Tower, Karachi (2019). Courtesy of Developing Pakistan 
Facebook group.
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3. For an ar chi tec tural and his tor i cal map ping of the co lo nial his tory 
of Karachi, see Lari, Dual City.

4. On the “enclavization” of Karachi, see Kaker, “Responding to, or 
Perpetuating, Urban Insecurity?”

5. Bahria Town’s website gives an over view, but much of the in for-
ma tion about the de vel op ment pro jects is in news pa pers that re port 
on the fi nes and con tro ver sies surrounding the pro jects. www 
 .bahriatown  .com  /index  .php  ?option=com_content&task=blogcateg
ory&id=63&Itemid=103 (accessed April 4, 2020).

6. See also the case of Port Grand, a high-end re tail and res tau rant 
com plex, which is discussed in Anwar and Viqar, “Producing Cos-
mopolitan Karachi.”

7. Shaw, Pakistan Handbook, 59.

8. The re la tion ship be tween shrines and the state is ex plored in an 
ex am ple from the Punjab prov ince in Philippon, “Ambiguous and 
Contentious Politicization.”

9. Guardian, “Pakistan Bomb Kills Several at Sufi Shrine,” Oc to ber 25, 
2010, www  .theguardian  .com  /world  /2010  /oct  /25  /bomb  -sufi  -shrine 
 -pakistan.

10. By the 2000s Playland was replaced by a mas sive park, the Bagh-i 
Ibn Qasim, which re mains a well-manicured, but now in ac ces si ble 
site.

11. A po etic re sponse to the changes de scribed here is given by the 
nov el ist and jour nal ist Mohammed Hanif; see Hanif, “Saint and the 
Skyscraper.” See also the com men tary Hasan, “ ‘Future’ of Karachi’s 
Public Spaces.”
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