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In the introduction to this book, we referred to the opportunities for learning
and for gaining new insights into the application of skills which work in a
developing country can often provide for an architect or builder who has
been trained in the West. By way of some concluding thoughts, we would
like 1o return 1o that very point. Fraokly, we believe that there are
many crucial ways in which we could improve the practices of the
building community in Britain by learning from aspects of the traditional,
community-based self-help building approach used by many peoples in
Africa, Asia and the Pacific.

Tn the process of the Industrial Revolution in the West, the shift to urban
life and machine manufacture led to the decline of rural skills such as
building in cob, wattle and daub, hurdling, and thatching. At the same time,
along with the loss of these traditional, rural building skills, we largely lost
the self-build tradition t0o. It has been replaced by huge advances in our
knowledge of materials and structural engineering and by specialization in
the building trades and professions, by increasingly complex and demanding
regulations, and by a specialist housing market, serviced by an army of estate
agents, solicitors and conveyancers. It is a process controlled by experts.

‘Consequently, even those individual citizens who have the necessary funds
to become players in the housing market have very lttle say in the process
of housing themselves — typically, they are disempowered and kept at arms™
length from the whole process. As for those who lack the necessary funds,
they may well end up homeless o, at best, living in severely inadequate
housing.

‘This contrasts sharply with our (admittedly idealized) picture of the
African village where the chief allocates land by right and where a farmer
can build his own house, determining its size and, within customary limits,
its design, with a litte help from neighbours and relatives, without any of
the complications and obstacles facing the would-be householder in the West.
In this setting, housing is clearly seen as a right and as a fundamentally
‘natural, social activity. Meeting the need for housing then becomes a natural
part of the cycle of lfe.

In the West, on the other hand, there is very ltde, if any, community
choice in the field of housing. People are not, as a rule, involved in the design
and building of their own accommodation. As & result, we have seen such
blind alleys as the high-rise system-building solutions to urban housing need,
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which have been adopted in some Third World cities too. In Britain, some
of these high-rise blocks are now being dynamited as they have proved to be
unsuitable for human accommodation. Along with these high-cost, high-rise
solutions has gone the break-up of entire urban communities and the spread
of urban vandalism.

‘The housing unit has become a mere commodity. It is not seen, in any
‘way, as the outcome of human involvement and activity for the occupier at
all.

Ttis true to say that the self-build movement of recent years has begun to
emerge from the fringes of alternative society, along with other types of
movement stressing consumer choice, and building on older traditions of
rural self-help (and the Plotlands movement of the 19205 and 1930s for
example), but it is sill very much 4 tiny minority phenomenon.

Maybe there is  fundamental human urge to build, to house oneself, to
‘provide shelter. As we are alienated from that in modern, industrial society,
‘more and more people seem to spend their leisure time on therapeutic DIY,
restoration and refurbishment!

S0 we see a spectrum. Without too much idealization we can describe it
thus. At one end, there s rural Africa with its technical options limited by
traditionally available materials, skills and customary design but with a
complete involvement by each householder in the housing process. At the
other end of the spectrum, we have the West, with almost unlimited technical
and economic options but the nearly complete exclusion of the houscholder
from the housing process. Is some kind of reciprocal learning process
desirable, or even possible, here? We believe the answer must be yes if
housing is scen as a fundamentally social process, necessary t0 people’s well-
being, rather than just an exercise in the mass-production of et another
commodity.





