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ABSTRACT

Rural policies are given priority in China, and governmental and regional funding
is allocated to the countryside. Chinese villages are being transformed as a part
of the urbanization and modernization process as societies, habitats, and architec-
ture. This Ph.D. research is based on a case study of Banwan village in Guizhou
province and is part of a joint program between the Oslo School of Architecture
and Design and the Central Academy of Fine Arts in Beijing — “Rural China — the
Villages” — the program focusing on case studies of the current challenges and
development strategies for Chinese villages.

The rural transformation process is evolving in different ways all over the Chinese
countryside, also in the remote parts of the country, albeit often in a less controlled
way. The process of modernization through governmental and regional policies
places a great deal of pressure on traditional societies, their social organization, and
their way of production. Established village structures that are based on histori-
cally- and ethnically founded principles for morphological organization, building
typology, and iconography are gradually being transformed or abandoned.

Banwan village is part of a traditional habitat for the Bouyei minority. Beginning in
2016, I participated in and later observed a development project aimed at improv-
ing the living conditions in the village within the framework of Bouyei traditions
and in the context of rapid urbanization. The village renovation was initiated and
funded by government resources distributed to the local government. The project
was planned and carried out by Professor Lyu Pinjing from the Central Academy
of Arts (CAFA) in Beijing with the help of his architectural studio. CAFA provided
academic support to the project and chose the Banwan village as a research subject
for architectural education and academic knowledge seeking. The project received
support from and was documented by Shanghai Dragon TV. Additional funds were
also donated privately for the extension and renovation of the local school.

My role in the project was that of resident designer —I participated throughout

the entire design and construction process — as well as that of an observer who
recorded the impact of the project on the settlement and the lives of households in
the post-construction phase. After having been selected as the case for my thesis,

I investigated the process, the project, and the outputs as a researcher performing
relevant analysis and evaluation. While the multiple identities gave rise to meth-
odological challenges, they enabled me to access more detailed data and informal
and “hidden” activities. By working in this way, I sought to understand the reasons
for and the significance of each endeavor within the project and grasp the strategies
and tactics employed by stakeholders in the specific situations that emerged during
the working process.

The thesis discusses the environmental, spatial, morphological, and more specific



architectural challenges and changes in the village and their effects on the local
way of life. The intention is to (1) give an understanding of the traditional rela-
tionship between the socio-cultural and physical environment in Banwan and (2)
to study the challenges and potentials established by the Chinese urbanization and
modernization process by investigating the effects in the region of Guizhou, (3) to
observe and evaluate the physical and social transformation process in Banwan,
parallel to the renovation work and beyond, and (4) to discuss how the recent de-
velopment project has affected the local situation, what the outcomes are, and what
might be learned from this pilot project.

The study intends to establish a discourse on how a traditional agricultural village
in a remote part of China populated by an ethnic minority might adapt to urban-
ization without losing itself culturally, architecturally, and economically. This is
achieved by following two intersecting lines of study: investigating strategies for
rural China and drawing lessons from the implementation of the Banwan proj-

ect. The investigation strategies used in rural China, particularly those that have
been implemented in the poor Guizhou region, help to understand the relationship
between current Chinese rural development policies, rural challenges, and selected
development strategies. The investigation provides a broader context for evaluating
the specific Banwan project strategy. The second line of investigation — and the
main part of this Ph.D. thesis — draws lessons from the ideas behind the Banwan
project, the planning of the project, the implementation, and the activities after

the project was terminated and the project organization no longer supported the
development.

The thesis refers to a broad field of research concerning the restructuring and
transformation of rural areas in China. An analytical discussion is established on
what I consider to be the three overlapping stages of development: tradition, the
local effects of Chinese modernization and urbanization policies in recent decades,
and the outcomes and effects of the current development project. The study of
place, physical structure, and architecture is inspired by a morphological tradition
in urban and architectural research and is based on field investigation and mapping.
Studies of the socio-spatial transformation process are based on in situ observa-
tions, interviews, and documents from the process.

The Banwan project was an experiment in what I have termed expert architect-led
rural renovation. The thesis outlines the characteristics of this model, evaluating
ideas, organization, process, and outcome, to explore the question of whether the
Banwan experience indicates a new model for village renovation in China.

The thesis indicates that the expert architects, deeply involved in the rural ren-
ovation, adapted to the conventional role of the architect in terms of attitudes,
skills, and working methods. The way of organizing the project gave the architect
a unique role in influencing both process and outcomes, but the participative pro-
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cess also allowed the expert architects to understand the community and identify
collective and individual demands. The main findings are that the project worked
as a well-planned architectural renovation of the village. While the process of
participation was active and elaborate and influenced both program and outcome,
it would have benefitted from a better-organized and stronger local leadership and
from a more multidisciplinary team taking part in the process. Some unintended
effects were witnessed, mostly related to the management of projects for industrial
development based on handicrafts and post-implementation actions initiated by the
local government. A major challenge for the project proved to be a lack of capacity
at the local level of government and constraints in the institutional mechanisms that
handled the development process. A possible role was noted for academic insti-
tutes in rural renovation: universities and academies could function as a supportive
resource in village development, and a mutually beneficial relationship between
villages and academic institutions shows interesting potential.

The thesis also indicates that choosing a Banwan model requires several conditions
and deliberate consideration of the site selection. The model applies to a situation
where villagers are willing to impart indigenous knowledge to the development
project. The model requires an environment where local government can provide
substantial political and financial support. Strong community capacity and local
organization are required to achieve project objectives and sustainable improve-
ments. Furthermore, the model is best suited for villages demonstrating historical
and architectural qualities and where this resource might be used as an industrial
advantage.

Referring to the lessons learned, the thesis proposes that several adaptations should
be made for the Banwan expert/architect strategy to stand out and work as a pos-
sible model in specific situations. Although the Banwan project was well planned,
more extensive discussions about the development programs are needed before ini-
tiating actions. Prior to the project initiation, there will be a need to strengthen the
local organization and prepare locals for what is to come. The local government’s
capacity to lead and manage a project of this kind in terms of role, responsibility,
organization, and policies should also be prepared before the project is started.
Evaluations of social effects on the village and the different families are needed as
an integrated part of the process. For the Banwan model to work, an effective proj-
ect management system is required to give the community better control over the
decisions being made. Actions for organizational and individual capacity building
in the village are needed to ensure effective project management. Another lesson
from Banwan is that a multidisciplinary team might be required to address various
complex issues raised during the development program. In order to solve potential
conflicts during the planning and construction process, formal mechanisms need to
be established. Major findings are that the project’s time span must be longer than
the Banwan project period to access the strategy’s full effects and that preparations
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for post-construction management of what is achieved and future potentials should
be given priority in the project.

viii



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I would like to extend my most heartfelt thanks to my supervisor Professor Karl
Otto Ellefsen, who took me in and supported my research with his dedicated, gen-
erous, and inspirational personality. Karl Otto Ellefsen gave me the greatest free-
dom in terms of both time frame and academic thought in the five years in which
we worked together. He provided substantial new sources, academic critiques on
research, and new insights into the subjects of inquiry, both in AHO’s office and in
formal and informal meetings in Beijing.

I am very grateful to Professor Lyu Pinjing at China Central Academy of Fine Arts.
This thesis has its roots in his rural practice in Guizhou, where I was in 2016. I also
benefited from my previous work experience in the village during the fieldwork
phase. Professor Lyu gave me guidance and generously connected me with other
scholars, symposiums, and teaching opportunities related to my research.

I would like to thank all the coordinators of the Ph.D. school of autumn 2015:
Professor Tim Anstey, Professor Cheryl Ball, Jérémie McGowan, and Professor
Andrew Morrison. They helped me set objectives and investigate my research
methods through many inspiring conversations and critiques in the systematic
Ph.D. training courses. I am grateful to AHO’s research administer Reier Moll
Schoder for kindly helping me solve so many issues related to learning, funding,
and living in Norway.

I also wish to thank Liu Qian, a Ph.D. fellow at Beijing University when I was
conducting my first fieldwork in 2017. She generously shared with me her under-
standing of the Bouyei minority’s religion, customs, and ceremonies. Through
many inspiring conversations, she broadened my knowledge and understanding of
the Bouyei settlement with a study paradigm on anthropology.

I am grateful to the president of the Ceheng Federation of Literary and Art Circles
Huang Quanchang for his precious photos taken in 2008 and his great contribution
to preservation of the Banwan settlement morphology and vernacular buildings.

I would like to thank the crews of Dream Maker from Dragon TV and the execu-
tive director Jiang Jiang. They recorded the design and construction progress of the
Banwan project with sincerity and detailed perspectives. They also provided me a
number of precious video recordings that served as a kind of first-hand material for
my doctoral research.

I would also like to extend my sincere thanks to my friend, Ph.D. Sareh Saeidi,
who kindly gave me useful suggestions and references for my Ph.D. project in
the first year of my research. I want to thank Ma Jun and Wang Wei, friends and
fellow Ph.D.s who kindly provided support and gave positive suggestions at the
AHO-CAFA Ph.D. seminars as well as in casual conversations. My thanks also



go to Ph.D. fellow Chen Yiyang at CAFA for the enlightening discussions on a
co-authored paper.

I gratefully acknowledge financial support from the Norwegian State Education
Loan Fund, which made my research implementation and practice possible. The
Oslo School of Architecture and Design provided additional research grants to
assist with final manuscript preparation and allowed me to access related academic
materials.

Finally, I thank my family for patiently enduring my absences during my Ph.D.
study in Norway. Their support and understanding are the foundation that has made
my work possible. I especially thank my wife, Zhou Ce, who gave me the ambition
and opportunity to follow my dreams, supported me in every step that I took, and
took care of our family during my absence.



Chapter 1

My work and research were initiated as a journey to a project site in an ethnic
rural area of Guizhou Province in 2016. After a three-hour flight from Beijing,
the 2.5 hour-drive started in Xingyi, the capital of the Qianxinan prefecture and a
fast-growing city with over 900 thousand inhabitants. We traveled from a high-rise
and newly built urban landscape to the rural areas where patches of farmland are
nestled among mountains before arriving at our destination, the Banwan village.
The trip revealed a rural landscape in a state of transition and incompletion —
conventional expressions like “authentic local vernacular buildings,” “unpolished
cultural activities,” “culturally distinct inhabitants,” and “symbioses of ethnic
culture into the untarnished natural landscape” were undoubtedly not fitting. The
situation in the Bouyei settlement signifies both tradition and the different aspects
of changes in rural China illustrated by describing concepts commonly used in
the last two decades: A “left-behind village” with the children and the elderly left
behind after the young workforce migrated to the cities; a “hollow village, ” where
significant land resource and inhabitants have been lost to urbanization, and the
“atomization” describing the weakening relationships between farmers in the
community.

9

The renovation project in which I participated aimed to respond to the unique con-
ditions of the Bouyei village and to address different challenging issues engendered
by the urbanization process. In this introductory chapter, I briefly situate the thesis
by outlining the context of the project. I then introduce the current challenges in

the processes of countryside upgrading. My motivation for this thesis is based on
my experience as a resident architect in Banwan, which has led to particular meth-
odological challenges. Finally, I elaborate on the research questions addressed in
this thesis.

1. THE THEME FOR THE THESIS

1.1. Background of the Study

Over the past century, many Chinese intellectuals suggested and argued for a
range of novel policies and campaigns in China, emulating western moderniza-
tion paradigms or intending to find non-western-oriented paths to modernization.
Pan and Wen (2016: 129-130) note that the radical pursuit of modernization was
nourished by the founding of the People’s Republic of China. The Cold War and
the urgent demand for industrialization later continued to provide a strong impetus
for all kinds of actions to transform the country. After the Reform and Open policy
initiation in 1978, modernization also has been the driving principle of rural de-
velopment policy. Since 2005, the Chinese central government has promoted rural
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modernization under the national strategy of “building a new socialist country-
side.”" The primary aims of rural modernization in rural China have been to raise
the living condition in the countryside and to develop local welfare comparable to
the situation in Chinese urban areas. The strategy — as it has been practiced — can
be considered as a deliberate multi-dimensional approach: industrialization and
infrastructure development, resettlement of villages and the construction of new
small towns, improvement of rural sanitation and housing, and the formation of
different kinds of town and village enterprises. Examples of enterprises range from
huge farm complexes turning the peasants into agricultural laborers, projects built
on a growing market for domestic tourism, and the development of e-trade by the
thousands of Taobao villages in China.?

I propose that operationally, we may distinguish between three main types of rural
transition from a self-sufficient countryside to modernization in rural China. I have
termed this Penetrated Modernization, Off-site Modernization, and In situ Modern-
ization.

Penetrated Modernization refers to the urbanization process of the suburban vil-
lage close to urban fringe. In origin, the penetrated modernization of rural areas is
primarily a political and economic phenomenon. Yeh et al. (2013) claim that cities
become metonyms for development, and urbanization became the main means for
China’s modernization strategy. Cheap land, less traffic congestion in the urban
fringe, and the friendly environment of neighboring rural areas provided the neces-
sary conditions for urban expansion. During the process, villages played an active
role as entrepreneurial agents in transforming rural land into factories, leisure
landscapes, housing for migrant workers, and residential blocks (Bolchover and
Lin, 2013).® The suburban villages became an ingredient of the Chinese city. The
power of cities penetrated different fields of adjacent villages, changed peasants’
modes of production, lifestyles, and mentality, and then merged the villages into
the urban agglomeration, transforming the villages into nodes that played specif-
ic roles within the metropolitan systems. Peasants could enjoy the convenience

of infrastructure and the improved social welfare brought on by urbanization,

but customs and collective memories mostly faded away. The local society was
economically, socially, and culturally assimilated into the metropolis, although — as
proved in a book on urban villages edited by Shannon, De Meulder, and Lin (2014)
— sometimes the villagers’ right to the land was kept, and the village continued as a
prosperous economic entity.*

Off-site Modernization describes the migration to wealthier regions and the sep-
aration from the original place of residence, either temporarily or permanently. I
would argue that the flow of migrant labor to wealthier districts based on person-
al initiative and the government-led population relocation projects are the main
forces behind off-site modernization. There has been a widening income and living

12



standards gap between poverty-stricken rural areas and wealthier cities. Policies
and urban expansion have pushed young rural labor forces to leave their villages
for much of the year to work at the construction site of cities in factories and in the
service industry. This process was an essential and integral part of China’s — eco-
nomically speaking — very successful urbanization and modernization. Data shows
that by 2017, 286.52 million migrant workers had left the countryside in search of
work in urban areas; this corresponds to 20.94% of China’s total population.® The
total number of migrant workers in China increased steadily until now, with ap-
proximately 292.5 million migrant workers in China in 2021.% Although the hukou
system (more discussed in Chapter 1.2.1) restricted formal migration processes and
made citizenship difficult, differences in living standards between rural and urban
areas and the abundance of possible jobs in the cities, and a taste for urban life en-
couraged family migration. Subsequent migration from rural to urban areas left the
elderly and sometimes the children of migrant workers in the villages, which were
then left nearly unoccupied seasonally and yearly, leaving hollow villages with
buildings that were falling to ruin and a dysfunctional social infrastructure.

To eliminate poverty, crop failure, and famines that might result from ecological
disruption — such as deforestation, erosion, and land degradation — large-scale
government-led ecological resettlement programs aimed at alleviating poverty and
promoting modernization and environmental preservation have been implemented
in the Guizhou Province since 2012.7 One effect of these programs is the move-
ment of villagers to expanded local towns and thus the abandonment of the villag-
es. Eventually, the process involves the building of new centralized villages. These
resettled sites contain rows of newly built residential buildings; new community
schools are added, and technical infrastructure is improved.* However, adapting to
the major socio-cultural changes from self-sufficient farming to unfamiliar modern
life has been difficult for many relocated populations. When resettled residents ex-
hausted their loans, or their businesses failed, adverse economic effects have been
shown. The economic outputs in the new situation are incompatible with the wages
in the metropolitan areas, and the competence of the villagers does not fit the job
market.

In situ Modernization should be seen as a general strategy for reducing rural-urban
disparity and as a method of achieving locally-based modernization. Most of the
villages — especially in the more remote areas often inhabited by ethnic minori-
ties — cannot achieve modernization, relying solely on resettlement schemes and
other off-site modernization. However, in terms of ecology, the villages might be
developed sustainably, they contain both physical and immaterial heritage values,
and there is potential for local modernization and economic prosperity. In order to
achieve the goal of constructing a society in which everyone is comfortably well
off (xiao kang she hui), initiatives and development programs based on the existing
settlement pattern have been tested. These programs could be considered in situ
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modernization.

The objective of modernization formed the core of national rural policies in China.
Many scholars have discussed the relationship between modernization, tradition,
indigenous culture, and rural development and tried to examine and determine the
contradictions and eventual potentials in combining modernization and tradition.
A question — absolutely relevant to this thesis — is whether the modern and mod-
ernization are always in opposition to the traditional. Modernization in Chinese
society has generally been linked to urbanization and the development of an ‘urban
condition.” A fundamental discussion in this thesis is whether and eventually how
modernization can be seen to operate differently concerning the rural, cultural
heritage, and ethnic authenticity?

Poston and Mackerras claimed (1994) that modernization is based on the assump-
tion that societies evolve along parallel linear paths from an irrational, technologi-
cally limited traditional society to a modern, rational, and technologically advanced
society. They seem to draw an evolution path/ trajectory from traditional society

to modern society. Based on such assumptions, poorer rural areas historically were
represented as being “less developed” than wealthier urban areas. The implication
often was that their development relied on implementing the same policies as were
pursued in modernization processes in urban areas.

Anthropologist Wang Mingming® (1997: 122-123), however, represents a more
contemporary approach asking: “Is there an irreconcilable contradiction between
tradition and modernization?”” and “Has modernization destroyed authentic tradi-
tion or brought cultural revitalization?”!’ He gives a primary critique of the Chi-
nese rural modernization processes, summing up (1997: 121) that they have been
based on assumptions that a clear boundary should be drawn between tradition and
modernization. Meaning that the establishment of a modern social economy must
be based on the breaking down of traditional social patterns and the disappearance
of antiquated cultural ideologies.

Oakes (1998) also indicates that a discourse on different aspects of “cultural de-
velopment” has influenced the shifting narratives of modernity in many regions in
China. “Splendid China” tourist parks and the “proliferation of old towns” — exam-
ples where traditional culture is intensively used, even exploited in the moderniza-
tion process — are criticized by Oakes (1997: 41). Claiming that this exploitation
demonstrates a contradiction between the desire for modernity and the preservation
of tradition, Oakes indicates that traditional culture might indeed be modernized
without a population (a village) losing their ethnic identity. The decisive factors
and what counts are where, who, what, and how rural modernization is operated.
Such repositioning of cultural value may dovetail with in situ modernization to
valorize indigenous knowledge and practices.
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The policies and approaches behind the project I was a part of in Banwan, and that
is discussed in this thesis, tried to put the principal approach described by Oakes
into practice. The ethics and values in this approach are also my own. Therefore,
my evaluation of the project is the description and discussion of a project that I,
from the start, genuinely believed in.

My thesis investigates a rural area in Guizhou as a settlement structure and site for
rural upgrading (Figure 1.1). The entire Guizhou Province as a territory may be
seen as a testing-ground for Chinese rural strategies'!, most of which are consid-
ered in situ strategies. Located in Southwest China, Guizhou is in the process of
being transformed from a remote region into a new economic powerhouse for Chi-
na through infrastructural programs, innovation and economic enterprise, strategies
for alleviating poverty, renewal of housing and village infrastructure, programs for
domestic tourism, and design intervention involving heritage values.

( 1_4\‘ L
-~ N ™ {
T ! o |
| S -~ ;
- ™ i e
- o
o § \—».____/,J" i Beding
[ = :*"IJ-'. ) : . e
- —~ % a | > 4
Ej N o X, \'_ & - {5 s
\\ﬁ\\ . e B F
my 4 -
\t'\-\n.\_'___ i e T
W { ool
I i
“""(2 Pl ¥ 5
o~ :
_'\J_:E.:w-‘rv §

Figure 1.1: Location of Guizhou. Beijing is shown in red. (Source: Author)

New strategies have evolved, some of them involving architects, designers, and
urbanists receiving funding through the new programs. It may also be pointed

out that the unique landscape character of Guizhou and the cultures of the ethnic
minorities there have been both attractive and challenging for many Chinese archi-
tects involved in in-situ processes in the villages.'? The architects have displayed a
set of different approaches, readable through their projects. Some are investigating
the rural economic potentialities and using these studies and ideas as a basis for
their work, whilst others are involved in aesthetic pursuits, creating a modern inter-
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pretation of a historic cultural vocabulary. Other architects have attempted to repair
the rural landscape, for example, landscape damaged by vast infrastructure projects
through re-naturing or creating architectural and spatial programs.'* Most of these
projects involve evaluating strategies, and most seem to bring something back to
the neglected areas of Southwest China.

The Banwan project led by Professor Lyu Pinjing at the Central Academy of Fine
Arts in Beijing is an example of in situ modernization by design intervention.

The project is experimental in terms of its intentional local grounding, its design
strategies, programming arrangement, and the network of stakeholders involved in
the project’s whole process.'* The Banwan project aimed to pursue sustainable de-
velopment locally and may be considered to represent a specific typology of in situ
modernization. One main characteristic of this typology is to put substantial effort
into design intervention. However, the team developing the project did not limit the
aims to physical structures and aesthetic performance but also focused on cultural
space preservation, local cultural heritage, sustainable development, traditional
settlement protection, and building the community’s capacity.

Eastern China is, for the most part, highly developed and modern. There is,
however, a substantial disparity in the country between urban and rural regions

and between the east and the poorer rural areas in the southwest, west, and north.
In recent decades, when the situation in rural China has once again been brought
into political focus, scholars — often university-based public intellectuals — have
contributed their knowledge and expertise to rural construction in Western China,
especially in ethnic minority regions. Expert architects were fully involved in each
step of the pilot project, the Banwan Project, which was funded by and received
political support from the local government. The team of architects developed de-
sign schemes, organized a wide variety of resources, and acted as a mediator in dis-
cussions between the involved stakeholders. The project outcomes are complex and
involve physical structure, social infrastructure, and local economic activity. The
short-term and long-term influences on local livelihood and culture are difficult to
evaluate. The full influence of the project is challenging to quantify, and effects are
still being relieved as the post-project phase develops. Furthermore, collaboration
with mass media ensured that knowledge of the project reached a broad audience,
and project methods and outcomes were disseminated as part of the broad academ-
ic discussion on rural strategies in China.

The process, effects, and consequences will be evaluated and discussed in detail
in this thesis. The author was part of the team that developed and built the project.
An advantage of this position is excellent firsthand knowledge of the process and
events, but the position is also challenging, standing back and evaluating my own
and the team’s actions in a situation of complex loyalties.

16



1.2. The Challenge of Current Countryside Upgrading

1.2.1. The rural challenge in China®

Bringing prosperity to the less developed parts of the country and thereby leveling
out the disparities in living standards between urban and rural areas is a prima-

ry goal of Chinese policy, and its high priority is clear in decisions from the 19"
Party Congress in 2017. Ellefsen (2018) tells the story of a student in the Country-
side Construction Program at the Central Academy of Fine Arts in Beijing who,
seeking to understand the rural strategies of China, compared the policies to the
American space program of the 1960s: both were very ambitious and optimistic,
had abundant funding, and were trying out different ideas to explore vast space.'®
However, with no transparent and political sound strategy determined, it appears to
be a practice more similar to trial and error. While the analogy might be unfair, it
does depict the complexity of rural China and the multitude of different strategies
tested.

A unique and intelligent action in Chinese labor policies was bringing the young
sons and daughters of peasants to the cities to build the new environments, thus
supplying an inexpensive, reliable, and abundant workforce to power industri-
alization in the period when China took on its huge share of global production.
Migration to the cities took place within the framework of the Aukou system, which
restricted demographic and social mobility by not granting the new workforce full
citizenship rights. Formally, their status, democratic rights, and accessibility to wel-
fare services — such as free kindergarten and schooling for children — were linked
to the village or town that the worker had left behind for the rapidly growing cities.
While the policy worked very well in terms of modernization, urbanization, and
increasing production, large parts of the Chinese countryside were somehow ne-
glected by the urbanization policy and even deteriorated in terms of the economy;
the living conditions there came to lag far behind those of the new middle-class in
Chinese cities. Perhaps more seriously still, the situation affected food production.
The arable land in China accounts for 9% of the global resources — this has for
decades diminished every year as land has been used for urbanization —and 19%
of the world’s population lives in the People’s Republic.!” Agricultural land is thus
also scarcity in China. The situation became problematic when Chinese agriculture
did not show an increase in productivity. This resulted in discussions on ownership,
property rights, innovation, and the possibilities for industrializing food produc-
tion in the Chinese countryside. To quote Lyu Pinjing, vice president of CAFA and
chief architect for the Banwan project, from a publication from the Countryside
Construction program in 2018: “With the increasing rate of Chinese urbanization,
the decline in rural areas in recent years became the focus of our society. Issues
regarding the countryside and agriculture are essential in Chinese policies, and the
central government is now paying extraordinary attention to these problems”.'®
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Of the 1.4 billion people who live in China, around 550 million live in the coun-
tryside, most of them in the flat and almost entirely cultivated plains along and
between the great rivers in Eastern China, where villages are situated in close
proximity to one another.!” China’s rural poor are mostly concentrated in the cen-
tral regions and especially in the western region, living in scattered areas in deserts,
hills, mountains, and on plateaus. The number of villages in China is disputed due
to the lack of commonly accepted definitions. An Internet search shows estimates
that range from 1 million to 3 million; some claim that one-third of the world’s vil-
lages are found in China.?® The most generous of these numbers must certainly be
historically based and include “urban villages™ that have merged into metropolitan
development, abandoned villages, and the categories “administrative villages™ (the
Sth level in the Chinese system for the government), “natural villages” and “ethnic
villages.” The two lattermost categories — natural and ethnic villages — are not
reflected in terms of government, as their status as villages is based on morpholog-
ical, functional, and cultural criteria, i.e., defined as such because of the villagers’
rights to cultivate their land and the culture of ethnic minorities.

The issues surrounding the urban-rural relationship were raised at the 18th Nation-
al Congress of the Communist Party of China in 2012. One of the main challenges
established at the meeting was the modernization of the Chinese countryside. The
policy was linked to ambitious intentions to improve food production, reduce rural
poverty, improve welfare services, and develop a stronger rural consumer market
within China. In the preparatory material, experts assumed that urban growth over
the next twenty years would continue at the same rate as in recent decades. In order
to be able to handle urban growth operationally, congress stated that at least half of
the increase of the urban population in China in decades to come should happen in
small and medium cities and that policies, strategies, and economic funding should
be established for addressing rural challenges.

Seen from above, eastern China looks like a patchwork carpet of villages that
gradually merges into urban structures; however, China’s remote southwest region
is dense with mountains and peaks that isolate the rural village from the urban area.
The pattern is a function of climate, agricultural resources, and water availability,
but the peculiar Chinese village habitat with its small and intensely cultivated fam-
ily plots is also a product of history. Chinese production was based on the peasant
family and comprised family units, often tied together in village clans. The pattern
of the organization was very different from the landowner—serf/slave system that
established the pattern of cities and rural estates in the Greek and Roman civili-
zations around the Mediterranean (Figure 1.2). There is no need to glorify this
picture; the situation of a debt-ridden peasant family renting their cottage allotment
from a rich peasant might bear similarities to serfdom/slavery. Since 1949, Chinese
policies have reorganized village rights to the land from family-based entitlements
to collective ownership and back again. Today, there exist both villages organized
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as collective production units and villages organized as a set of family production
units. The basic morphology of the Chinese countryside and the villages has sur-
vived through history. However, Chinese agriculture is still primarily based on the
intensively cultivated family plot. Politically speaking, the very sensitive question
of land reform and industrialization of agriculture is looming but has yet to be
confronted fully to date.

On the other hand, China’s two million or so villages show great variety and
complexity, from poor to ultra-rich, from isolated to fully integrated into the global
culture and economy. Moreover, the setting for these villages varies from paradisi-
acal fertility to barren, dry land with little productivity. In this complicated situa-
tion, rural policies and government strategies for the countryside are many-faceted,
sometimes overlapping and adding productively to each other, and sometimes
contradictory.
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Figure 1.2: Differences in rural settlement systems. To the left is a traditional Chines set-
tlement structure around the main city of Fang Shan (1885). The two diagrams to the right
show the principal differences between an Asian settlement and social structure (middle) and
way of production compared to the slave societies of European Antiquity (right). Facsimile
from Barnow, Finn, (2002) p. 14-15.%

19



1.2.2. Challenges in Guizhou

Guizhou is considered part of the Zomia region? (Scott, 2011), located in South-
west China. Historically, the area was situated in between the powers of Southeast
Asia and the Han-Chinese regimes to the north.? Because the territory did not

link to the Chinese river transportation systems, Guizhou was a political and eco-
nomic hinterland that developed somewhat independently of the Chinese regime.
At times, the region was considered “barren and profitless” (Oakes, 1998: 83).
Guizhou is not only a periphery region but also — and predominantly — a moun-
tainous region: mountains and hills cover 92.5% of the province area (Wu, 2015).
The average elevation is about 1100 meters. The limestone (karst) environment
that covers most of the province is relatively unproductive and vulnerable, limiting
the capacity for arable land. Guizhou is, in popular speech, known as a territory in
which “the sun never stays more than three days in the sky; the land never stays flat
more than three feet” (tian wu san ri ging; di wu san chi ping). Until a few decades
ago, the majority of people in Guizhou lived in rural villages scattered in the moun-
tains, wherever agricultural resources were accessible.

Compared to most parts of China, the province has been poor, with a large percent-
age of the population living below the poverty line.>* The province is far from the
fast-growing and prospering metropolitan regions in the eastern flatlands and along
the main rivers and transportation corridors. Moreover, industrialization based on
natural resources has been weak since 1949 and limited to primary industries like
forestry and hydropower plants.

The government program Development-oriented Poverty Reduction for China's
Rural Areas (2011-2020) mapped out (Figure 1.3) 14 contiguous destitute areas in
China.” Three of these are situated in Guizhou.?® Among the factors responsible for
the poverty are the poor natural environment; peripheral location, laggard infra-
structure and uneven regional development (relatively rich cities, poor country-
side). All of these factors pose challenges for rural upgrading in the region.

The natural environment in these 14 contiguous destitute areas is relatively infertile
and ecologically fragile. Some areas experienced environmental deterioration due
to soil erosion and biodiversity reduction caused by irresponsible development

and overpopulation or government/regional plans and action that omitted environ-
mental considerations. The Guizhou Province serves as a good example for the
examination of how geographical characteristics affect rural development. Porous
carbonate rocks, where rainfall can quickly drain away and leak into the underwa-
ter system, cover the majority of lands in a mountainous environment. The bedrock
was exposed to soil erosion and deforestation during the process, leading to rocky
karst desertification. Cultivating these thin and acidic soils, most local cultivators

— like their predecessors — can only produce basic agricultural products for their
self-sufficient society. The intensified desertification has led to many natural disas-
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ters, such as landslides, falling rocks, and avalanches. Climate change has made
these kinds of disasters more extreme. To reduce the harmful effects of natural
disasters, the provincial government launched the Ecological Resettlement Project
in 2012, which planned to move more than 2.04 million people out of environmen-
tally fragile areas between 2012 and 2020.%
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Figure 1.3: Diagram of 14 contiguous destitute areas (by the author). The data was obtained
from the Outline for Development-oriented Poverty Reduction for China’s Rural Areas
(2011-2020). (http://www.gov.cn/gongbao/content/02011/content_2020905.htm) Banwan
village is located in the Yunnan-Guangxi-Guizhou rocky area.

Spatial location and unfavorable geographical conditions are also key factors
behind regional inequality. The 14 contiguous destitute areas on the map are all
peripherally situated, mainly in the hinterland of western and central China and

in remote and relatively high-altitude areas. Travel and transportation difficulties
have been principal factors limiting economic growth and trade relationships with
more prosperous regions. The relatively isolated environment affected the flow of
commodities, information, and talent exchange and severely inhibited cultural and
commercial integration. Even though infrastructure projects have been built and
reshaped the underdeveloped regions, the complicated geographical conditions, the
necessity for ecological protection, and the difficulty of highway construction in-
crease the maintenance cost of infrastructure and place a financial burden on local
governments. The government program Outline on Poverty Reduction with Trans-
portation Construction in Contiguous Destitute Areas (2011-2020) was established
to accelerate the construction of national expressways, highways, rural roads, and
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bridges. Improved infrastructure was supposed to strengthen regional integration,
boost trade, initiate better utilization of natural resources, develop industries, and
release the vast potential in domestic tourism.?®

1.2.3. Challenges in minority communities — in China and
Guizhou

One of the challenges of the Banwan project was that we were working in a
community inhabited by villagers from one of the Chinese ethnic minorities. That
is: a group of people with a shared culture, tradition, language, history, etc., living
in a country where most people are from a different ethnic group.” According to
Chinese definitions dating back to the 1950s, China is home to 55 officially recog-
nized ethnic minority groups*” that constitute a population of nearly 125 million.*!
Ninety-one percent of the total population can be classified as Han origin. And the
ethnic minorities, often referred to in the official terminology as minority nation-
alities, constitute about 9 percent.*? Yuan (2015) arguably states that minority
policies in contemporary China have been robust and supported ethnic culture and
identification. As early as the 1950s, each ethnic group and its territory have been
legally and politically established, also as a part of the policy to unify the country
(Maurer-Fazio and Hasmath, 2015). In 2000, the Chinese government initiated the
so-called “Great Development of Western China Strategy” to reduce the income
gap between regions and nationalities through industrialization, creating employ-
ment for workers belonging to ethnic minorities.*® However, because of historical,
geographical, and possibly political reasons, there is still a big gap between the
ethnic minority areas and the areas to the east regarding economic and social devel-
opment.

China entered the stage of understanding “culture as capital” in the 1990s when
culture started to be reconstructed to generate revenue (Wang, 2001). The eth-

nic culture was considered — by central and local government and local minority
people — as a resource to gain a share of government support, private investment,
and market benefits. Multiple interest groups within the arts, academia, govern-
ment, business, and mass media took part in reconstructing the spectacular cultural
landscape. Since then, expressions of minority culture have become an important
branding: traditional settlements and architecture, folkloric art performances, and
handicrafts have developed into commodities competing in domestic and global
markets (Luo, 2018). Good-looking houses and folk performances that offer a live
visual experience to the tourists are a primary concern for developers (Hillman,
2003; Notar, 2006; Yang, 2011). However, scholars (Yang, 2011, Luo et al., 2019)
have questioned the cultural representation in state-sponsored ethnic tourism
associated with certain standardized cultural forms often considered inauthentic
by local minority groups. Moreover, the inhabitants’ rights and interests may be
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constrained because their capacities and voices in a process combining real estate
development and by the use of tourism were overlooked (Wang and Yotsumoto,
2018). Therefore, the process of commodification and commercialization associat-
ed with tourism might be dubious as a means to strengthen a place-based sense of
identity.

Historically, ethnic minority communities in the southwest provinces of China
were the most inaccessible and seen as a mystic and forbidding (Luo et al., 2019).
Ethnic minorities in Guizhou include more than 14.05 million people, making up
36.44% of the total population in 2020.** Guizhou is characterized by its diverse
groups of ethnic cultures, and the region’s population is one of the most multieth-
nic in China. The province is home to eighteen of the registered minorities, such as
the Bouyei, Miao, Zhuang, Yao, Yi, and Dong. Moreover, there are eleven different
languages spoken in these varied ethnolinguistic communities.* The majority of
ethnic minorities reside in rural villages. Guizhou still shows the second-lowest
urbanization rate — 46.02% by the end of 2017 — of the Chinese provinces.*®

Undoubtedly, there is a global notion that ethnic villages somehow must be trans-
formed into modern societies. In 2005, the Chinese government issued the policy
of New Socialistic Countryside Construction. According to this initiative, Guizhou
carried out action plans, focusing on infrastructure construction and village reno-
vation to eradicate poverty in rural regions. The new rural policies also revealed
challenges and affected the minority communities. New development models

and opportunities for employment and income touched all aspects of village life.
However, in my opinion — referring to the Guizhou context — the struggle on the
regional and village level to meet ambitious, quantitative expectations in many
minority communities often did not cater to local social, economic, and cultural
needs. This strenuous pursuit for quantifiable and visible achievement and eco-
nomic yield brought new challenges to minority regions in Guizhou. Unexpected
social issues were generated throughout the development strategy implementation,
uneven distribution of resources turned into a significant problem in the villages,
and ethnic identity reconstruction issues were not handled.

One example very relevant for the discussion of the Banwan project, the need for
better education in minority groups was not handled properly. Provincial illiteracy
in Guizhou rates among the third-highest in China according to the 7th National
Population Census (2020).* The illiterate and semi-literate population groups

are mainly found in ethnic areas in Guizhou.* In addition, many children in rural
China speak ethnic languages at home, making it difficult for them to become
literate in Chinese at school. The education system has not been able to thoroughly
combine teaching in the native ethnic language with teaching Mandarin Chinese.
Motivated by such uneven educational resource distribution, the central govern-
ment is currently endorsing a policy of school consolidation,* the purpose of
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which is to centralize schooling, improve the central primary schools in the local
townships, and close down rural schools. There are of course major side-effects of
moving the school, both as an educational and cultural institution, out of the village
and transferring local children to stay during the week-days out of their local com-
munity. For example, local campus violence is associated with social problems for
rural pupils (Xu and Liu, 2018). Although the school in the town theoretically (and
in numbers) might give high-quality education, one might doubt that the village
pupils in the new environment benefit academically and socially. For sure, the re-
localization of schools drains resources, human capital, and life out of the villages.
The uneven distribution of social and welfare resources, exemplified by the school
consolidation policy, has been a key challenge in the Banwan project and will be
discussed in Chapters 5 and 6.

Another critical challenge for discussing Guizhou’s minority communities is how
to preserve ethnic identity and nurture their cultural heritage. Most minority groups
in Guizhou traditionally have no written language (Scott, 2011). Instead, their
literature — myths, legends, songs, folktales, and sacred scriptures (e.g., Mojing in
Bouyei settlement) — has been orally transmitted. Given the condition of oral over
written histories, the culture and history in many minority societies have gradu-
ally been lost, contributing to what might be described as the decline of cultural
consciousness. And this is entirely understandable. Take vernacular building
construction in minority communities as an example; building traditions and skills
are in minority communities not carried and taught by books but through oral and
practical apprenticeship models.

Moreover, in recent decades, modernization and waves of the market economy
have reached remote ethnic regions through consumerism, mass media, and polit-
ical propaganda. As a result, the influence from what might be called “Contempo-
rary Chinese culture,” “the Urban culture of China,” “or the Majority Culture” is
overwhelming, leading to acculturation and the inevitable and complicated mixture
of cultures.

1.3. The Project

1.3.1. The geographical context of Banwan

Before discussing the Banwan village specifically, it is necessary to briefly de-
scribe the location and geographical situation that have conditioned local identity.
Qianxinan Bouyei and Miao Autonomous Prefecture are territories for two dif-
ferent ethnic groups located in southwestern Guizhou. Like most of the province,
Qianxinan is dominated by karst topography were gullies and valleys interlock,

a hilly landscape in which peaks rise, each one higher than the next. The villages
are dispersedly located, and many ethnic settlements are situated on isolated and
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formerly rather inaccessible mountain slopes.

The triangular-shaped Ceheng County in the southeastern part of Qianxinan is
situated at the confluence of the Nanpan and Beipan Rivers (Figure 1.4). The
county borders Anlong and Zhenfeng Counties in the northwest, is adjacent to
Wangmo County across the Beipan River on the east, and faces Tianlin, Leye,

and Longlin Counties in the neighboring Guangxi Province on the other side of
the Nanpan River to the south. Ceheng Bouyei Autonomous County was estab-
lished in 1965, becoming the only Bouyei autonomous county in China until the
Qianxinan Autonomous Prefecture was established in 1981. About 172 500 (2015)
Bouyei people live in Ceheng County, representing 75.25% of the total population.
Yata town is one of thirteen towns in Ceheng and the administrative center for the
Banwan village. The Yata town is located 19 km from the Ceheng County seat and
has a population of 19 180, of which 94.3% is Bouyei. In Yata town, there are 11
administrative villages* and 80 villager groups.*!
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Figure 1.4: Location and administrative boundary of Ceheng County. The darker green area
shows the administrative boundary of Yata town, and the orange area is the administrative
boundary of Banwan village. (Source: Author)

Banwan village is situated about 25 kilometers southwest of the Ceheng County
seat, near the border of the neighboring Guangxi Province on the other side of the
Nanpan River. Banwan administrative village (Figure 1.5) comprises three natural
villages and six villager groups with 370 households and 1 628 people (based on
data from 2015).*> About 92% of them are Bouyei. At first glance, Banwan resem-
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bles an ancient settlement like those often portrayed in Chinese landscape paint-
ings. On a second glance, however, one discovers that the village contains many
new constructions that break the spatial rules of the traditional village morphol-
ogy. In 2014, Banwan was selected to the list of “China’s Traditional Villages.”*
The design team — the team and the process of carefully choosing the site will be
described in Chapter 5 — selected this ancient Bouyei settlement as the site for the
pilot project.* The picturesque character of the village was attractive; The cluster
of traditional wooden stilt houses located among green rice fields on the north-
east-facing slope of the prominent Bugong Mountain.
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Figure 1.5: Map of Banwan administrative village. Predominantly Bouyei people inhabit
villager groups NO.1 to NO.5. No.6 is inhabited by a Han Chinese group that moved to
Banwan village from Xingyi in 1966. (Source: Author)

1.3.2. Habitat — characteristics of the Banwan village in
terms of livelihood

According to statistics, Banwan is an impoverished village.** The Bouyei in
Banwan lived in an upland remote mountain habitat for many generations.*® Their
subsistence and ways of life had mostly been independent and autonomous. Given
that priorities were given to urbanization and the development of China in a global
economy, the consequences for villages like Banwan were economic marginaliza-
tion during the last decades’ transition to the socialist market economy.
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Historically, the Banwan community structured their livelihood around the green
rice fields and the limestone mountains, where the poor soil quality and widespread
erosion gave low yields. The villagers combined farming and various activities

to utilize topographical and environmental situations. On the upper slope of the
mountain and in the valley, villagers used different cultivation patterns, combining
planted crops, kitchen gardens, and animal husbandry with the main local crops,
including paddy rice, maize, and beans. The rice harvest was kept as a daily staple
food and a raw material for making liquor. Maize was planted in April and harvest-
ed in mid-August. Peasants removed the maize husks and dried maize inside their
dwellings. This was usually to feed major domestic animals such as swine, cattle,
goats, and chickens. Banwan’s cultivated land per capita area is 0.6 mu (0.04 ha),
much less than the average national number of 1.43 mu (0.095 ha) per capita. This,
together with the barren soil, is the main reason for the limited agricultural outputs
and low agricultural income.

The income gap between Banwan village and richer districts is considerable in
terms of cash. However, the living standards remain stable because the village still
holds a customary self-subsistence economy. The dwelling garden (Figure 1.6)

is one such subsistence activity. A dwelling garden is generally attached to the
front of a homestead. A woven bamboo fence encircles the area and prevents wild
animals from entering. Although the garden is a small patch of field, residents culti-
vate various crops throughout the year to meet family needs. For example, Chinese
cabbage, pumpkin, wax gourd, and chili were cultivated in different seasons and
provided an important daily food. In addition, pigsties and chicken houses were
built adjacent to the dwelling garden; the stems and leaves of many vegetables
were used as fodder for these domestic animals. In this way, peasant households
have a supply of nutritious and fresh organic food and meat at almost no cost.

To increase agriculture production and gain more crop diversity, the local govern-
ment chose to develop animal husbandry and introduced various cash crops. In
2002, as the first governmental investment in local agriculture in Banwan, the local
government gave each household in Banwan twenty black goats to restructure agri-
culture production. With animal husbandry introduced, the livelihood changed, and
the Bouyei could earn money by selling black goats. The government introduced
sugar cane in 2012 to create cash income for the peasants. The crop was sown in
February and harvested in January of the following year. Over 70% of the house-
holds came to cultivate sugar cane on their farmland, at a yield of four to five tons
per mu.*” At a price of 500 RMB per ton, the harvest would generate an income

of 2 000 — 2 500 RMB per mu, minus expenses. Sugar cane is sold to the Nanhua
sugar factory located in Ceheng County.* In 2012, due to market changes in local
agricultural production, the farmers started to grow tung oil, cole flowers, and oil-
tea camellia as profitable cash crops. Tung oil, camellia oleifera, and Chinese nut
were cultivated in the upland fields.* The price of Chinese nut is 2 RMB per jin
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(one jin equals 0.5 kg), and tung oil cost 1 RMB per jin in 2016. Camellia oleifera
needs at least three years to mature and to yield large quantities of fruit. One mu of
mature Camellia oleifera can generate an income of over 2 000 RMB.

Figure 1.6: Every household clears a small area close to their home. The “courtyard econo-

my” gives villagers access to sufficient fresh food for daily life. (Source: Author)

Many Bouyei people began to seek work in more affluent rural districts and cities
due to the labor market situation. Li Yushan, the deputy village director, in an
interview™ told me that his opinion was that the Guizhou Rural Dilapidated House
Renovation program®!, initiated in 2008, provided subsidies to individual families
for the renovation of their houses. However, the subsidies were insufficient if the
family wanted to construct a new house. Many villagers left the village to earn
enough money to cover building costs. From then on, agriculture (also with newly
introduced crops), animal husbandry established with government funding, and
temporary work away from home constituted the main subsistence activities.

The families’ acceptance of 20 black goats, planting of profitable cash crops, and
working away from home suggests that the Bouyi locals are not averse to change
and may be seen as a rational response to the actual contemporary situation. Take
sugar cane cultivation, for example; it is more cost-efficient than rice cultivation,
fertilizer is only necessary every third or fourth year, and field maintenance is
lower than most other crops. In addition, cultivating sugar cane made it possible
for peasants to leave Banwan for months to find temporary work and earn addition-
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al money. The locals combined crop planting and migrant employment to achieve
both an effective and practical earn of livelihood. Nearly all grain- and cash crops
were sown and harvested in August and September, and post-harvest activities fol-
lowed the cropping schedule (Figure 1.7). Many young migrant workers returned
to the village to help parents and relatives with the harvest. Harvested crops were
gathered on the farmland and distributed to the different households. Sowing activ-
ities started days after harvest.
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Figure 1.7: Annual crop schedule in Banwan village (Based on the Chinese Lunar Calendar).
(Source: Author)

A negative effect of the seasonal labor outside the village led to a shortage of man-
power that weakened the village’s ability to involve in other production activities
in the established farm calender. Wine-making, embroidery, and Bouyei opera
performance are no longer events that engage the whole family. Fall in the price of
products of pastoral farming and cash crops also stimulated migration.>? Although
migrant workers send a portion of their income back to their families in the village,
this cannot stimulate the endogenous dynamics of the poor groups and can only

be a temporary solution. The consequences of these changes are that ties between
young farmers and rural communities have weakened. And it is an open question
whether their interest and ability to invest locally and participate in rural renova-
tions will also be weakened.
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1.3.3. Place — the Sacred Mountain

In ancient times, the Bouyei had turned the geographic shortcomings into geoman-
tic assets by endowing the landscape with divinity. The hill people — the Bouyei

— are deeply attached to the mountain region in which they live and to which they
have adapted (Figure 1.8). They painted the landscape with meanings and narra-
tives wrapped in tales and myths.

% Allthe houses have
S good mountain view

Figure 1.8: Bouyei people believe that the mountain god is a natural spirit embedded in the
mountainous environment. This pantheistic belief establishes relationships between divinity,
nature, settlement, and agro-pastoral life. (Source: Author)

Panlong Mountain — the sacred place — has influenced daily life and has been a
location for worship and pilgrimage. The mountain has conceptually formed the
environment, assigning meanings and providing the principal layout for practical
functions and the structure of the village. Panlong Mountain can be considered

a multi-layered place that serves two kinds of purposes. The first of these is a
pilgrimage, inherited from the legendary hero of the Ming Dynasty, Cen Guan,
dating from when an army from Guangxi settled down on the Panlong Mountain.™
The migrating army from the outside never posed any serious threat to the local
community; instead, they seemed to have lived in harmony with the residents,
protecting the village from attacks by bandits from. Many elderly local and local
scholars, in particular, still revere the memory of Cen Guan, and a sacred clearing
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on top of the mountain is used ritually twice a year.** Divinity prohibits access to
the peak outside of the festival time. Another function is that Panlong Mountain
provides constant water for drinking and irrigation. A well-known Guizhou proverb
describes distinct ecological niches occupied by different ethnic groups: “The Han
live in townships, the Bouyei live by waters, and the Miao live on mountaintops.”
This proverb attests to the importance of the Bouyei’s association with water

in densely mountainous regions. The streams flowing from Panlong Mountain
assured a water supply and provided sufficient irrigation water for cultivated land
and freshwater for everyday survival. Elder locals, raised in pantheistic beliefs,
describe Panlong Mountain as a metaphor for the village’s patron saint. Moreover,
mountain worship has been rooted in many aspects of the community’s life. The
Bouyei, when establishing their villages, usually carefully selected a site where

no part of the dwellings would be shaded by hills to the east, west, or south. The
Banwan people built their settlement on the northern slope of Bugong Mountain,
where they received neither the light of the early sunrise nor that of the late sunset;
this was not only in order to guard the rear flank but also in order to face north and
keep watch over the sacred Panlong Mountain and the irrigation land.

The story and literature recorded in Mojing — inherited and recited by the zhai

lao (priest or shaman) — recount that the ancestors of Banwan settled on Bugong
Mountain due to the geographical advantage of an easy-to-defend terrain.>® The
Bugong Mountain slopes vary from 850 m above sea level at the bottom of the val-
ley to 1 200 m at the mountain ridge behind the cluster. Banwan was built as a tight
cluster, presumably for defense purposes, with the multi-purpose dwellings built
close together. Over one hundred stilted houses adapt to the changing topography
of the hill slope of Bugong Mountain. One inherited rule is that houses should face
Panlong Mountain: the sight of the mountain from the balcony of each dwelling
would bring sacredness and lucky to every household.

To understand a village, one must understand its geography and spatial patterns. A
village is more than an aggregation of houses; it is a distribution of human activi-
ties across the landscape. All behaviors and practices in Banwan village, including
agricultural production, ritual movement, and festivals, are related to the mountain-
ous landscape, defining the habitat and influencing the settlement structure and its
boundaries. Fukuta (2005) attempts to elucidate the traditional Japanese folk villag-
es by categorizing them into different spatial compositions, which include settle-
ment (site for dwellings), cultivated land (territory for production), and mountain
forest (site for resource collection). This village spatial pattern interpretation offers
us an approach from which to investigate the habitat. Both Bugong and Panlong
Mountains and their surrounding limestone hills represent Bouyei’s material pro-
duction, spiritual life (symbolic space), and social activities (Figure 1.9).
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Figure 1.9: “The spatial boundaries of Banwan; resource gathering areas — settlement — sac-

rificial realm — paddy land. (Source: Author)

1.4. The Banwan Project as My Case Study

Historically, the minority settlements in Guizhou belong to the “margin of western
China” or the “Chinese frontier,” ecologically and physiographical diverse from
the fertile Chinese plains and river valleys. These different margins might be added
into a “triple overlapping region”: a mountainous and sparse area, a multiethnic
area, and an impoverished area.*® The development challenges are complex, even
after thirty years of Reform and Open Policy that has changed Chinese society
substantially. Banwan village is a concentrated expression of how the structure and
character of the complexity in rural areas and is, therefore, an interesting village
case study. The ethnic historical patterns are still observable in Banwan, the marks
of changing economic and policies towards ethnic minorities can be read, and the
village shows an all-around and varying degree of adaptation to urbanization and
modernization in terms of architecture, production, and choice of livelihood and
attitudes to indigenous culture. The pilot project for village reconstruction might
involve many parts of cultural, social, and economic processes in the village, and
the project may be discussed both as a case and as a possible model.

The initial objective of the Banwan project was, however, not to establish a general
model for poverty alleviation in the numerous Chinese villages but to explore an
architectural strategy possibly adaptable in particular situations. The objective of
my evaluation of the project is also to discuss the strategy as a possibly adaptable
model in specific and limited situations. In the recent decade, rural renovation
projects promoted by architects, artists, and social activists have sprung up in
villages all over rural China. The projects show great diversity due to differences in
conceptual ideas and the geographic, historical, economic, and cultural complexity
of the rural areas.’” Scholars have summarized and debated the origins, history and
models of rural construction.”® However, to fully understand the model and effects
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of any rural renovation, a long-distance-based categorization will be insufficient.
Considerations of historical, geographical, economic, ethnic, and cultural condi-
tions in the specific region and place are needed. Usually one would find significant
differences in the economic foundation of the projects, in the social and cultural
conditions, in the priority between the challenges and needs, government man-
agement and support from the local community, and in what might be called the
“development potential.”

The Banwan renovation is a pilot project and establishes research material for
evaluating a specific approach to village revival. My research on the expert ar-
chitect-led renovation interprets the regional and local conditions, the ideas and
organization of the project, the process, and the local effects. In addition, I intend
to document and discuss the rural village’s various reactions to the process and
the physical transformation and to cover the stakeholders’ intentions, reflections,
criticism, and solutions to the issues encountered.

Observing the rural society and its renovation practice gives access to an essen-
tial and unique material from a Chinese perspective. The case might be termed
paradigmatic — non-typical, but with future implications — aiming to gain academic
reflection employing knowledge gained from practice in rural reconstruction and
evaluation of the local outcomes of that practice. This dissertation focuses on the
spatial and social transformation before, during, and after the rural renovation
practice in Banwan village. The themes discussed and dealt with in the project
vary from small design interventions addressing practical livelihood issues to the
design and planning of the entire village for future development. Each architec-
tural project addressed different themes and problematic issues engendered by the
urbanization process.

I was fortunate to be the resident architect of the Banwan Project in 2016. Over
six months (from July 2016 to October 2017), I represented the project and had
frequent contact with various groups active at the grassroots level, local peasants,
and many other practitioners with specialist backgrounds engaged in rural areas in
Guizhou. The in situ rural renovations in Banwan demanded site work and provid-
ed an opportunity to explore and examine the deep meaning of the local conditions
in rural architecture practice, as well as to examine the transformed role of the
architect when devoting oneself to rural reconstruction.

When carrying out the renovation, I held the multiple roles of the resident archi-
tect, observer, and evaluator. I received regular feedback from peasants, the local
government, and the construction team, aimed to improve the subsequent design
work. The feedback also provided material for evaluation and reflection related to
my academic research. Although the renovation work was designed to meet prag-
matic needs, the intention was also to manage the economic, industrial, social, and
cultural implications of the rural reconstruction. My research position was under-
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standably complicated. In the research at hand, I have had to clarify and distinguish
between my roles as (1) resident architect; (2) field supervisor; (3) a member of
the expert architect team; (4) an observer, and (5) a researcher performing relevant
analyses and evaluation. My position and eventual biases will be discussed when
presenting my research design in Chapter 3. Already in this first chapter, I will line
up my time-line of Banwan studies:

* I was recruited into the doctoral program at the Oslo School of Architecture to
explore parametric design. This did not work, and I took a break in China from my
studies, intending to link to the CAFA/AHO research program on Chinese rural
development.

Through contacts at CAFA, I was able to gain a position in the Banwan project.

» I was aresident architect of the Banwan village reconstruction project and
participated in the project from concept design to site construction from July 2016
to December 2016. As a resident architect, I worked closely with the leader of the
team of architects, with the client, and with the village leadership. I was responsi-
ble for achieving the design objectives, but I also met challenges balancing clients’
needs with the requirements of quality, efficiency, value for money, and service
improvement.

* During this period, I also filled the role of a field architect. Physical renova-

tion work produced conflict, and my role was to supervise the work and handle
conflicts. My role as a supervisor undoubtedly was colored by my acting as the
resident architect. I had to manage and control but also give full consideration to
the needs of the community/villagers and implement the project handling different
understandings of design ideas and schemes. There are plenty of potential conflicts
between the interests of preservation and transformation and the precise and silent
needs of the local population.

* In this study, I use the concept “expert architect,” referring to the noted architect
from the School of Architecture at CAFA in Beijing, and “team of expert archi-
tects,” referring to the group of architects working with him. The project brought
me in close contact with Professor Lyu Pinjing, who headed the renovation of
Banwan. Needless to say, attaining the necessary distance in my evaluation has
been a challenge.

* The project is still under development at the time of writing. However, I have
followed the project by conducting regular field investigation.”® When visiting, I
have filled the role of a researcher, observing, collecting facts and opinions, and
evaluating.

» Generally, to fill the role as a researcher has been my ambition throughout the
whole project:
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An observer of activities of both insiders (local peasants, village cadres, and sages)
and outsiders (architect team, local authorities, and the construction company) in
reflective practices;

An observer of others through informal interviews, conversations, discussions
during the fieldwork, Ph.D. seminars, workshops, and advanced training courses
about “Countryside Construction” — the term used in CAFA research and edu-
cation. Here, “others” denote all the participants in the Banwan project and the
scholars who have visited Banwan); and

An evaluator assesses the performance and effectiveness of the development pro-
grams in terms of physical and social consequences.

1.5. Research Questions

My motivation for doing this thesis is derived from my firsthand working ex-
perience in the Banwan village. The general objective is to understand how the
physical transformation of the village may sustain local ethnic culture as well as
adapt to the new “urban condition” of the Chinese countryside. I begin by evalu-
ating the driving forces of community transformation over the past twenty years
from the perspectives of economic, cultural, spatial, and architectural change. I
then interpret and evaluate the process and outcomes of the Banwan project in
which I took part. I discuss the activities and strategies organized and developed by
the local government, architects, local peasants, and other stakeholders and their at-
tempt to delineate the Bouyei community. I evaluate whether and how the new set
of sub-projects are embodied in the rural landscape, as well as the effect on local
biodiversity, the structure of the rural economy, the pattern of rural settlement, and
the daily routine and lifestyle of the Bouyei people. Thirdly, I discuss the qualities
of what might be called the “design-driven Banwan model” and the possibility of
using this model successfully in other Chinese villages. These discussions intend to
answer the research questions described below.

My general research interest is:

How a traditional agricultural village populated by an ethnic minority in a remote
part of China might adapt to the new urban condition without losing itself cultural-
ly, architecturally, and economically?

To address this question, I do a case-study and formulate the following sub-ques-
tions:

1. What are the key strategies and models for village upgrading in contemporary
Chinese rural policies, as learned from studies in the Guizhou province?

2. What may be learned from the complex process of transformation in the village
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environment of Banwan before the project was initiated, especially in the recent
period — from 2002 to 2016 — when many governmental initiatives for rural up-
grading were launched?

3. How might the cultural and intangible cultural heritage of a minority be a driv-
ing force in the process of improving the conditions in the village and reshaping
public space?

4. How may the expert architects perform a unique role in the process of rural
renovation, how does this part affect other roles and relationships, and what are the
limitations of this role.

5. Does the Banwan experience represent a possible new model for village reno-
vation in China, and if so, what might be learned from the case-study in order to
refine the model?

This first chapter outlines my work with the thesis: on Guizhou province, Banwan
village, and the Banwan project as empirical material for my case study. Many of
the facts and arguments will be rediscussed in depth in the following chapters. My
research questions guide the discussion of approaches based on literature studies
in the following chapter and the analytical perspectives defined in Chapter 3.
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Chapter 2

This chapter intends to use literature to contextualize the study of the Banwan pilot
in relation to academic investigations of projects with similar characteristics. This
implies providing my understanding of flaws and limitations in the previous studies
of rural renovation, and establishing approaches to interpret and evaluate ar-
chitectural practice in a rural/village context. In Chapter 3 — also referring to liter-
ature studies — I will discuss specific research methods and establish my research
design.

2. APPROACHES TO THE STUDY OF THE BANWAN
PROJECT

The primary motivation of the Banwan project research is to evaluate the renova-
tion performance, its consequences to the community, and the reference signifi-
cance to other architectural interventions in the rural area. The literature selection
and the structure of how the review is presented are based on the presumption

that my study can benefit from participating in the design activity. Experiences

had been gained, and empirical material was collected while I was involved as an
architect in the rural renovation. Additional material was collected, interpreted, and
analyzed when I, in the post-construction phase, assumed the role of a researcher.

2.1. The Limitation of Current Studies of Architect-led
Renovation

Tu and Long (2017) stated that rural renovation emphasizes human intervention to
effectively promote the positive evolution of rural areas in a predetermined way.
Many studies of rural renovation have focused on the character of the leading role
in the realization of rural development and as means for categorization of rural
development activities. Ding et al. (2016), for example, noted that the typology of
rural renovation practice could be divided into three types: government-led type,
farmers’ endogenous type, and society-aided type. Firstly, in their categorization,
the government-led type refers to a practice promoted by central government or
local government to guide rural development through policies, initiatives, planning,
and projects. Secondly, farmers’ endogenous type refers to a practice predomi-
nantly based on local resources and farmers’ capacities rather than initiatives and
resources imported from outside. Finally, the society-aided type refers to practices
promoted by social groups or individuals such as social elites, charities, enter-
prises, and educational institutions aiming to help rural development. These three
categories differ in ideology, the way they are promoted, internal logic, scientific
rationality, and regulatory arrangement. The Banwan project, in some respects,
belongs to the socio-aided type, recruited from a disciplinary and social elite and
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rooted in the Central Academy of Fine Art in Beijing. Otherwise, it is difficult to
put the project into one of the categories. However, the Banwan renovation was
sponsored and supported by the local government financially and politically and
led by a group of architects and students who proposed a development strategy,
which was assumed to evolve into a kind of community-directed and communi-
ty-managed process. Banwan, therefore, was somewhat an original model and a
first test and, in fact, spans over all three categories.

In China, there has been a policy shift in interests toward rural development and
rural reconstruction (Yeh et al., 2013). Vernacular architecture and traditional
settlements have become a primary interest for architects and are regarded as
attractive sites for architectural projects (Baan et al., 2017). Architectural practices
are now becoming an important form of rural renovation including different sets
of actors and demonstrating varying results. Most of the studies of these architec-
tural interventions have focused on the introduction of contemporary architecture
into vernacular settings (Baan et al., 2017; Meng, 2017); discussions about how
professionals from the discipline of architecture should approach issues in rural
communities (Bolchover and Lin, 2013; Zhao et al., 2016, Huang, 2014; Luo and
Zhao, 2015); the limitations and challenges of architectural intervention (He, 2015;
Ye and Huang, 2016) and the interpretation of new rural architecture (Wang, 2007;
Liu, 2010; Zhang et al., 2016; Zuo, 2020). These studies reflect a Chinese research
tradition in the very field I am studying. However, these studies focus more on

the general features and operational rules, and these rules do not investigate the
processes and evaluate the outcomes as well as ignore constraint conditions “on the
ground,” like social and cultural specificities and the scope and interests of differ-
ent actors taking part in the process. The general approach to the discussion might
be illustrated by how the Architectural critic Zhou Rong (2015) has classified the
current practices in rural construction into three schools: the culture school, the
technology school, and the society school.*' Firstly, referring to Zhou Rong’s article
Three Issues of Rural Constructions, the culture school refers to practices applying
architectural elements to echo the vernacular environment and create a sense of a
historical “cultural landscape” or even nostalgia. Secondly, the technology school
emphasizes the technical application of vernacular construction and materials’ use
and processing. Finally, the society school aims at spatial reconstruction to rebuild
the community and, simultaneously, strengthen the sense of identity in the village.
The categorization might work for some architectural projects in rural areas; never-
theless, more sophisticated and ambitious projects like Banwan, in my opinion, do
not entirely fit in these boxes.

More operational for the discussion of the Banwan project are the evaluations by
the rural construction practitioner Zuo Jing (2020), arguing that the Chinese archi-
tects involved in rural construction should not only act as designers of buildings
but also as designers of rural society. Meaning that their approach must include
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economic, social, and cultural challenges.®> An obvious question to this statement
deals with the capacity of architects and the limitations of architectural knowledge.
So, are other disciplines needed in projects with the ambitions that Zhou Rong
describes? It is an important question related to Banwan and the project evaluation.
The architects in Banwan took on challenges that are the specialties of other disci-
plines, seemingly confident that they (we as architects) could handle them properly.
In order to advance my knowledge, I wrote one of my articles in this thesis with the
help of an important anthropologist who strongly knew Banwan.®

Somehow arguing for the Banwan approach, Huang and Hung (2016) note that
in-situ design and local grounding of decisions and construction is an effective way
of implementing architectural programs. They also point out that in situ practice
has prompted architects to constantly adapt their strategies to differing circum-
stances. Very little, as already mentioned, has been written about the process of
architect-led rural renovation and its actual impact on local communities. The
literature on architecture intervention in China tends to focus more on general
strategic characteristics. In my opinion, there is a need for thorough research into
significant case studies that both trace the background for the project, the evolution
of the architectural work, and the outlining of implications and impacts. General-
ly, long-term, systematic observations — a finding from my literature studies — are
often neglected in research on rural renovation. However, these missing parts

are crucial to evaluate a specific project’s effects and draw conclusions related to
specific development strategies. How the architectural strategies are implemented
in the village, how organization and power relations between actors put their marks
on the process, and how architectural ideology meets local culture are important
perspectives we need to look into when studying a specific renovation work. As a
carefully selected example extracted from a group of village modernizations, the
Banwan project might be considered unique and highly revealing for understanding
rural renovation in China and a critical case for evaluating a specific renovation
strategy. The origin of the project, local context, the implementation process, inter-
actions of involved actors, and the consequences are all critical elements that need
to be evaluated comprehensively in the development intervention research.

2.2. Describing and Interpreting the Architect-led Reno-
vation

2.2.1. Understanding the built environment

The term rural renovation has multiple and ambiguous definitions because aca-
demics from many disciplines (e.g., sociology, geography, economy, and architec-
ture) contribute to the literature. The understanding of place and place identity are
important concepts within this field of study. The concept of place is in the litera-
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ture of architecture and urbanism primarily used to describe the physical character-
istics of the landscape, construction, and buildings. There is an established tradition
in defining place in the relationship between the built and the cultural landscape.
Looking at the basic literature behind urban morphological analysis®, the idea of
the locus (place) is an essential concept in Aldo Rossi’s book The Architecture of
the City (1984). He initially posits the concept of locus: “the locus is a relationship
between a certain specific location and the buildings that are in it. (1984: 103)”
The Norwegian architectural historian Christian Norberg-Schulz (1979), from a
phenomenological point of view, introduced the concept of genius loci (the spirit
of place), pointing at the relationship between landscape and architecture as a basis
for local identity and memory, and as a phenomenon to be analyzed as ground-

ing for new architecture. Both the tradition of Rossi and the tradition of Nor-
berg-Schulz have inspired my understanding of the built environment of Banwan.

However, when approaching the study of Banwan, the village also must be dis-
cussed as a socio-cultural situation. Geographers Seamon and Sowers (2008) raise
a query: is the place merely a synonym for location, a unique ensemble of nature
and culture, or is this understanding too limited? Likewise, Doreen Massy — in her
frequently quoted article (Massey, 1991) on the understanding of place — under-
lined that a progressive concept of space should consist of changing conditions
within a time span. She injected the binary opposition between the constructs of
the local and the global and proposed a theory of a “global sense of place.” In her
sense, the identities of places are inevitably unfixed and are full of internal con-
flicts, and place specificity results from its long internalized history. There is a fact
that “it is constructed out of a particular constellation of social relations, meeting
and weaving together at a particular locus” (Massey, 1994:154). In a lecture given
to the rural construction course at CAFA®, professor Karl Otto Ellefsen noted

that the concept of “place” should be interpreted from more dimensions, which
included the local level (vertically rooted traditions), national level (development
strategies and policies for changes), and the global level (horizontal economic and
cultural forces). Drawing on this analytical framework, I proposed — in my first
research article on the Banwan project (Cao, 2018) — the Policy-Livelihood-Culture
driven interpretation model for settlement change. In this interpretation model,
(national and regional) policies and development strategies are opportunities and
act as engines for change; (local) livelihood patterns provide financial support

and bring about changes in consumer attitudes, and (national and global) cultural
intrusion leads to the transformation of belief systems and concepts. This model, in
addition to morphological analysis and the investigation of genius loci expressed in
local culture, helped me to understand the specificity of place and local vernacular
architecture as a set of different socio-cultural layers both referring to traditions
and to the process of modernization and rural policies from the Chinese revolution
and onwards.
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2.2.2. How to describe the architecture of the project in
the context

In studying the architecture of the project, my intention is to follow Paul Oliver’s
statement, “to dwelling is to live in, or at, or on, or about a place” (2003: 15). It is
important to keep in mind this associate verb — to dwelling — the term suggesting
that to dwell embody a remarkable diversity of human behaviors and practices.

In his well-known book, House Form and Culture, Amos Rapoport argued that

an understanding of behavior patterns is “essential to the understanding of built
form” and that “forms, once built, affect behavior and the way of life” (1969: 16).
In his view the forms of vernacular buildings result from “the aims and desired of
the unified group for an ideal environment” (1969: 47) and sociocultural forces
“become of primary importance in relating man’s way of life to the environment”
(1969: 48). In their studies of the architecture of fishing villages in northern Nor-
way, Karl Otto Ellefsen and Tarald Lundevall state that a capacity of the trained
architect is to “read the built environment as an expression of a given society”
(2019, 32-33). They applied a research approach where architecture as a discipline
and as signs of history and memory is used to gain historical and social knowledge
of local society.

Given the role of an architect, I was trained to describe and investigate architecture
by the use of morphological studies.®® Referring to Ellefsen and Lundevall (2019),
the morphological understanding of a built environment, a building, or a project
should “entail reading the physical surrounding as a text that provides information
about a society and its history through constructed and every new ‘layers’ on top
of the old ones.” (2019: 33) In the research of formation and evolution of moun-
tainous settlement in Guizhou, Zhou Zhengxu (2016) showed a great interest in the
linkage between “survival pressure (geographical and historical barrier),” “liveli-
hood,” and “settlement space.” These studies inspired me because holistic space
(physical environment)®” was discussed in a broad social context, and because
architecture and physical environment provided a spatial morphology and an eth-
nological material as a prism to read society.

In light of the architecture (vernacular and modern), the construction activities,
people’s practices, and the initiated programs and events in the Banwan proj-

ect, one can observe how various specific elements accumulate into a process of
evolving place, and the process might be interpreted as layering with different sets
of linkages. The architecture of the Banwan project cannot be described solely by
its morphological and technical characteristics. In the mid-1930s, sociologist Wu
Wenzao (2010) combined human ecology and ethnography to create a methodol-
ogy of community study that has been influential in China. He proposed different
research perspectives (either with a “whole community” perspective or with a
“partial” perspective) for rural communities and expanded the research beyond the
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field of social relationships. His way of thinking extends the discussion of architec-
ture and its cultural materiality and sociality. In addition, Wang Mingming (2016)
suggests a way of understanding a case or a project picked for analysis. He re-
versed the relationship between the whole and the part proposed in Sahlins’ article
“The whole is a part” (2009) with “parts as wholes.” The logic of “parts as wholes”
indicates that architecture in a village should be seen as part of a more extensive
social system. These phenomena reflect society. However, the parts not only have
the “shape” of the society as a whole but also might embody the very essence of
society in dynamic development. Thus, investigating the part (architecture) also
means investigating the whole (community).

My task in the thesis is not primarily to appraise aesthetic performances of archi-
tecture or judge the architectural quality of the built environment in the Banwan
project. Rather, I am interested in how and why society and renovation activity
produce the physical surroundings, how the architecture express social and cultural
meaning, how the architecture act as a tool or engine for promoting the community,
how the architecture responds to new needs, how architecture create a new cultural/
social/production framework, and the functional performance of the new built
environment.

2.2.3. Interpreting the Banwan project through actor per-
spective

It is important to recognize that many stakeholders are actively involved in the
architect-led renovation (Wu, 2015a). New relations, networks, resource constel-
lations, and identities are formulated and reconstructed during the development
process (Woods, 2011). However, the possible gap between intended social change
and the community’s actual adaptation to the architectural interventions might
generate unpredictable consequences and even failure. For example, the Chinese
government initiated the resettlement program to improve the relocated popula-
tion’s living and working conditions. However, many relocated people from the
abandoned villages still suffered severe social and economic consequences (Huang,
2017). Another example absolutely identified as an architectural intervention is
Wang Shu’s Wencun project. Zhao and Cheng (2018) question the actual effects

of the project. They find the architectural elements used in Wencun to be Wang
Shu’s identifiable style, found in his previous projects, refer to field investigations
criticizing the impractical spaces established by design, and conclude that Wang
Shu’s vernacular architecture practice in Wencun gives priority to the architectural
style, to the extent that is ignoring the villagers’ basic needs. The critiques of those
development interventions still focus on how the general concepts extracted from
the development strategy “failed” to achieve the expected goal. As is the case in the
main body of rural development in China, the discussion of the agency of involved
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actors and the interactions, negotiations, and social struggle that take place between
these actors were largely ignored.

Tian (2017) is one of the scholars that find the existing interpretation and evalua-
tion models for rural development dissatisfying. Tian criticizes that the research on
social development lacks empirical material from lived experience. He points out
that the social development research should not only care about the general rules of
practice operation but also establish the complex link between the “small” phenom-
enon of individual actors and the large-scale “domestic” and “global” worlds. He
believes that the experience of individual actors in the development project should
be refined and summarized. In his well-known book Development Sociology: Actor
Perspectives, Norman Long (2001) states that all forms of external interventions
are bound to enter the world of the individuals and social groups affected by them.
He suggests a dynamic understanding of development intervention and social
change is needed. This understanding emphasizes the interactions between external
and internal factors and the decision-making process depending on actors’ inter-
ests, consciousness, and actions. Norman Long points out that the actor approach
intends to study and explain social phenomena by understanding individual moti-
vation, purpose, and interests and emphasizes the process of cooperation, conflict,
and co-construction of social life among the actors. He called this method the “ac-
tor-oriented approach.” In his view, the purpose of the actor-oriented approach is
not to find general or universal rules, processes, and trends but to understand how
individual actors (such as farmers, workers, entrepreneurs, officials, and others)
actively shape the process and outcomes of development interventions.

In the article I wrote in collaboration with Chen Yiyang (Cao and Chen, 2019), we
applied the terms negotiation behavior and action tactic to point out that any pro-
duction process depends on informal and random activities that cannot be formally
pre-designed in the planning schemes. Such schemes tend to ignore the essential
characteristics of living social reality and, if unfunctional, may easily damage

the interests of the target groups and eventually lead to the failure of the design
schemes. In response to critique and renewing Chinese development sociology,
some scholars interpret development intervention from a micro-level perspective.
Attention is paid to the participatory development tools, targeting groups’ rectifica-
tion, and the formulation of intervention policies or programs. Plummer and Tayler
(2004), in their study of participatory approaches in China’s community capacity
building, note that community participation served as an effective tool to empower
the local communities to achieve their priorities. They disagree with the cognition
that “failed” development interventions are more attributed to the so-called short-
comings as effects of lack of capacity and little knowledge in the community. Dong
(2008) notes that the peasant is not always in a weak position, and sometimes they
even have the upper hand. Dong considers the resistant actions of the peasants as

a potential power platform to fight for rights and interests. This is a revision to the
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traditional perception of the peasants as “weak” actors and provides different inter-
pretation perspectives for social development and management.

Ye and Li (2009) consider that the disadvantages of the traditional policy imple-
mentation and top-down government or expert planning have been challenged

by establishing micro-level perspectives. They noted that the rural development
intervention process is a field full of cooperation, conflicts, and struggles, which
lead to the complexity and unpredictability of development consequences. In her
book Encountering the Local, Li (2015) notes that the various values and interests
of the different actors/roles determine their respective strategies in development
intervention. Their interaction reshapes the contents and results of the interven-
tion, and the intervener and the intervened actors change dynamically during the
process. Therefore based on this cognition, Li elaborates the methods for capturing
the responsive logic of local actors taking part in the development intervention. She
presents four different methods to be generally used. The first one is the interface
analysis which aims to examine and interpret related actors’ heterogeneity in terms
of knowledge, views and preference, interests, and power. The second is a tactic
analysis that seeks to unveil how various actors utilized available power, social
networks, and resources and employed them during negotiations and conflicts to
achieve anticipated goals. The third is discourse analysis, which is a valuable way
of exploring the significance of particular cultural repertoire and how they inter-
act and interpenetrate situationally, and the final method is conversation analysis,
which aims to understand social interaction and social structure through analyzing
the language and context.

All these four methods, or ways of working, proved relevant in the analyses of
specific interactions and negotiations in the Banwan project, and as Li states — and
as this is relevant in the Banwan case — these conflicts and negotiations might lead
to complexity and unpredictability in the execution of the project. Questions very
relevant to the analyzing the Banwan case are raised in Li’s book (2015: 2): When
the development intervention is implemented in the local community, will the local
actors, as the beneficiaries of the project, readily accept the external assistance

as proposed by the project leadership? What are the local actors’ responses to the
development interventions, and what are the reasonable explanations for these re-
sponses? And the final question deals with the outcome and asks to what extent the
intervention did promote local development? From a social science point of view
that must be incorporated in my study of the architectural project in Banwan, these
questions are the core issues of research. However, the actor analyses also need

to be situated in the macrostructure (regional/national, political/social/economic)
to interpret and understand how external forces and frameworks interact with the
locally involved actors’ intentions, aims, and interests.
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2.2.4. Interpreting the Banwan project through “pro-
cess-event analysis”

Scholars have introduced and argued for different ways of approaching rural
renovations. For example, Ji and Kang (2019) introduced the Pingnan renovation
project, which seeks to develop rural villages through art intervention, acting as a
vehicle for attraction and a means to strengthen the sense of place and the com-
munity identity. Li (2017) introduced the Haotang renovation project that aimed
to introduce internal finance systems that helped to establish new rural organiza-
tions and a credit system that enabled the activation of rural financial capital. The
publisher Homeland (2018) introduced the Songkou renovation project, resisting
large-scale demolition and construction. Instead, the project starts with small- and
medium-scale pilot spatial constructions to guide villagers to understand the value
of ancient towns/settlements and to encourage and enable social and civic par-
ticipation. However, when evaluated as general strategies, the reporting focus on
positive outcomes. Detailed implementation process descriptions are hard to find,
and it is difficult for readers and critics to verify causal relationships between the
planning concepts and the achievements. As Hoggarth and Comfort have pointed
out, “it is often difficult to demonstrate a clear connection between inputs, outputs,
and outcomes” (2010:193). The process-event analysis is a tool to approach these
relationships.

According to the Chinese social scientist Sun Liping (2001), the “Process-Event
Analysis” refers to a social analysis method that tries to get rid of the convention-
al structural and institutional analysis methods and instead grasp realistic social
structure and social process in the light of events and process formed in people’s
social actions. Sun proposes the “process-event analysis” strategy to uncover the
events and logic often not easily readable in a process. According to Sun, the ac-
tors’ relationships in rural practice do not constitute a fixed and static structure but
refer to a specific and dynamic process. He, therefore, argues that social reality can
only be adequately interpreted and understood when it is considered a dynamic and
evolving process. The core of “process-event analysis” is to grasp the diversity and
complexity of the practical forms and specific operational logics within the stake-
holders’ interactive processes. Process evaluation provides a lens to examine the
constraints in terms of political, social, cultural aspects, and other practical difficul-
ties. The process and events in rural renovation projects are influenced by national
or regional policies, the interests of the stakeholders, and the design philosophy of
the builder or the architects. The process often emerges instantly and spontaneous-
ly, and the final observable outcomes are not always easy to trace. For example,
Liu (2018) explores the complexity of a traditional vernacular architecture renova-
tion. She argues that the constant tensions and distinctions between local crafts-
men and external architects reflect the difference between the indigenous building
approach and the modern professional architectural system. All these tensions and
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distinctions would not be grasped and analyzed by limiting the observation to the
physical work outputs.

I am not an anthropologist or sociologist who possesses respective fields of exper-
tise to observe and understand the rural community. However, as a participant in
the construction process, I have a unique advantage in collecting and documenting
all kinds of data. The process-event analysis is intended to reveal the nature of

the specific social action that I call expert architect-led rural renovation and sheds
light on the reconstruction and reshaping process. The event (design/construction)
encountered the “local” and applied adaptive strategies based on the “locality” in
a minority village. The Banwan project was constituted by a series of interrelat-
ed events that were selected as materials for grasping rural construction and its
dynamic process. Doing a process evaluation in Banwan was based on different
conceptions: Initially, there was no intention to plan for a perfect and final vil-
lage project. Design and construction in the Banwan project were intended to be

a process of self-improvement rather than a one-off, quick fix. Secondly, many
actors were involved in the process — it was not the work of a single intellect, and
the process was full of competition, consultations, negotiations, and compromises.
Thirdly, the process echoes the very contingency of architectural practice. Jone

et al. (2005) note that users’ and architects’ different desires and expectations
contribute to the contingency of architecture practice. In Banwan, many aspects of
rural construction went far beyond the control of the expert architects. I will further
elaborate and describe how the “process-event analysis” is adapted in this study in
Chapter 3.

2.2.5. Interpreting the architect-led renovation through
“Outcome analysis”

One of the study’s primary objectives was to evaluate the project outcomes regard-
ing architecture and physical works. This is where my investigations started. The
ambitions of the project in Banwan went far beyond the building, and studies of
actual effects and outcomes had to include the social consequences. Hoggarth and
Comfort point out that outcome evaluation are “to know if the program, prevention
initiative or treatment ‘works’ or not (2010: 15)” or, simply speaking, whether the
outcomes and consequences were worth the effort. In terms of timing, Moseley
(2003) notes that evaluation can be conducted before, during, and after the program
and project and recommends “assess imme