
Ms Liang discussing the construction plan with villagers.

Liang Jun
Liang Jun and Henan Community Education Research Center 
have been working in Zhoushan Village for nearly 20 years. 
With a strong focus on gender equality, their commitment in 
promoting community education has had a huge influence on 
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In recent years, many towns and villages 
that brand themselves with special 

artistic characteristics have sprung up 
at unexpected speed. This has triggered 
a huge increase in people’s interest in 
village tourism. However, due to the un-
necessary demolition and re-construc-
tion, many places have gradually lost 
their cultural and traditional aspects, 
while the newly constructed touris-
tic buildings no longer arose people’s 
interest due to their lack of authentic 
character. 

If the villagers who have lived here 
for generations lose their collective 
memories and love for their native land, 

Ms. Liang's team, villagers and architects inspecting the obsolete cave dwellings.

Q1. You and your team have 
been doing educational work 
in Zhoushan village for more 
than a decade, such as pro-
moting gender equality and 
opening schools for the elderly. 
What made you decide to re-
store the cave dwellings? What 
preparation work did you do 
for your first architecture proj-
ect? 

Regarding the community educa-
tion work, our team has made various 
attempts and achieved some results. 
For example, gender equality has been 
advocated through workshops and folk 
plays, an active lifestyle for elderly has 
been taught and promoted through the 
schools, and the new village regulations 
have been revised and implanted. Fur-
thermore, we also assisted villagers in 
setting up organizations such as the 
Women's Handicraft Association and 
the Elderly Association, which as a result 
saw more activities in the community. 
However, since there are still a lot of 

the local culture will not be able to transi-
tion to the next generation and the village 
will gradually lose its vitality and its "soul".

In 2002, Henan Community Education 
Research Center（or Liang Jun’s team), 
composed of several retired teachers 
and women cadres came to Zhoushan 
Village - a village located in Daye Town, 
Dengfeng City of Henan Province - to 
carry out "people-oriented" community 
education. Over the past 20 years, the 
variety of work they have done, which 
include gender education, establishment 
of the community organization, revision 
of old village regulations, development 
of different practices for the aging com-

“Some of the infrastructure did 
improve the living standards of 
villagers, but some of the "con-
struction" was actually destruc-
tive, as it destroyed and aban-
doned traditional buildings that 
embody local culture and villag-
ers' collective memories.”

munity members, and the restoration of 
cave dwellings greatly increased the 
enthusiasm, initiative and creativity of 
villagers. Their love of the land was fully 
embodied through the construction of 
cave dwellings in the "House of Dreams" 
project.

From knowing little about architecture 
to becoming a communication bridge 
between architects and villagers, Liang 
Jun talked about her understanding of 
rural architecture and how she has suc-
cessfully persuaded and initiated villag-
ers to build their homeland.

things to be done, we should continue 
working with villagers to explore a better 
developmental direction for the village.

At that time, rural construction was 
carried out all over the country. Some of 
the infrastructure did improve the living 
standards of villagers, but some of the 
"construction" was actually destructive, 
as it destroyed and abandoned tradition-
al buildings that embody local culture 
and villagers' collective memories.

In order to protect the local culture, we 
encouraged old people to write down 
the village history. It was in this process 
we came across an old cave dwelling 
overgrown with weeds and bushes. 
Though dilapidated, the interior of the 
cave dwelling was well preserved and 
we felt that it would be a shame to leave 

it to collapse. So we encouraged villag-
ers to restore cave dwelling together 
with the aim of preserving their collective 
memories.

With the support of Professor Ku Hok-bun 
from the Hong Kong Polytechnic Univer-
sity and Professor Kuo Jze Yi, who was 
invited by Professor Ku from the Insitu 
Project to be in charge of the architec-
tural design, Phase 1 of the "House of 
Dreams" project officially kicked off.
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1. Millstones and tiles buried in the soil.

2-3. Villagers going around asking people to donate 
waste materials.
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Q2. The idea that villagers can 
donate waste materials makes 
"House of Dreams" different 
from other projects that simply 
demolishing then re-construct. 
How did the idea come about 
in the first place?

When we visited the village, we saw 
piles of tiles, bricks, old doors and 
windows discarded on the roadside. On 
the one hand, it is not very environmen-
tally friendly to leave them like that. On 
the other hand, we also want villagers 
to have a sense of participation in the 
project. So we talked to them and dis-
cussed whether we could use these old 
materials in the building process.

Equality is also very important. Many 
villagers wanted to contribute to the 
project, but donating money was not a 
practical idea, as it would put pressure 
on the poorer families. So we needed to 
find a better way for villagers to make 
their contribution.

Thus, we agreed on a basic principle, 
that was donating second hand and 
reusable items instead of money. We 

Q3. From Phase 1 to Phase 
2, how did you manage to get 
villagers to donate?

During the pep rally for phase 1, everyone 
was very enthusiastic. The local vil-
lage-level mutual aid group Changqing 
Huzhuhui drove around, banging drums 
to collect waste materials. It was drizzling 
that day, but as soon as the villagers 
heard the drums they came out to load 
the cars with old construction materials.

After the completion of Phase 1, villag-
ers increasingly agreed with the idea of 
"turning the waste into treasure" when 
they saw their old tiles and doorframes 
being reused and turned into an "archi-
tectural works of art". At Phase 2, we no 
longer needed to go out there calling for 

hoped that by donating old things, vil-
lagers could rediscover the neglected 
but valuable things around them, and 
by using them could make the buildings 
from the project truly theirs.

In addition, we also wanted to educate 
villagers in the concept of ecological ar-
chitecture. Full utilization of local charac-
teristics and labor instead of simply de-
molishing and rebuilding, can help the 
final architecture carry more weight. 

“We hoped that by donating old 
things, villagers could rediscover 
the neglected but valuable things 
around them, and by using them 
could make the buildings from 
the project truly theirs.”

help, the local construction team and vil-
lagers took the initiative to collect waste 
materials. We didn't expect the construc-
tion team to be so creative; they even 
mounted broken rice cookers, fans and 
pans onto the wall.
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Q4. You once mentioned that 
the "ecological wall", which 
is made of different old ob-
jects, was the brainchild of the 
local construction team. These 
workers are very creative and 
sometimes even challenge the 
architect. Can you tell us more 
about this very different con-
struction team?

The local construction team contributed 
new ideas for the "ecological wall" based 
on the design of the architect Kuo Jze 
Yi. The team members are mostly from 
the village, and we hope that they are not 
just "a group of people who work on the 
construction site", but that they can grow 
stronger and bigger to form a proper or-
ganization.

A lot of construction workers went to work 
in big cities when they were young, but 
had fewer opportunities when they grew 
older. However, the skills they acquired 

Q5. How to raise the enthusi-
asm of the construction team 
in building for their home-
town?

All of the construction plans are dis-
cussed in advance and the opinions 
of the workers are fully respected. In 
this way, they would feel that they are 
actually creating something important 
themselves, rather than just working for 
someone.

Before the project starts, we often have 
several meetings to gather everyone's 
ideas. For example, in the initial planning 
of the "ecological wall", a large block 
of cement waste was the only material. 
However, villagers opposed this idea 
and said that it was too monotonous and 
oppressive. The meeting ended without 
reaching a conclusion. Later, the workers 
suggested that this wall can be used as 
a "waste materials display wall", which 
can not only reflect the environmentally 
friendly concept of the project, but also 
makes the wall full of energy. Everyone 
immediately agreed with this idea.

Because of the pandemic, Kuo Jze Yi 
could not be there to supervise, but he 
sent a lot of pictures for reference. Our 

1. The construction team using waste materials and 
old objects to build the ecological wall.

2. Construction team leader Yi Rongliang introduc-
ing the House of Dreams to visitors.

1

2

“and we hope that they are not just 
"a group of people who work on the 
construction site", but that they can 
grow stronger and bigger to form a 
proper organization.”

“All of the construction plans 
are discussed in advance and 
the opinions of the workers are 
fully respected. In this way, they 
would feel that they are actually 
creating something important 
themselves, rather than just 
working for someone.”

can be a very valuable asset for the com-
munity.

Through "House of Dreams", I hope 
workers can feel that they are also 
needed in their hometown. They lost op-
portunities outside but still can be useful 
to their own home.

team also found reference pictures and 
added them into the PPT to discuss with 
the construction team. In the process of 
construction, the team also improvised 
some creative ideas. If anyone comes 
to visit the village now, the team leader 
would be the tour guide, telling the story 
behind each brick and tile.
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Q6. When communicating with 
villagers or workers, what will 
you do if you encounter differ-
ent opinions?

We discuss and listen to everyone`s 
ideas. We believe that an open, equal 
and respectful discussion is the most 
important thing. People are happy to 
accept the idea as long as it makes 
sense, and sometimes the villagers' 
ideas can surprise us.

For example, there were several trees on 
the construction site during Phase 2. In 
order to integrate the concept of ecolog-
ical harmony, we hoped to let the trees 
grow freely by leaving holes on the roof. 
Before talking to the construction team, 
I thought they would say that this is too 
difficult to execute, because when en-
countered similar problems in the past 
they always cut down trees to give way to 
houses. Thus, Kuo and I showed pictures 
of similar cases, overseas and domesti-
cally, and explained how to make this 
happen.

1-2. Villagers leaving round holes on the roof to 
"give way to trees".

3.  The architect Guo Ziyi explaining his design 
to villagers

Q7. Kuo Jze Yi once intro-
duced you and the team as the 
project coordinator and also 
the bridge between him and 
villagers, as you and your team 
have already gotten along well 
with the villagers, while the 
architect is new to the village. 
When you or the villagers have 
disputes, how do you coordi-
nate?

The same principles apply here: be 
open, equal and respectful. Fortunate-
ly, Kuo and his team share the same 
open-minded attitude. As a professional 
architect, when his design receives chal-
lenges from villagers, he would discuss 
different possibilities and leave enough 
room for them to create.

For example, when we were laying 
tiles on the floor, Kuo prepared a lot of 
patterns for villagers to choose from. 
But during discussion, a variety of ideas 
popped up and the final result met Kuo’s 
professional standard, which was also 
full of local characteristics.
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“We discuss and listen to ev-
eryone`s ideas. We believe that 
an open, equal and respectful 
discussion is the most import-
ant thing. People are happy to 
accept the idea as long as it 
makes sense, and sometimes the 
villagers' ideas can surprise us.”

“We should not just focus on the 
appearance of the facade and 
should not stubbornly focus on 
creating something different; 
these are not fundamental for vil-
lagers and they will change the 
whole meaning of modern con-
struction in the village.

Respecting each other and com-
municating with sincerity are effi-
cient ways in working with differ-
ent parties.”

Sometimes, I tell them directly of things 
that would not work well. After all, rural 
architecture is different from urban 
design, insofar that villagers have their 
own aesthetic preference and they care 
more about the functionality rather than 
the look of the building. We should not 
just focus on the appearance of the 
facade and should not stubbornly focus 
on creating something different; these 
are not fundamental for villagers and 
they will change the whole meaning of 
modern construction in the village. 

Respecting each other and communi-
cating with sincerity are efficient ways in 
working with different parties.

The idea of "give way to trees" received 
unexpected positive feedback. There-
fore, getting well prepared and explain-
ing to villagers with patience are effec-
tive ways to have an equal discussion 
that usually end with good result.
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Q8. You once mentioned that 
the previous education or 
training programs in Zhoushan 
village were all "participatory". 
The "House of Dreams" proj-
ect also adopts this "partici-
patory construction" concept. 
Can you tell us more about 
this idea?

First of all, no matter whom the stake-
holders are, all parties are equal and 
should respect each other. For example, 
when we taught local women handicrafts 
and revised village regulations, we em-
phasized the participation of everyone. 
This is a process of two-way dialogue, 
rather than one-way dictation. So during 
construction, we not only talk with the 
foreman and the architect, but also 
respect and discuss the suggestions 
from the other workers and villagers.

Secondly, I truly agree with the concept 
of "intersubjectivity". Villagers don't have 
to listen to us about everything, and 
we won’t follow them blindly either. We 
should not only cultivate the villagers' 
subjectivity, but also not give up our sub-
jectivity. In short, if we argue and discuss 
different ideas, we can find the "greatest 
common divisor" that suits us all.

Q9. Are there any specific 
methods and techniques to 
facilitate effective communica-
tion when communicating with 
different parties?

Things in the village are very complicated 
and there are no fixed rules that can be 
applied to solve everything. However, 
with basic principles such as creating 
an equal and respectful atmosphere and 
being patient to get to know each other, 
we can gradually find the best way to 
communicate. 

Q10. How to create an equal 
atmosphere in the village?

Villagers are very expressive and are 
enthusiastic about community activities, 
which may be due to the different education 
work we have carried out in the village over 
the past ten years. In particular, we have spent 
seven years revising the village regulations 
with villagers, which contributed greatly to the 
current equality. 

Villagers were eager to be part of the process, 
so we discussed, revised and confirmed 
each principle with them to let them feel that 
their opinions were heard and respected. 
Because of this "real participation", if a dispute 
occurred during the implementation, people 
would be reminded that these terms were 
negotiated by themselves that can't be 
overturned on a whim.

Patience and timing are important. 
There were three revisions of the local 
regulations that happened within three 

For example, I often express my 
opinions directly, or sometimes in a 
joking way. Instead of simply pointing 
out their problems, I encourage them to 
find solutions themselves. Through this 
participatory collaboration, everyone has 
the chance to learn and grow.

1. Villagers discussing the development of “House 
of Dreams”.

2. Ms Liang and her team discussing the future de-
velopment of "House of Dreams" with villagers.
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“creating an equal and respectful 
atmosphere and being patient to get 
to know each other, we can gradually 
find the best way to communicate. ”

years. We respected villagers and 
adopted different negotiation methods 
so they had time to digest and learn, 
even though there was little progress. 
In the end, a more reasonable version 
of village regulations that reflect gender 
equality was adopted, which was also 
acknowledged by relevant state leaders.
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Q11. Having been rooted in 
Zhoushan Village for nearly 20 
years, you and your team have 
done a lot of educational work 
on gender equality and teach-
ing the elderly  how to have 
a positive attitude towards 
aging, but this is the first time 
you have engaged in an archi-
tectural project. How do you 
understand rural architecture 
as a crucial part of rural devel-
opment?

It is true that we have never tried archi-
tecture in our educational endeavours 
in the village. But during the "House 
of Dreams" project, we found that "a 
building" can also be a platform insofar 
that by restoring the cave dwellings, vil-
lagers can retain the collective memories 
that are gradually fading. Moreover, by 
encouraging villagers to participate in 
the construction process we can boost 
up their cultural confidence and increase 
their work efficiency. 

Previously people wanted to destroy the 
traditional characteristics of the village as 
this was seen to be popular and trendy 
in cities. However, we wanted to avoid 
a total "demolition and re-construction”. 
This can be detrimental not just towards 
the physical buildings, but also people’s 
sense of belonging. We can sincerely 
help the development of the village if 
we respect the unique features of each 
village and support villagers' own deci-
sions with modern technology.

We hope that villagers are not just em-
ployees of someone, but their own em-
ployers. Perhaps the most important 
thing is not the avant-garde design, but 
the collective memories of villagers and 
the precious moments of them working 
together; in this way, villagers, social 
workers, architects and other partici-
pants can learn from each other, under-
stand and respect each other.

Aerial view of the House of Dream Phase 1 and 2.

“Previously people wanted to 
destroy the traditional charac-
teristics of the village as this was 
seen to be popular and trendy 
in cities. However, we wanted 
to avoid a total "demolition and 
re-construction”. This can be 
detrimental not just towards 
the physical buildings, but also 
people’s sense of belonging. 
We can sincerely help the de-
velopment of the village if we 
respect the unique features of 
each village and support villag-
ers' own decisions with modern 
technology.

Perhaps the most important thing 
is not the avant-garde design, 
but the collective memories 
of villagers and the precious 
moments of them working 
together.”
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Together we bring hopes, 
enrich lives and build for the future


