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The Development Workshop Is a 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, lran and Sudan. They are currently working as architects
and planners for the Selseleh Integrated Development Project in
Luristan, lran.
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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 rel-
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Instead they have been replaced by Western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 industriallzed
world has made it the obvious model for
Third World countries. The very terms
'developing' and 'developed' countries
implies that the latter is an ideal that the
former should aspire towards. Our view is
that the so~called 'developed' countries
are in many ways 'over-developed.' It would
neither be realistic nor desirable to follow
their example. We use the independent term
'Third World' because we bel ieve that more
viable models can be drawn from the indigenocus
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-
practized local methods of healing. Similarly
mechanized capital intensive building tech-
nologies from the west have been imported
to the detriment of established indigenous
building industries.

Today there is a growing awareness that such
literal transference of methods rarely works.
Nor is it adequate to start with basically
Western objectives and. methods and then
modify them to local conditions: The Third
Wortd has . very different social, cul+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 world itself

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 ization and institutionalisation have
taken control out of the hands of the majority
of the poputation and left them al ienated.
Yoreover, at the time that the Western world
'‘was developing, it was concurrently shaping
the socio-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. Much of what is considered 'modern'
today in a Third World country was fathered
by this shaping process and continues fo
work to the detriment of the country. However,
those indigenous systems that were through

neglect least affected by this shaping process

may now paradoxically have the most to feach
us. Most of the socio-economic indigenous
systems allow people direct participation
and control, are based on low and local use
of energy and resources, and work in harmony
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 will die.' This
is not some mystical quote but factually
reflects the indigenous system of housing, ~ tn
Southern Oman, the occupant of an old fown
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 floer yet another room had been built, and
a second room, still in timber and corrugated
iron, was soon to be converted intoc more
permanent materials so as to house a new
arrival in the family. In the recently
allotted plots in the town the same process
could be observed. The new arrivals {ived
in a tent whilst building their first
I imestone room, the longer established house-
owners had already inscribed a courtyard on
the ground flcor 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' confrol. The Idea of
housing being the production and distribution
of a number of units by the government or a
private institution fo 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 Industrialized nations, leading
housing speclalists are saying that the idea
of housing as a 'product' is unworkable. (1)
Instead they are turning to the housing
'processes' found in the indigenous systems
of the Third World to draw lessons for their
own countries. Meanwhile 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 realise
the damaging social costs of high-rise
apartment living, they become a major feature
in many Third World countries.

The successful selling of Western ideas depends
on the assumption fostered in people in
developing countries that Western methods
are superior to their own. Perhaps the
most insidious effect has been their loss of
sel f-respect and identity. In Oman, when
we asked a ten year old school boy (with
Just two years formal schooling) 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
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trousers, although in reality he was
still dressed in the traditional galabeya.

In Luristan, lran, the situation was similar.
When asked about thelr-houses most villagers
immediately indicated their preference for
the steel and glass buildings being erected
in lran's rapidly expanding cities. I
These were preferred because they were said
to be 'modern.' However, when questioned more
closely, the same villagers were able fo
point out the appropriateness of their own
houses to the local living conditions. The
short comings such as durability were largely
those that could be overcome by simple
improvements.

It is often the educated professionals and
policy-makers of Third World countries who
are the most convinced of the superiority
of models offered by the Western countries.
Their training and education is too frequent-
ly limited to these Western models. Since
the majority of their people are still
operating within indigenous systems, (2)
it is the professionals who are alienated
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 sel f-respect
and ldentity, but also realign them with
their own people and equip them better to
be of service. In China, medical professionals
seriously re-evaluated the ancient indigenous
system of acupuncture, so that today it
largely replaces Western anaesthetics.

THE. INDIGENOUS BUILT ENVIRONMENT

By 'the Indigenous built environment' we
mean the built-environment of the rural
areas, the older traditional sections of
the cities, and to_an extent the unofficial
settlements (such as squatter seftiements)
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 fo do with
wider economic conditions such as overcrowding,
poverty and neglect than with the traditional
methods themselves.

HOUS ING
In his book "House, Form and Culture,” (3)
Amos Rappaport writes:
All housing needs to achieve four objectives
in order to be successful.
1. 1t needs fo be socially and culturally
valid (here traditional housing possibly
works best.)
2. 1t should be sufficiently economical
to ensure that the greatest number can
afford it (in primitive confexts mosft,
if not all, people have houses.)
3, 1t should ensure the maintenance of
health of the occupants (in relation to
climate, traditional housing succeeds;
in relation “o sanifation and parasites,
it usually fails.)
4, There should be a minimum of maintenance
over the life of the building. Traditional
housing may, therefore, be much more
acceptable -~ if not in fact, desirable -

+han has been assumed, and housing aftitudes
should be adjusted accordingly. AT the

very least this offers a fruitful field

for research.

Whether one agrees with Rappaports' objectives
or not, they act as a useful set of criteria
against which one can assess indigenous
building. Unfortunately, indigenous building
has inspired formalistic mimicry more often
than. serious assessment. For example, in
Sudan the conical ly roofed, mud-and-thatch
family~house cluster is recreated in concrefe
and brick, with a back yard, and laid out
in straight rows as a low-cost housing scheme.
The indigenous soclal and cultural validity
is lost in the transition of form from the
family cluster to the rigid layout. The
change of materials decreases the climatic
performance of the new house and increases
i+s costs beyond the range of most Sudanese.
I+ 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 parasites. However, these latter
improvements could have been gained without
losing the more fundamental advantages of
+he traditional example, if the approach had
been to work from a thorough understanding of
the indigenous system.

RURAL DEVELOPKMENT

The lessons that can be derived from the
indigenous built environment can be app!lied
not only to housing, but also to more
specialised buildings such as schools,
workshops, markefs, and public baths, and
also to infrastructural design, such as
layout, and access for people and services.
Probably the clearest example of this
potential remains Hassan Fathy's Gourna .
village, which was bullt in the late 40's. (4)
The village, 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 more importantly, Professor Fathy worked
out an economic and organizational base, so
that the production in the village derived
from local crafts and local organisational
patterns. The achievements and failures of
GCourna deserve a thorough assessment.

A quarter century later, Fathy's approach
is of Increasing relevance as rural development
becomes more of a priority. To quote Barbara
Ward: (5)

|+ de-centralised operations are to te
supported, then development must be.con-
centrated on the village, the market centre
and the intermediate town. To prevent people
from leaving the villages only to become un-
employed in the big cities, infermediate
centres are needed, with local storage units,
and co-operatives, local banks and |ight
industry, local family clinics, schools

and health services.

Di fferent versions of the development
outlined in the quote have been put into
operation in several Third Worid countries.

An example from a village settlement in
Oman serves to illustrate the pitfalls found




in a too~simplistic approach. In this

case |ittle attention was paid to upgrading
existing buildings. 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 architects
and contractors, a foreign firm. Neither

in materials, layout nor design were they
appropriate to the local environment both
physically and socially. For example, in
the hospital the patients complained 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 extfra
expense. Furthermore, by representing
progress, the new buildings encouraged in
the minds of the local populace ideas of
what an appropriate building should be, and
by implication denigrated the indigenous
buildings. .The only part the local
population played in the development was
through the few who gained femporary
unskilled employment during the construction
period. In the years 1o come the net effect
could be the creation of a new settlement
around the new centre, physically apart
from, and alien in materials and form to,
the indigenous buildings, life-style and
culture of the people and the physical en-
vironment. The traditional settlement,
being officially ignored, would be allowed
to decay into a slum while still housing a
large section of the indigenous population.

1 £, however, the indigenous built environment
had first been understood, if local materials
and technologies had been used to the maximum
(improved where necessary) and if local bullders
(perhaps a co-operative) had been in control
of the building, fthere would have been a
much greater and lasting benefit to the
community. Government 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 buiilt environment in a
sel f-reliant way.

THE URBAM ERVIRONMENT

I+ has been argued by Koeningsberger and
others that indigenous mefhods of building
are of limited potential, since they are
mostly found in rural areas while the main
problems for Third World countries are urban.
(6)

This is true to a point, but not fto the
extent sometimes put forward. First, to
refer back to Barbara Ward's statement that
'development must be concentrated on the
village ... 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. Many old city centfres,
such as those in Isfahan, Cairo and Delhi
are examples of indigenous urban building
methods. Up to now, cultural pride and the

tourist industry have done more to

preserve such old city centres than any
belief in their relevance for today.
Essential as preservation is, it can imply

a museum~piece view, branding such areas

as fossillised relics of the past. However,
far from being relics, 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 climatically
functional terms: the shaded streefs,
orientation according fo the sun's angle,
and the beneficial air-movement generated by
the street layout: or more fundamentally in
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 possibility 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 lran 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 Martin showed how the indigenous
rural methods of building, social clustering,
and communal organization are adding up to
more success ful settlements than those
officially laid out and run by government
bureaacracies applying alien methods. (8)

OONCLUS FONS

Let us summarise why we believe Third
Worid countries should thoroughly
re-evaluate their indigenous systems.

Firstly, while the policies of many
Third World governments still emulate
Western values and techniques, the daily
life of most of their citizens still lie
predominately in i'hdi genous systems.
Understanding and expanding the potentials
of these systems fo meet contemporary
needs would enable development fto be more
appropriate and acceptable to the majority
of the people.

Secondly, most Third World countries are
also at a stage in which their comparafive-
ly limited resources are being exhausted
by the many demands placed on them. This
is within an international context, with
governments becoming increasingly aware of
t+he 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 accumul ated
expertise on how to employ what is locally
available to meet local needs economically -
in monetary, energy, and resource terms.

To realise this potential -would give Third
World countries greater self-sufficiency.

in today's world such an approach 1o planning

is perhaps the most realistic.
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Just as the Third World has in some ways been underdeveloped

by its relationship with the industrialised world, rural regions
within the Third World are often neglected in favour of central-
isation of capital and industry in the cities. The aim should

be to combat such inequaiities and achieve a balanced development.
The method 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 live. For this to be
economically possible requires an emphasis on small-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 self-reliance. The need for certain heavy
industries and some centralisation of services is undeniable. But
when the emphasis is on these, the result is de-population of the
villages on the one hand and urban congestion on the other. The
answer to the urban crises is to be found in developing the rural

areas.

ety cdlan Sy A b Goniios Loy tSY poy Lzl &S)5b o lee
o e B pely O om0 5503 bl o b (Flg) bl gl
0 3l ) SV 3 rh e Al B dn .+ il 0 3y el
S5 r-“‘{uwkvﬂuwt“[rf 28 ) 29is)) e ke aeatessin Ly
A2l 5,80 ) 9, e g, SS16S Sy, 3b L, 0 e lo asg, Somugs Sy
515, oS o om0 0 5 I\ Vs
a5 lmt bl puin 0 Flslsgmy ol gl LSl &\,
dps Vo3t wlbe by, per a0 S aSanlo b e e b Las
35 ) ey il phun arp i 1l e Gl SU
S R 7T SITSLA USSP Vi SR S POV
3¢ A o o 51, gk oman Pliey, Gble byt dSop anles
C e 09933V Lot e, WS S0 U bs)
bl Py, bl sy 0 LW, et o on Joel,




India

O‘:"“'J“u'b"t)‘&

The
Construction
Industry

The construction industry is a major source of investment and
ermployment in the Third World. Buildings are alsc a major outlet
for the creative expression of people and a country's culture as
a whole. In a highly mechanised 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, with little direct control
of how fhe 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
craftsmen, and the local resources on which the labour-intensive,
indigenous construction industry is btased. Such capital would
have a maximum regenerating effect within the country. The
indigenous construction systems would allow the people to express
themsel ves creatively in their buildings, and the bullt environment
would continue to express its country's culture.
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0Old 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. Detalled 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
expansion and ignored by economic planners, these old quarters still
support a wide range of commercial and small-scale industrial activity,
employing a significant sector of the labour force and housing

many in the poorer classes. These areas should be carefully

studied and improved so that their qualities are not destroyed. New
areas should be built that develop on the lessons drawn from tThese
areas.
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Housing

The official approach to housing, i.e. the provision of

sufficient units to a passive recipient, makes housing too

expensive to meet shelter needs. The effort fo lower costs through
prefabrication can lead to unemployment and alse expensive units

if infrastructural, plant and maintenance cosis are considered.

The resulting houses are usually inappropriate to local environmental
and social conditions. The indigenous idea of housing, still
practiced widely, is one in which peopie build and improve their

own shelters according to their needs and economic situation.

They use local materials, technologles and skills. Governments
should back this 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 from the accumul ated
expertise on how to build appropriately and economically, that is
reflected in Indigenous housing.
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Mud-Brick,
Dome and Vault
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Mud-Brick
Vault and Dome
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‘Sun~dried mud-brick is probably the most widely available and
commonly used building material in the Third World. With the
adoption of European materials and models of architecture, mud-
brick has been excluded from use in the modern 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. |t is an ideal material In hot regions,
being an excel lent heat insulator. |Its plastic qualities make
construction of sophisticated forms relatively simple. Nowhere

is this more apparent than in the Vault and Dome technology.

!n regions such as in lran and Egypt where timber and other organic
materials are scarce, this technology has been developed to a

high degree and is capable of spanning all kinds of spaces. Not
only ocould Vault and Dome continue to be applicable in such

regions but it could also be applicable in other regions that

are now facing timber shortages.
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Most palm frees 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 provides
materials for products such as mats, boats, rope, furniture, and’
building.

Broad palm {eaves provide roof coverings; elsewhere narrow date

or coconut fronds are used to make screen walls. These allow 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 climatic 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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Communlty Indigenous housing brings together the family. Similarly,

indigenous community building brings together the community that
is to share the building. The people come together in deciding the
Buildi type of building required in the construction process and finally
ng in its use. Such participation is a positive force that s+ill
operates in many Third World societies. It is a force that the
West 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, i+s potentizl for
encouraging col lective effort is lost. |f the design is a row
of shower cubicles facing a narrow corridor +hen its traditional
function of people socialising while 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
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" Environmental

Design

e Sl

Extremes of climate and the need for thermal comfort are common
to many Third World regions. Ingenious, indigenous solutions
making use of local micro-climatic features have been developed
to meet this problem. They do not resort fo expensive and high
energy consuming mechanical devices. Windows have bLeen designed
to combine The functions of view, infernal privacy, air-ventilation
and filtering the sun's glare. The wind-catch fower is found in
innumberable shapes and sizes from North Africa, through the Middle
East to the Sind Region of Pakistan. |fs design offen closely
follows aero-dynamic principles in order fo draw cool, clean air
found well above ground level, down into the |iving spaces of the
house., ingenious coolers, using free energy released through
evaporation are combined with wind-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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