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When Architecture Meets Village Development

The booming interest in the develop-
ment of the countryside has witnessed 

an increasing number of architects flock 
to the countryside, constructing rural 
buildings  such as book shops, libraries, 
hostels, activity centres etc.

Exploring the history, culture and social 
value of the countryside in a multi-dimen-
sional way is a fundamental factor when 
it comes to preserving the diverse and 
unique culture of the countryside. To 

Kuo Jze Yi and the villagers discussing the details of construction.

Q1. We know that you have 
a very strong interest in the 
countryside and community 
development. And building a 
participatory platform seems 
very similar to what commu-
nity workers do - as is being 
the architect reconstructing 
the countryside. But this expe-
rience is quite different from 
your experience on urban ar-
chitecture projects. Can you 
tell us more about your experi-
ence in this community-orient-
ed project? 

The process of planning, construction 
and operation can be seen as the same 
as the development of community. The 
true meaning of architecture is not simply 
constructing a building, rather it put its 
focus on people. From the details of con-
struction materials, the final aesthetics 
of the building, contract and budget, we 
can see humanity in all of them. 

I was taught to explore social phenomena 
and problems through architecture when 
I was studying at the Architectural Asso-
ciation School of Architecture in London. 
Insitu Project (co-founded with Peter 
Hasdell) uses architecture as a tool to 
explore different social relationships. 

Q2. How do architects in the 
countryside see themselves? 

Although many architects see them-
selves contributing to the develop-
ment of the countryside when they start 
working on projects, a lot of architec-
tural companies may still put their own 
interests first. Their habits of working in 
the city and the financial and creative 
pressure, force them to use the country-
side as a stage to generate more profit. 

revitalize the countryside is not simply 
to copy and paste what we have in the 
city, nor to make the architecture “look 
beautiful”. 

In 2018, a team1 of architects, community 
workers and university professors came 
to Zhoushan village, a village which lies 
in Daye town, Dengfeng City of Henan 
Province, to build a training / research 
centre in the countryside called “House 
of Dreams”. People’s different back-

It is not fair for the community to become 
a tool for fame and fortune. Rather we 
need to listen to the villagers instead of 
just the opinions of the architects.

Furthermore, the partnerships between 
villagers, community workers, architects 
and charities also needs to be open, 
equal and cooperative. 

"It is not fair for the community 
to become a tool for fame and 
fortune."

1. Members of the team include: Henan Community Education Research Center (responsible for the 
educational program in the community and the overall construction coordination), ”Insitu Project” team 
(responsible for architectural design), Dr. Ku Hok-bun (responsible for the exploration and development of 
"solidarity economy" model in the village), and the villagers, etc. The Chan Cheung Mun Chung Charitable 
Fund provided financial and strategic support for the phase II of the “House of Dreams” project.

grounds generated an exciting chemistry 
during the project and the architect 
started to reflect on the true meaning of 
architecture and how can it help with the 
development of the local community. 

In the interview, the architect talked 
about his understanding of rural archi-
tecture and community development.
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1. Villagers using plastic waste as “eco-bricks” to apply the concept of 
being environmentally-friendly in the design.

2. Villagers using abandoned door frames as the facade of a building.
3. Students of the Senior School in Zhoushan village are having fun on 

the newly built square of “House of Dreams”.
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Q3. How did you deal with the 
situation when other people’s 
ideas were contradictory to 
your professional knowledge?

People tend to be more egocentric and 
stubborn when they are younger; I was 
the same. But deep down I wanted to 
see the things I was doing as contribut-
ing to society so I needed to adjust. 

Fortunately, over the past six years, I 
have met many people whose goal is 
to contribute to society, such as Dr. Ku 
Hok-bun, Ms Liang Jun’s team and other 
organizations that focus on the develop-
ment of the countryside. They exerted 
a subtle influence over how I viewed 
architecture and made me start to con-
centrate more on things outside of pure 
creation.

Q5. What do you mean when 
you mentioned that construct-
ing buildings for the local peo-
ple is actually a project about 
people?

I have been asking the question ‘what 
is architecture?’ for very long time. Over 
the past four decades, we have experi-
enced rapid changes in the demograph-
ic of cities and the countryside and also 
in people’s value systems. Some social 
workers mentioned that there are archi-
tects from the city that are enforcing their 
ideas on the countryside in the name of 
assisting with local development, whilst 
ignoring the social structures of the 
village. 

Q4. After your understanding 
of architecture changed, how 
do you see the aesthetics of ar-
chitecture now? Do you have 
any new input in architectural 
design?

The aesthetics is important, of course, 
and it is closely related to cultural de-
velopment. From the perspective of 
the market, some of architectures 
has become a business with the main 
purpose for making profit. After I started 
working in the countryside, I found that 
the works that architects, social workers 
and charities are doing are actually 
social development works.

Planning the process of design including 
design strategy, methods, framework, 
procedure is even more relevant than 
the appearance of the architecture. If 
architect could make the process of 
rural construction relevant, including the 
communal engagement, environmental 
aspect of material and open dialogues, 
then the architecture itself will become 
more meaningful.

"Ultimately, the ideal rural ar-
chitecture should enhance the 
development of the community 
rather than replace it with an 
alien relationship."

The public buildings in the village actually 
integrate the different relationships and 
beliefs of the community. We should 
adopt these values before starting our 
work in the village. Ultimately, the ideal 
rural architecture should enhance the 
development of the community rather 
than replace it with an alien relationship. 

Exploring humanity and values through 
architecture is not only about re-examin-
ing the local values of the villagers, but 
also about rethinking our old way of living 
in the city.
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Q6. How do the public build-
ings in the village reshape the 
social values?

It is known to all architects that tradition-
al values are very important, but most 
of these values are from books without 
having been tested in real life. When 
implementing projects, architects need 
to respect the ideas of real experts who 
are familiar with local traditions - the 
villagers, so that we can get to the true 
value of the village. 

Participatory construction is a good 
way to get villagers, community workers 
and architects involved in discussing 
ideas through different workshops and 
meetings. Through this equal and open 
way of working, we can develop a better 
understanding of the local culture, value 
and traditions, and sometimes end up 
developing some unexpectedly brilliant 
ideas.

Q8. Does testing different mis-
takes affect the timeframe of 
the project?

Making mistake is also part of the 
project. The construction team and me 
make mistakes and how we deal with the 
mistakes reflects our different personali-
ties and ideas. 

We can see “House of Dreams” as an 
architectural project evolving and devel-
oping naturally by itself. We cannot plan 
everything in advance, only taking it step 
by step. 

We do have time pressure. But if we 
disregard the pressure of finishing it in a 
certain timeframe, the project becomes 
part of our lives and we and the villagers 
also develop a very healthy long term re-
lationship.

Q9. How did you balance the 
conflicts during the coopera-
tion? 
 
Conflicts are healthy when different 
teams share the same vision and goal. 
All of the disagreements and conflicts 
are necessary in establishing a trust re-
lationship. However, it may not be the 
case if one of the parties only thinks 
about themselves. It is important to have 
an open and equal cooperative environ-
ment. 

My point of view is that when you don’t 
stick to your own thoughts stubbornly 
but instead be open-minded to other 
people‘s ideas, something wonderful 
can happen to you. 

Q7. What would you do if the 
ideas of the villagers were not 
safe or practical?

Actually the villagers care more about 
practicality and safety than we do. The 
construction teams are very open-mind-
ed. I am open to mistakes as well and 
a lot of successes are built on failures. 
The most important thing is to learn 
something from the mistakes and do not 
follow the old tracks. 

Maybe we care too much about the 
results and overlook the process of 
the project, which is arguably more 
important. Some leadership may build 
their political achievement through 
these architectural projects, and some 
architects may regard them as their 
own artistic achievement with neither of 
them actually taking villagers living re-
quirements into consideration. I think it 
is totally normal to encounter mistakes 
during the project whilst also embracing 
the successes.

1. Villagers discussing the details of the construction 
through different workshops and meetings.

2. Liang Jun’s team is giving a lecture to visitors at 
the newly built “House of Dreams” training centre.

1

2Maybe we care too much about 
the results and overlook the 
process of the project, which is 
arguably more important.

We can see “House of Dreams” 
as an architectural project 
evolving and developing 
naturally by itself.
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Q10. How to create an open 
and equal working environ-
ment?  

We need to establish an equal working 
relationship from the very first day. For 
example, I would live with the local 
people, interact with them and learn 
from them. Moreover, all of the decisions 
regarding finance and detailed planning 
need to be discussed by all of us. 

It takes time to develop a healthy 
working environment. It took Liang 
Jun’s team nearly 20 years working on 
community development and gender 
equality education in Zhoushan village to 
establish the mutually respected relation-
ship with the local people we see now. 

1. Liang Jun’s team has been working in Zhoushan 
village for nearly 20 years and they have devel-
oped a healthy and cooperative working environ-
ment with the local people.

2-3. Villagers using used tires to pave the road 
and building sinks with old water tanks.

4.  Local community and architecture can grow 
and evolve hand in hand.

Q11. Sometimes we can see 
that a certain architectural con-
cept has had a breakthrough 
in technique. How do you see 
using such innovative tech-
niques on rural architecture?

It is worth discussing if the breakthrough 
is a good thing for the community 
or simply a means to fulfill your own 
ambition. I was mainly focusing on ar-
chitectural innovation before but then 
I realized that a truly positive innova-
tion should benefit the whole of society. 
Instead of working on technical innova-
tion with all of our resources, our project 
in the countryside should focus more on 
the local community and help the local 
people to improve their living condition. 

Sometimes I would invite villagers or 
community workers to give lectures to 
my students. And from their perspec-
tives, we were able to hear the voices of 
the villagers, and in this way create an 
opportunity for communication between 
the village and the outside world. This 
opportunity might be more precious than 
any technical breakthrough.

Q12. As you mentioned previ-
ously, the interaction with vil-
lagers can help them to know 
more about their own culture 
and architecture. The physical 
appearance of the buildings is 
not your ultimate goal, the de-
velopment of the community is. 
Can you tell us more about it?

When we were building a community 
kitchen in Miaoxia village in Sichuan 
province I asked Dr. Ku what the purpose 
of doing this is. He said our goal is to 
enable villagers to cook in this kitchen. It 
was simple but not easy to achieve this 
in a way that maintained a cooperative 
relationship at the same time. 

Economical development seems to be 
the main aspect in current rural revital-
ization process. But development is not 
necessarily about production. Instead, 
saving, environmental friendly, upcycling 
are about advocating sustainable devel-
opment. Similar to Zhoushan villagers 
donating old objects, collecting waste 
for construction.

All of the pictures were provided by the interviewee.
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4“By providing an open and 
equal platform and encouraging 
community participation, people 
can contribute their ideas freely 
to the development of their  own 
home.”



Together we bring hopes, 
enrich lives and build for the future


