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This PhD research intends to investigate ongoing dy-
namics related to the increasingly deep recurring con-
struction explorations from the last generation of desi-
gners in the Chinese architectural context. Architects
are looking for original responses to the huge issue of
the entire Chinese construction industry. Since Chinese
architecture today is affected by different issues deri-
ving from urbanisation at an unprecedented rate, some
architects are developing strategies to respond to to-
day's building quality conditions. The issue became an
asset: Rather than aiming for the perfection of high-tech
construction techniques, the contemporary generation
of Chinese architects is not focusing only on high-tech
resolution but looking for the most suitable one, usually
shifting the focus to low-tech solutions. The design star-
ts by rethinking construction techniques and materiality
concerning the context and the lowered skills of the ma-
nufacturing workers, capable of operating manual rather
than mechanised or industrialised tools. Nearly one-third
of China’s 200 million migrant workers are employed by
the construction industry: It is a rural labour force that
built urban China. The result is simpler building systems
that reject unnecessary technification. They are preferred
to construction techniques commonly used in the buil-
ding industry and are easy to control in the construction
process since they tolerate imperfection to guarantee
better construction quality. A strong dichotomy exists
between the increased control of the architectural design
and the construction process today, and the affordances
given by many construction contexts, especially building

environments with limited available means in developing
countries or where there is a young construction industry.
Only a minority of the world has become highly techno-
cratic systems: this is part of today’s construction industry
critique. The globalisation of techniques led to a diffusion
of constructive culture through manuals, which led to an
interpretation of the technique as a “totaliser” of archi-
tecture (Petriccione 2021), radically transforming the re-
lationship between practices and local context, affecting
architectural practice today. In China, planners get sustai-
ned by two decades of rural-oriented policies of Rural
Revitalization Strategic Plans to mitigate the rural-urban
gap. Additionally, the non-urbanised area encompasses
a cultural dimension released from the burden of urban
codes, regulations, and requirements, which generate
design limitations. It puts designers in the condition of
more freely experimenting with site relationships, buil-
dings’ typologies, and architectural languages. From this
perspective, the rural past and contemporary redevelop-
ment became a compelling showcase for many Chinese
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Reconnaissance of Construction, Experimentation Case Studies in China
© Giulia Montanaro

architects eager to test cutting-edge design approaches also to learn from.
Material and construction techniques experimentation worldwide found spa-
ce in the countryside: in China, it has been widely and deeply needed. During
the 2013 National People’s Congress, the central government recognised
the vast environmental problems, social inequities, and urban-rural disparity
resulting from the vast scale and rapid development speed. The research
takes as references architectural responses that had extracted ideas from
their rural contexts, materialising them into meaningful reflections on the
evolving condition of China’s countryside. Working with local communities,
these projects are imbued with the wisdoms of their respective region's
cultural heritage and traditional craft and aim to contribute to their sites’
cultural and economic development through inventive and contemporary
architectural approaches. In those situations, the building industry and the
architectural profession have played a key role in facilitating the understan-
ding of the real possibilities of who will build it to achieve the best possible
result in terms of architectural quality and sustainability. Architecture has
never been simply about producing a form or demonstrating technologies.
Each era’s creation serves to reflect the culture and ethics of the times:
“Technology is culture”, and “construction choices” were always “historically
determined”, as Construction History teaches us (Picon, 2005). Architects
learnt from these experiences and innovatively are testing different techni-
ques to complete large-scale buildings with high construction quality and

experimenting with a substantial reinterpretation of traditional construction
techniques and local manufacturing knowledge, responding to an external
framework of architectural practices that construct the system of China’s
architectural profession. To have their projects built, architects must work
within that system. An interesting case study can be identified in Gong Dong
architect’s construction consciousness in operations, where manipulations
of “materials” can explain the ongoing deep research in managing the con-
struction process. Today, from the lens of the post-Anthropocene discourse,
there are many materials that we are going to rethink. There is a need to
investigate material use through construction techniques tightly connected
to the local context and the workers’ conditions in a specific environmental
model. It is a real happening that could address contemporary discussions
about technological universalism and plurality: an opportunity to open the
possibility of reappropriating and redirecting modern technology along al-
ternate trajectories sustainable on the entire spectrum around the concept.
The underlying scope seeks to enrich methods relating to contexts where
the construction industry is not aligned with modernist development. There-
fore, instead of implementing it on the same matrix of a single construction
approach, which proved inflexible and unsustainable, we need to find an-
swers deriving from specificities although the unstoppable global technolo-
gical exchanges processes.
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“The PhD Program in Architecture.
History and Project (DASP) was born
out of two long lasting traditions of
doctoral level studies and research

in the area of Architecture at
Politecnico di Torino. The PhD Program
programmatically investigates the
complexity of architectural cultures
starting from the multi-disciplinary and
trans-disciplinary interweaving between
the history and the design of buildings,
cities, territories.

On the one hand, in fact, urban

and architectural composition and
technology of architecture favor an
interpretation of the project as a tool
for measuring the stratifications of
theoretical elaborations, technical

DASP. PhD in Architecture.
History and Project

innovations and modifications

of built environment.

On the other hand, the historical
disciplines for architecture and the
city, far from a local vision and thanks
to the cooperation with other histories
(the economic, social, anthropological
and aesthetic ones), trace paths that
can be traveled by architects and urban
planners, but also by other humanities
scholars, such as philosophers

and linguists”

Marco Trisciuoglio

(from the document Proposal for the accreditation
of doctorates - a.y. 2023/2024,

presented to the ltalian Ministry of University

and Research on June 5th, 2023)
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