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ABSTRACT

This interview discusses the practice of house building in rural areas

and opinions of tribal civilization. Through cooperative building projects

in Lankao County, He'nan Province and post-earthquake reconstruction

in Yangliu Village of Mao County, Sichuan Province, Ying-Chun Hsieh,

the interviewee, explained the importance of sustainability, which is the
core principle of construction, and the public participation in community
rebuilding. He believed that, from the perspective of tribal civilization

and the dimension of scarcity, by reducing the importance of the “expert”
designer, and adopting open system, simple techniques, and digitalized
approaches, public participation could be promoted and a better integration
of traditional wisdom in building and society construction could be achieved.
KEY WORDS

Scarcity; Sustainability; Tradition; Tribal Civilization; Digitalization; Public
Participation
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1. TAEEEMNTIERE (EN1-150015, E1-2790025)

1. Earth House 001 (Fig. 1-1) and Earth House 002 (Fig. 1-2) in Dingzhou City, Hebei Province.
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2. HHINEEERNE 2. Post-earthquake

Community is the core unit to build scarcity could examine our present state

3. NERZ25iieREAR reconstruction project
“REzH BERER in Yangliu Village relationships between household and from another value system. I have been
e . 3. Villagers participated
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in the discussion of
Nepal Future Village
post-earthquake

reconstruction project.
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country, and household and society.
How is community cohesion developed?

Ying-Chun HSIEH (HSIEH
hereafter): The community is generally
what we call in the city, while it is tribe
and village in minority and rural areas
respectively. A community is often
geographically small, but its cohesion
derives from interactions in small space
that allow for close communication.
Now with the Internet, community can
be developed in new forms by gathering
people with common interests or shared
values. Although community could
exist without a physical space, it cannot
provide such intimate interactions that
real community brings to people.

Scarecity is frequently mentioned in
your work, lectures, or publications.
How do you interpret scarcity?

HSIEH: Scarcity is a dimension,
not just a state of being. We can see
a different world if we look at it
from the dimension of scarcity. China
is currently in a state of being too
productive, resulting from the reforms
for the past 40 years. Because of this
overproduction, we see waste and

excess as normality. As a comparison,
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living and working in tribes for the
past twenty years, and tribal experience
tells me that work and life based on
scarcity rather than excess is often more
sustainable.

Take your Earth House 001 and
Earth House 002 as examples. The
former uses a more traditional wood
structure while the latter uses a new
light-steel structure. These different
types of structure are developed to
meet different demands. How do you
consider the applicability of different
construction methods and what are your
evaluation criteria?

HSIEH: The evaluation criterion
follows sustainable construction
principles. Sustainability concerns not
only green building technologies, but
also social-, economic-, and cultural-
friendly actions. In China, there are
a large number of people living in
rural areas. In looking to house this
population, we must consider both their
labor and cultural values. Meanwhile, a
range of technical problems need to be
overcome. For example, an open system
that can maximize the combined use

of different materials and techniques

should be established, and technical



thresholds should be reduced. The
Earth House 001 and 002 are both
teaching experimental projects, and the
material use — wood, steel, bamboo,
or a mixture of them — is meant to

be adjusted to local conditions. We
currently use light-steel structure
because of its stability and ability to be
mass produced, recycled, and combined
with digital technology. We need to
consider how modern technology can
help in housing rural population with
environmentally-friendly building
materials like light-steel.

Your projects often emphasize
integration with local traditions. What
traditional skills or wisdom have made
a lasting impression on you?

HSIEH: For instance, villagers of
the Yangliu Village in Mao County,
Sichuan Province accumulate
traditional wisdom in their daily lives.
For thousands of years, they have
helped each other build houses, except
for those built by craftsmen, during
which process building knowledge is
transferred generation by generation.
When we build houses here, we adopt
the typical traditional methods, often
simply replacing the wood with steel
and replacing mortise and tenon

joints with bolts. This allows locals
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to understand the construction and

to assemble the steel structures

more easily. With our guidance,
villagers are able to quickly assemble
steel roof truss just as they would
assemble traditional wooden frames.
Besides, a leading elder brought us
two supporting poles that could be
used for lifting the traditional roof
truss. He skillfully tied the poles to
the sides of the truss before leading
friends and relatives in smoothly
lifting the structure. Therefore, as long
as technical problems of combining
light-steel components with bricks
and stones are addressed, traditional
earth and stone structures can be
used, villagers can immediately start
to build, and usable building materials
from the old houses can be recycled.
In accordance with the principle of
sustainable construction, it not only
saves money, but also effectively

uses surplus labor. As a result, the
tradition of building cooperatively is
maintained, and alienated relationship

is reunited.

How do you evaluate the value and
dross of traditional culture?

HSIEH: Dross in the traditional
context is less than in the modern age.
I praise highly of tribal civilization

and have long been critical of the
dismissal of traditional culture in
modern society. The anthropologist
Levi Strauss in Tristes Tropiques
implied regrets that humans could
not return to tribal states. Modern
people are unfamiliar and have
misunderstandings of tribal cultures.
In fact, Laozi’s Dao Te Ching, Plato’s
Utopia, and the electoral system with
the core of the majority respect for
the minority in the United States

are all influenced by tribal cultures.
Traditional tribal cultures can be
thousands of years old and they have
often maintained a way of life that

is consistent with nature, whereas
modern society is only a few hundred
years old and in that time we have
created an unprecedented scale of
environmental destruction. In order
to address these modern problems,
our modern lifestyle and value system
need to be reconstructed instead of
just putting forward several measures.
There are many traditions we can
look at for reference, but our society
has developed too quickly to study
them, and bringing back traditional
practices is our task.

You have stated that the role of the

designer should be weakened. Does
that mean the role of the designer
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4. An earthquake-
resistant house of
Nepal Future Village
post-earthquake
reconstruction project
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needs to be repositioned? How do you
think of the role of designers in the

future?

HSIEH: Non-interference is our
principal. However, as designers, we
cannot do nothing. Therefore, the role
of the designer needs to be judged
individually. Designers today pay too
much attention to modeling or drawing
skills rather than systemic thinking
of construction work, which refers
to all the details in construction and
management, and is closely related to
society construction. We should know
how to first build a house and then how
to design a house.

My twenty years of experience
as a designer in post-disaster and
rural areas could be summarized in
three aspects: open systems, simple
techniques, and digitalization. From
traditional cooperative construction
to the current Industrial 4.0 is the
result of data processing supported
by digital technology. For example,
our drawings are mainly lines and
symbols meant to recognize the
functional relationship between design
and construction. After we input
data as single lines and symbols, the
complicated drawing work is reduced,
as is the production and management.
Architectural technology is lagging
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behind technological development in
other industries, and compared with
the accumulation of technological
knowledge by thousands of engineers
designing for a mobile phone
operating system, the accumulation of
architectural knowledge is inefficient
as it is difficult to build knowledge and
experience across piecemeal projects.
Without adequate experience, designers
are likely to make mistakes and design
shoddy projects. The knowledge and
power of an individual designer is
small and limited and we must make
better use of digital technology and
collaborative platforms.

The most cutting-edge designs
today include interactivity and
cooperation among multiple subjects.
Community building emphasizes the
role of the residents, reducing the
importance of the designer as expert.
Public participation will continue to
be a trend. Although there have been
some forms of public participation,
unfortunately they rarely result in true
democratic participation. In China,
public participation remains weak, in
part because of the shifting nature
of urbanization. We must face up
to this issue, and coordinating and
promoting public participation will
be key components of future design
work. LAF



