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China is a country with a vast land area, 
approximately nine million six hundred square 
kilometres, of which two thirds is made up of 
mountains and hills and one third of plains 
and basins. About 80% of its population of 
one billion persons lives in villages. 

On the average, there is less than 117 hectare 
of arable land per capita in China, and the 
cultivable land is not abundant. However, 
numerous hillside fields are suitable for 
afforestation, as well as large fishing banks, 
coastal beaches and inland waters for breading 
fish. Thus, considerable potential exists for 
development of agriculture, forestry, animal 
husbandry and fishing. 

The topography of the country, generally 
speaking, can be divided into two zone~ by an 
oblique line running from Heilongjiang in the 
Yingshan Mountains across the Ordose 
Plateau and Chilian Mountains to the eastern 
fringe of the Qinghai-Xinjiang Plateau. The 
area to the southeast of this imaginary line has 
an elevation of less than 1000 metres above 
sea level and a maritime climate. This region is 
mainly for agriculture, although it lacks 
cultivable land, and is densely populated. To 
the northwest of the line, the land lies 1000 
metres above sea level, with a continental 
climate; abundant land is available, used 
mainly for animal husbandry, but the popu
lation is sparse. 

China's history of rural and urban housing 
goes far back into antiquity. As early as the 
21st century B. c., when the population of 
China was just transforming itself from a slave 
society to a primitive one, the techniques for 
binding dwellings had already been mastered. 
Squarish shelters of a shallow cave type and 
round houses above ground dating from the 
Yangshas culture of the Neolithic period was 
unearthed in Banpo village of Xian By the 
time of the Spring and Autumn period 
(770-476 B. C.) and that of the Warring States 
(475-221 B.C.), extensive cities and villages 
had been erected, and we even know the 
name of a skilled workman in building, Lu 
Bau. If we may judge from the images 
revealed on the stone and brick reliefs from 
the graves of the Han Dynasty, there were 
various types of habitations in the towns and 
villages of that era. Excavations in Chengdu, 
Sichuan, brought to light reliefs depicting 
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courtyard houses of a relatively well-to-do 
family, with the main living rooms to the left 
in the image and subsidiary buildings on the 
right. These were further subdivided, with 
each having front and back yards (Fig. 1) 
Rural houses are also represented in famous 
Chinese pictorial scrolls: for example, that of 
the Sung Dynasty entitled "A Vast Expanse of 
Mountains and Rivers", where villages are 
situated on hills with varying heights. 
China has a population composed of many 
nationalities and ethnic groups, including the 
Han, Hui, Mongolian, Tibetan, Uighur, 
Chuang and Manchurian peoples spread over 
a vast area. Various rural housing typologies 
have emerged as a result of radically different 
developments in the politics, economy and 
culture of these peoples. To these must be 
added differences of topography, climate and 
building materials in districts where these 
population reside, not to mention local habits 
and customs In the course of time, the timber 
structural system of Han housing became the 
principal system employed in the towns and 
especially the villages of China. Courtyard 
dwellings (Fig. 2 and Fig. 3) are widely 
prevalent in the northern areas; in liangsu, 
Zhejiang and Anhui the houses have 
whitewashed walls, grey tiles and 
maroon-colored doors and windows (Fig. 4 
and Fig. 5); whereas in the mountainous 
Sichuan province wide use is made of building 

techniques such as terracing and overhanging 
structures; cave dwellings (Fig. 6) are quite 
extensive in the loess plateau of the northwest 
area. 

The rural habitats bf minority groups are 
stylistically very dissimilar: the circular tribal 
dwellings (Fig. 7) in adobe of the Hakkas in 
Fujian, the wooden framing and vaulting of 
loess or flatroof type of the Uighurs in 
Xinpang. the huts on stilts of wood or bamboo 
(Fig 8) built by the Dai in order to safeguard 
themselves against dampness and animals, and 
the movable yurt tents of the Mongol and 
Kazaks. Such a wide range of housing types, as 
well as the conventional forms, has led to 
unequal development in some areas, with 
unhealthy and poorly-conceived aspects which 
can and must be rectified while preserving 
architectural heritage. 

Agriculture is the basis of the national 
economy in China, and therefore is influential 
in the development of the rural habitat A 
land reform was carried out in 1952 following 
the exactions of the People's Republic More 
than 46 million hectares of cultivated land held 
by landlords and rich peasants were confis
cated by the government and redistributed 
among 300 million peasants. This reform let to 
collectivization of the peasantry and deve
loped their productive forces in order to 
increase agricultural production in China. This 
output amounted to a gross value of 162,700 
million yuans in 1980, an increase of 2.8 times 
the production in 1949; the rate of increase is 
4.4% per annum. 

On the basis of developments in production, 
the living standards of the peasants have been 
raised step by step. The Party and the 
Government have formulated and carried out 
new policies since 1978 which have aroused 
the enthusiasm of vast numbers of peasants. 
In 1980 each peasant received a share of 85 9 
yuans on the average from the collective 
company, while the income from domestic 
sideline production increased more rapidly. 
According to an investigation made by the 
State Statistics Bureau on 15,914 households 
of peasants all over the country, their income 
from sideline production increased in 1980 by 
37% as compared with 1979, with an average 
income per head amounting to 62.6 yuans. 
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The development of rural habitat in China has 
progressed in several stages during the past 
thirty years. Along with the establishment of 
the people's communes in 1958, several 
localities began work in planning villages and 
towns, and built some new rural habitats. In 
the latter part of the 1960's some advanced 
and comparatively well-to-do Production 
Brigades, such as HumID Brigade in Jiangsu, 
Shangwang Brigade in Zhejiang, Fenghuo 
Brigade in Shanxi, Houtong Brigade in 
Hopei, Aladi Brigade in Jilin, etc., began to 
plan and build a series of new villages one 
after another, most of them have been com
pleted. The construction of new villages in 
some counties has been well planned and 
guided. For instance, Jiaonan County in 
ShandoJ?g has built more than 470 new villages 
since 1972. Seventy-five percent of the com
mune members of the whole county have 
already moved into the new houses of brick 
and tile. Two thousand eight hundred Pro
duction Brigades of Tiennlen County of 
Hubei Province have built new villages and 
ninety thousand households have moved into 
new houses, or approximately 40% of the 
total households of the county. In Suzhou, 
Zhenjiang, Nantong, Yangzhou districts of 
Jiangsu, 50-70% of the peasants have moved 
into new houses of brick and tile. 

As a result of the general improvement of the 
rural economic situation, in recent years the 
construction of rural habitat has also entered a 
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new phase. The peasants say cheerfully: 
"With grain, to build houses; with housing, to 
greet brides" From 1978 to 1980, the villages 
throughout the country have constructed 
houses which amount to nine hundred million 
square metres; about fifteen million house
holds of the commune members have moved 
into new houses. In the beautiful and rich 
villages along the south bank of the Yangtze 
River, even more new houses were built. The 
provinces of Zhejiang and Guangdong built 
new village housing each anlounting to 30-40 
million square metres in the one year alone 
during 1980. Everywhere there are bright, 
spacious new dwellings with "red bricks, grey 
tiles, white-wash walls; concrete pillars, and 
glazed windows for them all". 

In order to meet the new needs of rural 
housing, the State Commission of Capital 
Construction, the State Commission of Agri
culture, etc., convened a nationwide rural 
housing conference in December, 1979, and 
proposed the following policies: overall plan
ning; correct leadership, relying upon the 
masses; self-reliance, accommodating local 
conditions; and step by step construction. 
Emphasis was also placed upon careful dis
crimination of the unique circumstances in 
different situations in order to respond to local 
capacities and to encourage wherever possible 
the future owners to build with collective 
assistance. The latter measure involves com
plying with the unified progranlffie of the 
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Construction Brigade whereby funds and 
building materials are collected among com
mune members. The actual construction 
should be carried out through a unified organi
zation, although the property rights to the 
dwelling will belong to the commune member 
himself. As policy and principles are clarified 
and the dual initiatives of the commune 
member and of the collectivity are encou
raged, the development of housing should be 
rapid and more efficient. 

Rural housing on a grand scale requires great 
quantities of building materials. In such a big 
country as China, all localities must select 
materials by themselves according to the 
conditions of the respective localities. For 
example, in the Jiaodong district of Shandong, 
abundant mountain stones are available and 
should be used as building materials. The cave 
dwellings of the loess plateau are warm in 
winter and cool in summer. They may save 
cultivated land as well as energy resources. As 
wood resources are deficient in China, some 
localities are trying to popularize the use of 
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small reinforced concrete structural compo
nents for rural housing 

A structural components plant run by a 
commune in Hengdong County of Hunan is 
turning out components for housing. A set of 
components required for a 2-storey building of 
three-rooms, is sold at only 680 yuans, or 30% 
cheaper in comparison with the wooden 
beams and pillars sold at the local market. 
Therefore these are welcomed by the pea
sants. Since 1980, steel and glass have been 
allocated by the state and supplied specially to 
the villages. However, building materials such 
as cement, glass, etc., are still insufficient for 
meeting the demands of rural housing. 

In order to create a good environment for the 
broad mass of peasants and to build beautiful 
rural dwellings, the urgent task facing us is to 
do the planning for the villages and towns as 
well as housing design 

There are 2,404 organs of state at the county 
level and more than fifty thousand communes 
in China. (Numbers of different levels below 
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Fig 9 Design project from Tianjin, First prize 
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county are shown in the table attached). 
Regions south of the lower reaches of the 
Yangtze River, have several market towns 
within range of one commune, but in some 
localities in the North West and South West, 
there are no market towns even at the places 
where the communes are situated. 

At present, the common features of these 
market towns are: 
• trade is quite prosperous; 
• commune or brigade-run enterprises are 

being developed rather rapidly; 
• preliminary facilities for culture, education 

and hygiene etc., are being developed. 

However, houses in the market towns are still 
old and dilapidated; streets are narrow; and 
public facilities are inadequate. At the 
moment, the need for planning and construc
tion of market towns has already attracted 
serious attention of authorities at all levels. 
They would like to build market towns as 
political, economic and cultural centres for the 
communes, and also as a base for the 
modernization of agriculture The construc-
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Number of units at all levels below county in 
China (1980) 

Level 

County 
People's Commune 
Production Brigade 
Production Team 

Remarks 

Number 

2,404 
54,183 

709,820 
5,662,000 

1) On an average. 15,000 people and 1833 
hectares of cultivated land for each People's 
Commune. 

2) On an average, there me 13 Brigades in a 
Commune, and 8 Teams in a Brigade 
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tion and development of the market towns 
also will gradually narrow the differences 
between town and country and create favour
able conditions for allocating locally the sur
plus labour force in agriculture. 

There are great differences in size among the 
villages and towns of the countryside where 
some market towns may have tens of thou
sands people, including several Production 
Brigades. In some mountain areas, one Pro
duction Brigade may be scattered in several 
villages. As there are altogether several 
million villages and towns, large or small, in 
the whole country, it is impossible for the 
existing technical staff to accomplish the task 
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Fig 10 Design project from Anwei, Second prize 
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of planning all of these. Under such circum
stances, various measures have been taken to 
strengthen the guidance of the planning work. 
Firstly, to organize the technical staff to 
achieve some experimental planning projects 
as examples. Secondly, to conduct some 
short-term training courses for planning staff 
at a basic level. Thirdly, to popularize funda
mental knowledge of village and town plan
ning 

To provide the peasants with excellent plans 
for them to choose from is an important 
means for improving the level of rural 
housing. 

The State Commission of Capital Construc
tion, the State Commission of the Agriculture 
and the Architectural Society of China jointly 
sponsored an "All China Rural Housing 
Design Competition" in 1980. 

In the course of only one year, 6,500 projects 
were submitted from the whole country. After 
the appraisal in the provinces, cities, or 
autonomous regions, 4-5 selected design pro
jects from each locality were finally to be 
judged by the sponsors. 

An "All China Rural Housing Design Com
petition Appraisal Committee" was formed in 
June 1981 From the 142 selected design 
projects, 2 First Prizes, 30 Second Prizes and 
52 Third Prizes were awarded. These prize
winning projects include buildings of2 or 
more storeys and also single-storey houses. 
The former is provided for both northern and 
southern localities, the latter for the minority 
nationalities. (Fig. 9, 10). Some selected 
projects are to be compiled in printed form for 
sale. Some of the provinces, cities, and auto
nomous regions have already published their 
own winning design projects for the use of 
local peasants. 


