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The rural habitat is changing. It is changing 
because of actions consciously or not con
sciously taken by individuals and by insti
tutions. A major dimension of our task in 
China indeed an opportunity afforded by our 
having been there together, was to become 
aware of the different circumstances of rural 
change, and to speculate upon the roles which 
architectural professionals might usefully 
undertake to increase the benefits from that 
change. 

The cases you will read abOut are meant to 
depict the rural habitat both in its sense as 
house or dwelling, and also in its sense as the 
larger environment in which people reside. 
Included, therefore, are questions of utilities, 
roads, public buildings, places of work and 
specific technologies for their achievement, as 
well as less tangible, symbolic aspects. 

Three rather different circumstances of change 
are illustrated by these cases. These might be 
called "indirect", "direct" and "complex". In 
Cholistan, Yemen and the caves of the loess 
region, the rural habitat changes as an indirect 
result of deliberate societal action. Agricul
tural reclamation, foreign remittances and the 
slowly rising wealth of the commune create 
new circumstances within which individuals 
and families make choices about their 
dwellings and their dwelling environment. 
Their actions are seldom guided by outside 
technical expertise. 

In Algeria, Nubia and Senegal the rural 
environment is changed abruptly as a direct 
result of the work of professionals not local to 
the area in question. Easy to criticise because 
there are often mistakes, and there is someone 
to blame, many situations do require and 
many more in the future will continue to 
require direct intervention. 

Third is what we call the complex function of 
change where residential environment results 
from an interaction between those local to the 
area and non-local technical, administrative or 
ideological systems. Indonesia's pesantrens 
and China's own rural development program 
are instances of this. 

We would like to call attention to roles for 
architectural professionals in each of these 
three circumstances of change, which seem 
both challenging and appropriate. 
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Where change of the habitat results indirectly 
from broad social and economic changes, 
architects can encourage good analysis of the 
change processes, can help to adjust govern
ment programs in transportation, infrastruc
ture and services to fit better the needs of rural 
populations, and can help to develop policies 
guaranteeing respect by government and 
private sector groups for local culture and 
place. An architect may also be able to 
encourage interaction between local and out
side people, in effect turning this first circums
tance of change into the third, which we have 
called complex. 

Where change of the habitat occurs abruptly 
as a direct result of outsiders, the most 
important role for the architect may be to 
question the speed, the scale and the price of 
the planned change. Slowing down projects 
would permit more thoughtful analysis of the 
needs of people, and would permit more 
careful and individualised design. Reducing 
the scale of projects would help to avoid 
depersonalisation. And, reduction in prices 
would help to reach lower on the economic 
ladder, and might open up construction 
technologies in which local residents could 
participate physically and economically in the 
building of their own environment. This is the 
significance of recent developments in China's 
rural building strategy, where outside techni
cians previously were called in at the com
mune or brigade level to advise; and now, it is 
training courses in planning and building for 
members themselves of the communes or 
brigades that are being discussed. 

Too often architects have to accept as an 
accomplished fact the program and schedule 
of a project from large institutions in the 
public or private sector. Too often these same 
institutions are unique in society for being able 
to carry out large-scale projects quickly and 
have a natural self interest in projects of this 
type. Illustrative of the possibility for relaxing 
scale and time constraints, we have seen that 
in the case of Nubia there could have been 
more time. 

If intervention is abrupt and direct it should be 
carried out against a background of prior 
work, as in Senegal. In the laboratory, in the 
technocrats' own offices, and in the field 

careful and systematic work was substituted 
for the historical processes which ordinarily 
produce and modify the rural environment It 
is bold and risky to attempt to substitute for 
hundreds (or more) of years of historical 
development. Yet when one sees as viable a 
building system as this, one must applaud. 

Finally there is the question of the architects' 
role in the third or complex circumstances of 
change. Here the situation politically is more 
mature than in the other circumstances we 
have discussed. Programs usually cannot be 
implemented unilaterally; people themselves 
have a strong voice in the shaping of their own 
environment. The architect's role is, there
fore, less problematical because society has 
certain checks and balances built into how it 
makes decisions. Since, in rural situations 
architectural services are not usual- at least 
as they have conventionally been rendered -
the architect may participate, as in China, in 
the design of building prototypes or in their 
adaptation to local needs and circumstances. 
In the rendering of these or other services the 
architect needs to ensure that the process of 
design is sufficiently open to permit partici
pation of local people as well as administration 
and technicians in review and decision. 

To sununarize, the architect can help to 
articulate a humane and responsible policy to 
guide the changing rural habitat -like that 
which Mr. Zhao Bonian articulates for 
China's own development programme. The 
architect can ensure that programmes affect
ing the rural habitat reflect an understanding 
of the local society and the pressures for 
change upon it -like that which Dr. I. 
Serageldin describes for Yemen. And, the 
architect can open the process of designing to 
the participation of others in review and 
decision. 

The cases were selected from a wide variety of 
cultures ranging geographically from Africa to 
South-East Asia. They were selected to illus
trate the varying types of change processes 
and varying types of professional role, and we 
have described a few ofthese above We also 
chose to present specific aspects of technology 
through technical papers addressing them
selves to the problems and opportunities of 
the rural environment. Finally, we called upon 
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Arab House, Old Nubia, Egypt 

Structural system developed by BREDA/Dakar, 
Senegal 

Cave dwelling in the loess region, China 

Wooden house, Pesantren Pabelan, Java 
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the participants to discuss the cases and the 
technical papers. 

To guide the discussions and to lead them 
toward valid generalization, we suggested 
three aspects of rural development and a 
number of questions that result from them. 
(yVe provided these ideas to those who 
prepared the papers as well as to the discus
sion leaders) The aspects of rural develop
ment are: technology, expertise and ideology. 
The questions are the following: What techno
logies - whether drawn from traditional 
methods or from new and perhaps indus
trialized processes, have been employed, or 
should be employed, in changing the rural 
habitat? What materials and techniques of 
building were used, what were the reasons for 
their selection, and how well were they 
adapted to the local environment? Regarding 
expertise, whose expertise was, or should be, 
employed in the building and planning 
processes, and how did, or should, the use of 
that expertise relate to traditional skills and 
craft technologies and contribute to the deve
lopment of skills in the local population. How 
did the people indigenous to the area and 
those drawn from elsewhere work together, 
and how would one assess the effectiveness of 
their working relationship? How can an 
amicable and fruitful working relationship be 
guaranteed? And, finally, in terms of ideo
logy, what were the rationales underlying the 
changes that were initiated? Were those ideas 
regarded as improvements by all the partici
pants? IT not, whose id~ were dominant? 
And were they the ones that ought to have 
dominated? How do an individual's and a 
community's spiritual beliefs influence their 
relationship with the built environment and 
the techniques used in its creation and 
maintenance? How do these beliefs interact 
with the changes being introduced into the 
habitat? 

Do organized religion, especially Islam in 
Muslim areas, or other systems of belief 
influence attitudes toward change, or impinge 
directly on building and planning? How do 
cultural values and social expectations become 
modified through contact with the outside 
urbanized world, especially as revealed 
through the processes of changing the rural 
habitat? 

The technical papers deal with practical 
considerations, such as earthquake-related 
design problems, energy-conservation 
schemes, and materials of construction. While 
many of the same questions can be asked of 
them, they are offered mainly as a means of 
sharing information among those of us most 
directly involved in rural improvement. 

xxi 

Following the symposium in Beijing, the 
Chinese hosts accompanied the foreign visitors 
to a series of sites along the ancient Silk Route 
westward through Central Asia, to Xian, 
Turfan, Urumchi, Kashgar, where examples 
of rural environments were seen and dis
cussed. The international exchange begun 
during the seminar itself was continued on 
another, more immediate plane, through a 
shared learning experience, since many of the 
hosts were also coming to grips with the 
diversity of China's rural habitat in these 
regions for the first time. Some of the visual 
documentation from this joint field trip is 
included in the present volume. 


