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The Development Workshop isa group of architects from a 
number of countries who work collectively carrying out research 
and development work on indigenous building and planning methods 
In Third World countries. They have worked In Egypt, Oman, India, 
Turkey, Iran and Sudan. They are currently working as architects 
and planners for the Selseleh Integrated Development Project in 
Lurlstan, I ran. 
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By indigenous systems we mean those systems 
that are traditional to a country. Many 
traditions, far from being backward or 
illogical, do in fact, have an underlying 
rationale or 'system' which Is highly ~el­
evant to their particular region. 
The potentials of Indigenous systems have 

been neglected in most Third World countries. 
Instead they have been replaced by Western 
methods often Inappropriate to local 
conditions and needs - physical, economic, 
social, cultural and aesthetic. The visible 
material success of the Western industrialized 
world has made it the obvious model for 
Third World countries. The very terms 
'developing' and 'developed' countries 
Impl ies that the latter Is an ideal that the 
former should aspire towards. Our view is 
that the so-cal led 'developed' countries 
are in many ways 'over-developed.' It would 
neither be real istlc nor desirable to fol low 
their example. We use the independent term 
'Third World' because we bel ieve that more 
viable models can be drawn from the indigenous 
systems within these countries. 
Over the years, the values, objectives and 

methods of the West have been adopted by the 
other countries through a combination of 
imposition and emulation. Western ideas of 
health care have been unquestioningly applied, 
often + the complete neglect of long­
practi~od local methods of heal ing. Similarly 
mechan i zed cap ital I ntens i ve bu i I ding tech­
nologies from the west have been imported 
to the detriment of establ ished indigenous 
building industries. 
Today there is a growing awareness that such 

I iteral transference of methods rarely works. 
Nor is it adequate to sta rt with bas ica I Iy 
Western objectives and methods and then 
modify them to local conditions: The Third 
\'iorl d has very different social, cui tural 
and economic bases (and in most cases, different 
physical environments as well.) 

Furthermore, the Third World is now in a 
very different position from that in which 
the Western World developed, when it had 
the rest of the world to draw its resources 
from. Yet today the Western worl d itse If 
is beginning to have grave doubts about 
the validity of Its own socio-economic models. 
Profl igate consumption of energy and resources 
has precipitated the energy crisis and 
aggravated a major economic recession. Over­
special izatlon and institutional isation have 
taken control out of the hands of the majority 
of the population and left them al ienated. 
t,breover, at the time that the Western world 

'was developing, It Vias concurrently shaping 
the soclo-economic systems of the rest of the 
world, often to its own advantage and to the 
detriment of the country in which it was 
acting. t~uch of what is considered 'rrodern' 
today in a Third World country was fathered 
by this shaping process and continues to 
work to the detriment of the country. However, 
those indigenous systems that were through 
neglect least affected by this shaping process 

may now paradoxical I y have the most to teach 
us. Most of the socio-economic Indigenous 
systems al low people direct participation 
and control, are based on low and local use 
of energy and resources, and work in harrrony 
with our environment. 

For an example that illustrates the above 
points, let us consider housing. An old Arab 
saying loosely translates as 'The day you 
stop building your house you wil I die.' This 
is not some mystical quote but factually 
ref I ects the i nd I genous system of hous i ng. "n 
Southern Oman, the occupant of an old town 
house, whose family had lived there for 
generations described to us how his house 
had been built. The house had started as 
one room on the plot of land and had gradually 
been added to as family size and fortunes 
increased, until It reached Its present 
three-storey courtyard shape. And today on the 
top floor yet another room had been built, and 
a second room, stili In timber and corrugated 
iron, was soon to be converted into more 
permanent materials so as to house a new 
arrival In the family. In the recently 
al lotted plots In the town the same process 
could be observed. The new arrivals lived 
in a tent whilst bui Iding their first 
I imestone room, the longer establ ished house­
owners had al ready Inscribed a courtyard on 
the ground floor and were making further 
additions. 
The indigenous system of housing is one in 

which it is very much a process, Intimately 
related to the users' needs and resources, and 
very much in the users' control. The Idea of 
housing being the production an,d distri bution 
of a number of units by the government or a 
private institution to a passive, recipient 
population Is one of the misleading models set 
up by Western countries. Today, with chronic 
and increasing housing shortages in the 
wealthiest Industrial ized nations, leading 
housing special ists are saying that the idea 
of hous'ing as a 'product' is unworkable. (I) 
Instead they are turning to the housing 
'processes' found In the indigenous systems 
of the Third World to draw lessons for their 
own countries. ~~anwhile in developing 
countries housing as a product continues to 
be sold as the most 'modern' idea, along 
with a whole range of other dubious Ideas 
on design, construction and building types. 
Thus as Western architects begin to real ise 
the damaging social costs of high-rise 
apartment I iving, they become a major feature 
in many Th i rd Wor I d countries. 
The successful sel ling of Western Ideas depends 

on the assumption fostered in people in 
developing countries that Western methods 
are superi or to the I r own. Perhaps the 
most insidious effect has been their loss of 
self-respect and identity. In Oman, when 
we asked a ten year old school boy (with 
just two years formal school ing) to draw 
his own flat-roofed mudbrick, courtyard 
house, he drew us a pitched-roof Western 
bungalow with a front garden. He drew 
his family and himself In shirts and 



trousers, although In real ity he was 
sti II dressed In the traditional galabeya. 

In Lurlstan, Iran, the situation was similar. 
When asked about their houses most vii lagers 
immediately indicated their preference for 
the steel and glass buildings being erected 
in Iran's rapidly expanding cities. 
fhese were preferred because they were said 
to be 'modern.' However, when questioned more 
closely, the same vii lagers were able to 
point out the appropriateness of thei r min 

houses to the local I ivlng conditions. The 
short comings such as durability were largely 
those that could be overcome by simple 
improvements. 
It Is often the educated professionals and 

pol icy-makers of Third World countries who 
are the most convinced of the superiority 
of rrodels offered by the \~estern countries. 
Their training and education is tco frequent­
I y lim i ted to these Western mode Is. Since 
the majority of their people are sti I I 
operating within indigenous systems, (2) 
it is the professionals who are al ienated 
in their outlook and in what they can offer. 
A re-evaluation of their own cOuntries' 
indigenous systems would not only help 
these professionals regain their self-respect 
and identity, but also realign them with 
the i r OVIn peop I e and equ i p them better to 
be of service. In China, medical professionals 
seriously re-evaluated the ancient indigenous 
system of acupuncture, so that today i~t 
largely replaces Western anaesthetics. 

THE I NDI GEHOUS BU I LT ENV I ROI-.Jr~ENT 
By 'the Indigenous bui It environment' we 

mean the built-environment of the rural 
areas, the older traditional sections of 
the c itt es, and to~ an extent the unoff ic i a I 
settlements (such as-squatter settlements) 
of the newly urbanizing areas in the Third 
World. It is in these areas that the 
traditional methods of building and design 
are most apparent. That they are often also 
the most run-down areas is more to do with 
wider economic conditions such as overcrowding, 
poverty and neglect than with the traditional 
methods themselves. 

HOUSING 
In his book "House, Form and Culture," (3) 

Amos Rappaport writes: 
All housing needs to achieve four objectives 
in order to be successful. 
I. It needs to be socially and culturally 
val id (here traditional housing possibly 
works best.) 
2. It should be sufficiently economical 
to ensure that the greatest number can 
afford it (in primitive contexts most, 
if not al I, people have houses.) 
3. It should ensure the maintenance of 
health of the occupants (In relation to 
climate, traditional housing succeeds; 
in rei ation -;-0 sanitation and paras ites, 
it us ua I I Y fa i Is. ) 
4. There should be a minimum of maintenance 
over the I ife of the building. Traditional 
housing may, therefore, be much more 
acceptable - if not in fact, desirable -

than has been assumed, and housing attitudes 
should be adjusted accordingly. At the 
very least this offers a fruitful field 
for research. 

Whether one agrees with Rappaports' objecti ves 
or not, they act as a useful set of criteria 
against which one can assess indigenous 
building. Unfortunately, indigenous building 
has inspired formal istic mimicry more often 
than serious assessment. For example, in 
Sudan the conically roofed, mud-and-thatch 
fam i I y-house cl uster is recreated in concrete 
and brick, with a back yard, and laid out 
in straight rows as a low-cost housing scheme. 
The indigenous social and cultural val idity 
is lost in the transition of form from the 
family cluster to the rigid layout. The 
change of materials decreases the cl imatic 
performance of the new house and increases 
its costs beyond the range of most Sudanese. 
It also places the building of the house out 
of the owners' control. On the other hand, 
the materials are more permanent, require 
less maintenance and harbour fewer insects 
and paras ites. However, these latter 
improverrents could have been gained without 
losing the more fundamental advantages of 
the traditional example, if the approach had 
been to Vlork from a thorough understanding of 
the i nd i genous system. 

RURAL DEVELOpr:'EIH 
The lessons that can be derived from the 

indigenous built environment can be appl ied 
not only to housing, but also to more 
special ised buildings such as schools, 
workshops, markets, and public baths, and 
also to infrastructural design, such as 
layout, and access for people and services. 
Probably the clearest example of this 

potent i a I rema i ns Hassan Fathy' s Gourna 
vii lage, which was bui It in the late 40's. (4) 
The vi I lage, near Luxor, Egypt, is built 

entirely of sundried mud brick, and the whole 
design from housing to communal buildings 
and layout is based on traditional concepts. 
Perhaps mere importantly, Professor Fathy worked 
out an economic and organizational base, so 
that the production in the vii lage derived 
from local crafts and local organisational 
patterns. The achievements and failures of 
Gourna deserve a thorough assessment. 

A quarter century later, Fathy's approach 
is of increasing relevance as rural development 
becomes mere of a priority. To quote Carbara 
\'lard: (5) 

If de-central ised operations are to be 
supported, then development must be con­
centrated on the v i II age, the market centre 
and the intermediate tOVIn. To prevent people 
from leaving the vi I lages only to become un­
employed in the big cities, intermediate 
centres are needed, vlith local storage units, 
and co-operatives, local banks and light 
industry, local family clinics, schools 
and health services. 

Different versions of the development 
outl ined in the quote have been put into 
operation in several Third I'lorid countries. 
An example from a vii lage settlement in 
Oman serves to illustrate the pitfalls found 



in a too-simpl istlc approach. In this 
case I ittle attention was paid to upgrading 
existing bui Idings. The new buildings -
hospital, school, and mayor's house - were 
located some distance away from the traditional 
centre, which they rivalled rather than 
complemented. The new building reflected 
the 'professional ism' of the city archi'tects 
and cont ractors, a fore i gn firm. Ne i ther 
in materials, layout nor design vlere they 
appropriate to the local environment both 
physically and socially. For example, in 
the hospital the patients oomplained about 
the glare and heat In. the rooms, which was 
caused by the layout, the huge windows and 
the concrete block walls. The heat gain 
was even beyond the capacity of air­
conditioning, which was in any case an extra 
expense. Furthermore, by representi ng 
progress, the new bui Idings encouraged in 
the minds of the local populace ideas of 
what an appropriate building should be, and 
by implication denigrated the indigenous 
bui Idings. The only part the local 
population played in the development was 
through the tew who gained temporary 
unskilled employment during the construction 
period. In the years to oome the net effect 
oould be the creation of a new settlement 
around the new centre, phys i ca II y apart 
from, and al ien in materials and form to, 
the indigenous buildings, I ife-style and 
culture of the people and the physical en­
vironment. The traditional settlement, 
being officially ignored, would be al lowed 
to decay into a slum while sti I I housing a 
large section of the indigenous population. 
If, however, the indigenous bui It environment 

had first been understood, if local materials 
and technologies h'ad been used to the maximum 
(improved where necessary) and if local bui Iders 
(perhaps a co-operative) had been in control 
of the building, there would have been a 
much greater and lasting benefit to the 
commun i ty. (Dvernment investment for the 
project would have gone directly into the 
community, and a local building industry 
could have been revived, capable of de-
veloping the locally bui It environment in a 
sel f-rel iant way. 

THE UF2Aii G,VI f<'ONIIENT 
It has been argued by Koeningsberger and 

others that indigenous methods of building 
are of I imited potential, since they are 
ITDstly found in rural areas while the main 
problems for Third \'Jorld countries are urban. 
(6) 

This is true to a point, but not to the 
extent sometimes put forvlard. First, to 
refer back to Barbara \'Iard's statement that 
'deve I oprnent must be concentrated on the 
vi Ilage ... to stop migration from the 
countryside to the cities, increasingly rural de­
velopment is seen to be the solution to 
urban pressures.' Secondly, there are 
many developing countries that do have long 
urban traditions. f;:any old city centres, 
such as those in Isfahan, Cairo anJ Delhi 
are examples of indigenous urban bui Iding 
methods. Up to now, cultural pride and the 

tourist industry have done more to 
preserve such old city centres than any 
bel ief in their relevance for today. 
Essential as preservation is, it can imply 
a museum-piece view, branding such areas 
as fossilised rei ics of the past. However, 
far from being rei ics, these old quarters 
should be studied from a number of aspects; 
in aesthetic terms: the sense of scale and 
proportion, vistas, and the juxtaposition 
of open and closed spaces: in cl imatical Iy 
functional terms: the shaded streets, 
orientation according to the sun's angle, 
and the beneficial air-movement generated by 
the street layout: 0 r more fundamental I yin 
terms of socio-economic organisation: with lively 
and sociable communities operating with 
economic efficiency. 
The fact that many Third World countries 

may not have an urban tradition does not 
exclude the possibil ity that lessons could 
be learned from a neighboring country with 
similar environmental, social or economic 
conditions, and which does have an urban 
tradition. The urban traditions of Egypt 
or Iran could for instance be more relevant 
than the garden-city concepts of Britain to 
countries like Oman. 
Finally, even in an urban environment, 

rural-based indigenous systems of building, 
social organization and values in general 
often seem to work. In his recent study 
of a squatter settlement in Lusaka, Zambia, 
Richard ~lartin showed how the indigenous 
rural methods of building, social clustering, 
and communal organization are adding up to 
more successful settlements than those 
officially laid out and run by government 
bureaocrai::ies applying al ien methods. (8) 

cxmClUS IONS 
let us summarise why we bel ieve Th i rd 

World countries should thoroughly 
re-evaluate their indigenous systems. 
Firstly, while the policies of many 

Th i rd I'lorl d governments stil I emu I ate 
\'iestern values and techniques, the daily 
I ife of most of their citizens sti II lie 
predominately in Indigenous systems. 
Understanding and expanding the potentials 
of these systems to meet contemporary 
needs would enable development to be more 
appropriate and acceptable to the majority 
of the people. 

Second I y, most Th i rd vlorl d countri es are 
a! so at a stage in wh i ch the i r comparat ive­
Iy I imited resources are being exhausted 
by the many demands placed on them. This 
is within an international context, with 
governments becoming increasingly aware of 
the finite nature of the world's resources, 
and in which the costs of imported goods 
are rapidly rising. Indigenous systems 
represent hundreds of years of accumulated 
expertise on how to employ what is locally 
avai lable to meet local needs economically -
in monetary, energy, and resource terms. 
To realise this potential would give Third 
viorld countries greater self-sufficiency. 
In today's world such an approach to planning 
is perhaps the rrost real istic. 
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Vi II age in Luristan I ran 

Development 

Planning 

Just as the Third \'Jorld has in some ways been underdeveloped 
by its relationship with the industrial ised world, rural regions 
within the Third Vlorld are often neglected in favour of central­
isation of capital and industry in the cities. The aim should 
be to combat such inequal ities and achieve a balanced development. 
The rrethod should be a policy of decentralisation, i.e., a maximum 
spread of employment generating activities and services in the 
rural areas where the majority of people I ive. For this to be 
economically possible requires an emphasis on smal I-scale 
industries and services that develop on locally available resources, 
both human and natural and meet local needs. This also provides 
a necessary degree of sel f-rel iance. The need for certa i n heavy 
industries and some centralisation of services is undeniable. [Jut 
when the emphasis is on these, the result is de-population of the 
vi I I ages on the one hand and urban congestion on the other. The 
ansvler to i-he urban cr'ises is to be found in developing the rural 
areas. 
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India 

The 

Construction 

Industry 

The construction industry is a major source of investment and 
employment in the Third Viorld. Buildings are also a major outlet 
for tho creative expression of people and a country's culture as 
a whole. In a highly roochanised construction industry the capital 
spent on imports is lost to the country. The equipment, by 
reducing labour needs, can cause unemployment. The builder is 
reduced to an cperator of a machine, .lith I ittle direct control 
of hovi the building is shaped nor is he in a position to be 
creative. The resulting buildings express a uniform machine­
culture rather than the culture of that particular country. 
Capital should go into developing the skills of the builders and 

crafts~£n, and the local resources on which the labour-intensive, 
indigenous construction industry is based. Such capital would 
have a maximum regenerating effect \-lithin the country. The 
indigenous consi-ruction systems would allow the people to express 
themselves creatively in their buildings, and the built environment 
Vlould continuo to express its country's culture • 
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Ca i ro, Egypt 
01 d Quarter 

Urban 

Planning 

Old Cities were of a manageable size and functioned well. Even today 
the traditional areas in cities such as Cairo, Yazd and Delhi hold 
many lessons for urban planning in the Third World. Superficially 
they are in bad condition because of the poverty of their inhabitants, 
intense overcrowding and official neglect. Detailed examination, 
however, shows a layout of streets and blocks that are based on 
sound local, economic, social and environmental considerations. 
Solutions for accommodating dense populations without resorting 
to high-rise towers have evolved. Although ringed by endless urban 
expans Ion and ignored by economic pi anners, these 01 d quarters sti II 
support a \Vide range of commercial and small-scale industrial activity, 
employing a significant sector of the labour force and housing 
rrany in the poorer classes. These areas should be carefully 
studied and improved 50 that their qual ities are not destroyed. New 
areas should be built that develop on the lessons drawn from these 
areas. 
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Housing The official approac~ to housing, i.e. the provIsion of 
sufficient units to a passive recipient, makes housing too 
expans i ve to rreet she I tar needs. The effo rt to I'ower costs th rough 
prefabrication can lead to unemployment and also expensive u'nits 
if infrastructural, plant and maintenance costs are considered. 
The resulting houses are usua Ily inappropriate to loca I envi ronmenta I 
and social conditions. The Indigenous idea of housing, stil I 
practiced widely, is one in which people build and improve their 
own shelters according to their needs and economic situation. 
They use local materials, technologies and skil Is. Governments 
shoul d back thi s process by providing infrastructural support -
both physical and financial - and technical and design support 
where local methods need improvement. In cases where the 
provision of housing is essential, it should draw trom the accumulated 
expertise on how to build appropriately and economIcally, that is 
reflected In Indigenous housing • 
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Mud-Brick, 
Dome and Vault 

Mud-Brick 
\fault and Dome 

•• A • . ",> 4,$ 

Sun-dried mud-brick is probably the rrost widely available and 
comrronly used building material in the Third World. With the 
adoption of European materials and rrodels of architecture, mud­
brick has been excluded from use In the rrodern sector of the 
building industry. The material has been labeled as a sign of 
underdevelopment and Its potentials ignored. Mud-brick's basic 
economy is undeniable. It is an ideal material In hot regions, 
being an excellent heat insulator. Its plastic qualities make 
construction of sophisticated forms relatively simple. Nowhere 
is this rrore apparent than in the Vault and Dome technology. 
I n reg ions such as in I ran and Egypt where timber and other 0 rgan i c 
materials are scarce, this technology has been developed to a 
high degree and Is capable of spanning all kinds of spaces. Not 
only could Vault and Dome continue to be appl icable in such 
regions but it could also be appl icable in other regions that 
are now facing timber shortages. 
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Oman, 
Palm stem houses 

-The Pal m Tree 
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The 
Palm Tree 

I,bst palm trees are grown for their ecological and economic 
value. Compared with other crops grown in the Nile Valley, 
the date palm provides the greatest amount of food while using 
the least amount of water per hectare. The palm also prcvides 
materials for products such as mats, boats, rope, furniture, and 
building. 
Broad palm leaves provide roof coverings; elsewhere narrow date 

or coconut fronds are used to make screen walls. These allo~1 the 
breeze to enter rooms whilst providing shade and reducing glare, 
thus aiding human comfort in hot humid conditions. Such screens 
can be varied in thickness in response to cl imatlc changes. The 
Workshop is researching ways to overcome the problems of destruction 
by termites or fire, and hence increase the material's potential. 
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Community 

Building 

Indigenous housing brings together the fami Iy. Simi larly, 
indigenous community bui I ding brings together the community that 
is to share the bui Iding. The people come together in deciding the 
type of building required in the construction process and finally 
in its use. Such participation is a positive force that sti I I 
operates In many Third Vlorld societies. It is a force that the 
\~est having lost is now·trying to regain. An example of such a 
building is the "Hamam" (Public Bath), If it is built by a. 
contractor and placed in the community, its potential for 
encouraging collective effort is lost. If the design is a rovi 
of shower cubicles facing a narrow corridor then its traditional 
function of people social ising whi Ie using it, is also lost. 
Such buildings should be constructed with the help of the community, 
and their design should develop on an understanding of how the 
traditional design relates to their social use. 
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Dubai, Wind-Catches 

Environmental 

Design 

Extremes of cl imate and the need for therma I comfort are common 
to many Third \'iorld regions. Ingenious, indigenous solutions 
making use of local micro-cl imatic features have been developed 
to meet this problem. They do not resort to expensive and high 
energy consuming mechanical devices. vlindows have been design'ed 
to cornbine the functions of view, internal privacy, air-venti lation 
and fi Itering the sun's glare. The wind-catch tower is found in 
innumberable shapes and sizes from North Africa, through the tJliddle 
East to the Sind Region of Pakistan. Its design often closely 
follows aero-dynamic principles in order to draw cool, clean air 
found well above ground level, down into the I iving spaces of the 
house. ingenious coolers, using free energy released through 
evaporation are combined I'lith vdnd-catchers or with other specially 
designed openings to cool rooms, cool drinking water and preserve 
food. Such indigenous technologies, researched and developed, 
could be most relevant because of today's pressure on world energy 
sources. 
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