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ABSTRACT: Traditional rural settlements carry China’s long-standing agricultural civilization and the production and daily life of the vast majority
of its people, constituting the largest and most widely distributed cultural heritage system. With the advancement of the national rural revitalization
strategy, the conservation and sustainable development of traditional rural settlements face significant opportunities and challenges. It is necessary to
review the evolution of research on traditional rural settlements and explore the direction and prospects of its future development. By delving into
and organizing historical materials such as major academic journals, newspapers, monographs, and policy documents, and integrating them with the
national economic, cultural, and social background as well as the actual situation of rural construction and development, this study reconstructs the
entire process of the development of traditional rural settlement research in China since the 1930s. The study reveals the historical context, driving
forces, and research paradigm characteristics of different development stages of traditional rural settlement research, and assesses and forecasts its
future trends and directions, with the aim of advancing both academic inquiry and practical conservation efforts.
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Introduction process of New Rural Construction and the Rural Revital-

The study of traditional rural settlements in China ization Strategy, evolving into a thriving comprehensive

was nurtured within the study of traditional vernacular research field today. In recent years, the state has attached

dwellings, germinated during the nationwide construction great importance to the conservation and utilization of the

of modern rural houses, was inspired by international her- cultural heritage of rural settlements. The execution of

itage conservation concepts, developed under the influence
of the systems governing cultural relics, famous historic
cities, and historic towns, grew alongside the conservation
policies for famous historic and cultural villages and tradi-

tional villages, and was ultimately refined through the
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large-scale surveys and the introduction of a series of poli-
cies and regulations have encouraged experts and scholars
to conduct research from different fields, which has pow-
erfully advanced the conservation and utilization of rural

heritage and accumulated rich theoretical and practical re-
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sults. Currently, with the advancement of the national rural
revitalization strategy, rural areas have entered a new stage
of high-quality development, imposing new requirements
and bringing new opportunities for the conservation and
development of traditional rural settlements. Therefore, it
is necessary to review, reflect on, and project the study of
traditional rural settlements.

The term“ traditional rural settlements” is used here
in a broad sense, unlike “famous historic and cultural vil-
lages” and “traditional villages”, which specifically refer
to villages listed in the national registers. These terms are
officially designated and have only been used frequently
in the last 20 years. However, research in this field had al-
ready been conducted before this, although the terminolo-
gy was not uniform, such as “traditional ethnic villages”,
“traditional settlements”, and “ancient villages”. This pa-
per attempts to conduct a diachronic review over a broader
time span; thus, the term “traditional rural settlements” is
adopted for its greater inclusivity. Against this back-
ground, this paper takes architecture as its primary disci-
plinary perspective while incorporating relevant research
from geography, history, anthropology, ethnology, and re-
lated disciplines. It also situates these studies within Chi-
na’s rural development practices and policy context since
the 1930s. Guided by evolving academic understandings of
traditional rural settlements, the paper reviews key archi-
val materials from major journals and newspapers—inclu-
ding Architectural Journal, The Architect, Urban Planning,
and China Construction News—together with recent
scholarship to provide a stage-by-stage review of the field.
It clarifies the developmental trajectory, achievements, re-
maining research gaps, and future directions of traditional
rural settlement research, with the aim of advancing both

academic inquiry and practical conservation efforts.

1 Conception stage (1930s to before reform and open-
ing up)

For a long time, “traditional rural settlements” was
not a clearly defined research field, but this does not mean
that research in this direction did not exist. In 1939, Fei
Xiaotong published Peasant Life in China: A Field Study
of Country Liff in the Yangtze Valley in the UK [ 1],

which studied the production, life, community organiza-
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tion, and economic activities of rural settlements in China
from the perspective of social anthropology. It remains an
important milestone in the study of rural China. At the
same time, Chinese architectural historians began to ex-
pand their focus from their previous emphasis on “palaces,
mausoleums and temples” to the “residential buildings of
the vast majority of the people” in rural areas [ 2].

The origins of research on traditional Chinese ver-
nacular dwellings can be roughly traced back to the
ancient building surveys conducted by the Society for Re-
search in Chinese Architecture in the 1930s in vast rural
areas. In their articleA Brief Record of Pre-survey of
Ancient Architecture in Jinffn Area (Taiyuan, Shanxi)
published in 1935[ 3], Liang Sicheng and Lin Huiyin dedi-
cated a section to “Shanxi Vernacular Dwellings” and
clearly put forward the concept of “vernacular dwellings®
research. By the time their works such as Overview of
Southwest Ancient Architecture Survey, A Survey of
Northeast Kunming Township, and The Stamp Dwellings
in Yunnan were published, vernacular dwellings had al-
ready received widespread attention from architectural
scholars [ 4,5]. Liu Dunzhen also wrote Overview of Chi-
nese Residential Buildings, which systematically discussed
the forms of traditional Chinese vernacular dwellings, lay-
ing the foundation for the study of traditional vernacular
dwellings to be established as an important branch of ar-
chitecture [ 6.

Although the concept of traditional rural settlements
did not emerge at this time, judging from the literature on
vernacular dwellings, it is undeniable that villages were
being studied as a background for vernacular dwelling re-
search. In the early articles on vernacular dwellings pub-
lished in the bulletin of the Society for Research in Chi-
nese Architecture, many scholars paid attention to the style
and layout characteristics of vernacular architecture at the
scale of the settlement as a whole. For example, the sec-
tion on vernacular dwellings in the ancient architecture
survey report of Shanxi and other places completed by Li-
ang Sicheng and Lin Huiyin was completed after visiting
villages such as Daxiang, Xinghua, Xiaoxiang, and Wutun.
These vernacular dwellings are distributed in a vast rural

area and are often presented in the form of clusters. There-
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fore, it was only natural to consider the village as a whole
when examining these vernacular dwellings. In their A
Brief Record of Pre-survey of Ancient Architecture in Jin-
fn Area (Taiyuan, Shanxi) [ 3], they wrote: “From the o-
verall layout, the rural dwellings in Shanxi make the best
use of the terrain, following the gentle or steep slopes of
the cliffs, layering up to create a naturally picturesque
landscape”. These descriptions highlight the simple beauty
of the integration of village settlements with natural ter-
rain. Their statement that “no matter the size of the vil-
lage, there is rarely one without a gatehouse. The village
may not necessarily have walls around it, but where the
main road enters the village, such a monumental structure
must be built to remind travelers and tell them that they
have arrived at another town or village” reveals their con-
cern for the layout, boundaries, and other elements of the
village as a whole, reflecting architectural scholars’ early
insights into and understanding of village spaces.

After the founding of theArchitectural Journal in
1954, it served as a leading platform for architectural
scholars to publish their academic views, and the articles
published there also occasionally touched on traditional
rural settlements. In his 1956 article, Vernacular Architec-
ture in the Coastal Areas of Central Guangdong [ 7], Cen
Shuhuan summarized the overall spatial pattern of villages
in the region in detail. He conducted an in-depth analysis
of the spatial location and arrangement characteristics of
ancestral halls, residential buildings, ponds, wells, thres-
hing grounds, etc., drew a plan of the overall layout of the
village (Fig. 1), and analyzed the causes of this layout pat-
tern from different perspectives. From a historical perspec-
tive, this article has a very accurate grasp of the traditional
village morphology in the Guangfu region, which is con-
sistent with the “comb-like layout” model of Guangfu
proposed by Lu Yuanding and others later. Some studies
on traditional dwellings of ethnic minorities often include
descriptions of the overall morphology of the village. For
example, Sun Yitai’s study on the Ma-lan (stilt-raised) ar-
chitecture of the Zhuang ethnic group in Guangxi [ 8] and
the study on the Dai ethnic dwellings on the border of
Yunnan by the Ethnic Minority Architecture Survey Group

of the Yunnan Provincial Architectural Engineering De-

sign Office [ 9] both analyzed the site selection character-
istics and overall spatial layout of the villages and drew
accurate general layout plans (Fig. 2). This kind of depic-
tion of villages has gone beyond the scope of previous
studies on individual buildings.
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Figure 1 Overall layout of villages in the coastal areas of central

Guangdong

Figure 2 General layout of Manjing Dai Village in Jinghong

Although the above studies touched upon the village
morphology as a whole, their ultimate goal was not the
village itself but the architecture, and therefore they can-
not be considered as independent studies of traditional ru-
ral settlements. However, these arguments reveal that ar-
chitectural scholars have already recognized the necessity
of examining vernacular dwellings within the context of
the entire village. The seeds of this idea were planted in
the study of vernacular dwellings from the 1930s to the
1950s, and began to emerge in the 1960s. Although thesee-
arly research results were sparse and scattered, they were
invaluable. However, with the sudden arrival of the Cul-

tural Revolution, academic work was severely impacted,
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and research on vernacular dwellings and rural settlements
came to a temporary halt.

It was also during this period that professional and
technical personnelintervened in rural construction prac-
tices on a large scale for the first time, which was the first
“designers going to the countryside”. In response to the
national rural system reform, the development of people’s
communes and the “Learn from Dazhai in Agriculture”
movement, professionals actively participated in the ex-
ploration of rural planning under the new economic and
social system [ 10-13]. In the late 1950s, the Architectural
Journal published a series of plans for rural people’s com-
munes (Table 1). The purpose of these plans was to pro-
mote the transformation of rural areas from scattered

small-scale farming to collective production, thereby driv-

ing the breakthrough and reconstruction of the spatial pat-
tern of traditional rural settlements. These plans drew on
the layout of urban “workers’ new villages” and brought
about several spatial and functional transformations, inclu-
ding a shift from dispersion to concentration, functional
progression from mixed-use to clear zoning, and the tran-
sition of the settlement core from religious and ritual
spaces to political service spaces [ 14, 15]. Since the mid-
to-late 1960s, the post-disaster reconstruction of Dazhai
Village in Xiyang County, Shanxi Province, was estab-
lished as a model, and the “Learn from Dazhai in Agricul-
ture” movement swept the country, leading to the stand-
ardization and unification of rural planning. High-profile
model villages such as Huaxi New Village in Jiangyin,

Jiangsu Province also emerged [ 16-18].

Table 1 A selection of planning and design schemes for people’s communes published in the journal Architectural Journal in late 1958

Article title Authors Issue
Li Dehua, Dong Jianhong, Zan ingsheng, Yang Mingding, Yao Zhiqi,
Planningfor Qingpu County and Hongqi People’s Commune ) € & g Qing & & gdme d
Fang Qisheng
Planning and Design of Residential Areasin the “July 1st” People’s | People’s Commune Design Group, Shanghai Civil Architecture Design
Commune in Shanghai Institute
Preliminary Planning and Design of Xiaozhan People’ s Commune in | Xiaozhan Planning Group, Department of Architecture, Tianjin Universi- 1958(10)
Tianjin ty
Planning and Design Scheme for a New People’s Commune Village in . .
. Wang Hua, Ao Xinzhong, Wan Guoqiang
Shanghai
Rural Planningfor the Pioneer Agricultural Cooperative in Suburban .
. Wang Jizhen
Shanghai
Planning of Suicheng People’s Commune, Xushui County, Hebei Prov- | Wang Yanzheng, Wu Tiangui, Zhang Guoying, Luo Cunzhi, Wu Zhengbi,
ince Wang Zhihuai
Introduction to theMaster Planning and Residential Design of Longtan . . . .
Xu Shangzhi, Wu Defu, Zhang Hanxing, Deng Jinghui
People’s Commune, Chengdu
1958(11)
Insightsfrom the Planning and Design of the Dongfanghong People” s .
. . o Su Xueqin
Commune in Lugouqiao, Fengtai District
Survey and Settlement Planning of Natural Villages in Dongshan and | Architectural History Teaching and Research Group, Department of Ar-
Puzhuang People’s Communes chitecture, Nanjing Institute of Technology
Introduction to the Planning of Gongzhuang People’s Commune, Boluo . o
. Quan Jun, Cui Wei, Yi Qi’en
County, Guangdong Province
Planning Introduction of Jinyang Township People’s Commune, Wuwei . L . . . 1958(12)
. Planning Office of Gansu Provincial Construction Engineering Bureau
County, Gansu Province
Planning of Xi’an Dongfeng People’s Commune Xi’an University of Architecture and Engineering

During this period, professionalsbegan to realize that
traditional rural settlements have their own inherent order
and laws, and planning should respect and “make conces-
sions” to them [ 19]. For example, in determining the

scope of planning, the original townships should be incor-
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porated into the same brigade as much as possible, while
the division of production teams should coincide with the
boundaries of natural villages as much as possible [ 20]. In
order to explore how to better utilize the original buildings

in the construction of the People’s Commune, the Archi-
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tectural History Teaching and Research Section of the De-
partment of Architecture at Nanjing Institute of Technolo-
gy conducted an in-depth investigation on the characteris-
tics of the original natural villages and residential build-
ings, and proposed that some buildings that are naturally
and appropriately combined with the local terrain and ma-
terials and have historical and artistic value can be pre-
served as educational examples in the future [21]. Even if
these trade-offs were primarily aimed at reducing con-
struction costs and obstacles, they also reflected profes-
sional researchers’ understanding of the organic, system-
atic, and historical nature of traditional rural settlements as

social units.
2 Germination stage (reform and opening up~1980s)

After the reform and opening up, Chinese society en-
tered a new period of historic development, with the focus
of economic work shifting to the realization of socialist
modernization and the gradual opening up of culture. The
vigorous development of village and town construction
and rural housing construction brought about an urgent
need for rural environment and landscape design and her-
itage conservation. The promulgation of the Law on the
Protection of Cultural Relics, as well as the conservation
research and planning of famous historic and cultural cit-
ies and historic towns, also brought inspiration to the un-
derstanding, research, and practice of traditional rural set-
tlements. It was during this period that traditional rural
settlements gradually became a specialized topic and came

into the view of scholars.

2.1 Demands for rural housing construction and village/

town planning

The two most representative events in China’s rural
reform in the late 1970s and early 1980s were the promo-
tion of the household contract responsibility system and
the development of township and village enterprises. The
implementation of the household contract responsibility
system stimulated farmers’ enthusiasm for independent
production and construction, and the increase in farmers’
income laid the economic foundation forindividual hous-
ing construction following the implementation of the
homestead policy for a period of time. At the end of 1978,

the state convened the “First National Conference on Ru-

ral Housing Construction”, which relaxed the controls o-
ver self-built houses in rural areas. Farmers’ demand for
self-built houses exploded, and problems such as demolis-
hing old houses to build new ones and illegally occupying
farmland emerged one after another. Therefore, the main
task of the “Second National Conference on Rural Hous-
ing Construction” in 1981 was to study and take practical
measures to guide rural housing construction onto a track
that was led, planned, and implemented step by step. Com-
rade Wan Li, then Vice Premier of the State Council, em-
phasized: “Rural housing construction must also be scien-
tific, safe, functional and aesthetically pleasing, while re-
flecting local characteristics and rural 1andscapes”[22:|.
Following the meeting, the construction department,
in response to the chaotic situation of self-built houses in
rural areas, began to conduct cadre training and carry out
planning compilation across the country. Although the
planning focused on how to better adapt to the needs of
rural housing construction, since most villages at that time
still retained their traditional form, some experts suggested
that attention should be paid to the characteristics of rural
landscapes, which involved the issue of understanding the
historical built environment. In April 1983, Feng Hua, an
expert on rural and urban construction from the Architec-
tural Society of China, published an article titled A Brief
Discussion on Coordinated Development of Urban and
Rural Areas in the journal Architectural Journal [23]. He
pointed out that rural and urban construction should em-
phasize environmental construction. “The layout of build-
ings should feature the coexistence and interspersion of
the old and the new, integrated harmoniously to create a
rich and diverse landscape for towns and villages... More-
over, buildings of historical value should be preserved as
much as possible; without altering their original appear-
ance, their internal living functions should be appropriate-
ly renovated and upgraded so that people can enjoy mod-
ern 20th-century civilization in a quaint and elegant envi-
ronment.” Tt can be seen that by this time, experts in the
construction field had already formed a reasonable under-
standing of rural spatial environment, the integration of
old and new, and heritage conservation. In 1989, Feng Hua

once again published an article in the journal emphasizing
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issues such as traditional style, natural harmony, and group
coordination in rural landscape, advocating that old houses
should be appropriately renovated and utilized to give full
play to their historical value: “Rural areas should also at-
tach importance to the renovation and utilization of old
houses, and not demolish them all. Some houses can be
transformed into charming buildings... Some characteristic
buildings with historical significance can not only be pre-
served, but can also shine again”[24]. These perceptions
reflect a shift in the understanding of traditional rural ar-
chitecture from simply viewing it as an object of aesthetic
appreciation within the general living environment and
landscape to recognizing it as a carrier of local historical
culture and social and emotional values.

Alongside the promotion of the household contract
responsibility system, township and village enterprises e-
merged as a powerful force. In 1983,Fei Xiaotong deliv-
ered a lengthy speech titled Big Problems of Small Towns
at the Jiangsu Province Small Towns Symposium, propo-
sing that “the construction of small towns is a major issue
for developing the rural economy and resolving the em-
ployment and relocation of the rural population” [ 25],
which caused a huge reaction in society. The small towns
referred to here were mostly villages and towns, especially
some small market towns, which were not much larger
than the surrounding villages and only served commercial
functions. Therefore, at this time, rural settlements entered
the research field of scholars as the concept of “villages
and towns”. For example, the current magazine Small
Town Construction was also named Village and Town
Construction when it was founded in 1983.

With the support of national policies, township and
village enterprises developed rapidly, and the role of vil-
lage and town construction in local socio-economic devel-
opment became prominent. For some villages and towns
with high historical and cultural value and traditional fea-
tures, how to balance the relationship between conserva-
tion and development became a practical issue that needed
to be discussed. Some scholars believed that traditional
villages and towns at that time had “already encountered
serious problems due to the disorderly development of in-

dustry”. In a certain historic town in southern Sichuan that
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they investigated, “the river bend was filled with bearing
factories, machinery factories and cement factories, with
thick smoke and deafening noise. Industrial wastewater
was discharged without treatment, and fish were almost
extinct. These problems urgently need to be solved”. They

“

proposed that “such towns should be planned and de-
signed, and construction regulations should be established
to avoid arbitrary arrangements” [ 26]. However, since vil-
lage and town planning was still in its early stages at that
time, experience and technical expertise in the conserva-
tion of traditional towns and villages were severely lac-
king. Consequently, conservation planning often adopted
conventional planning approaches developed for ordinary
towns, with insufficient respect for the historical and cul-
tural heritage. Scholars pointed out with concern: “With-
out culture and history, lacking consideration in composi-
tion, and without serious research on new technologies and
processes, relying solely on a little technical knowledge,
arbitrarily adding some incongruous things to the compo-
sition created by people over thousands of years will
sooner or later arouse people’ s resentment” [ 26]. Some
scholars, based on a careful study of the spatial character-
istics of the water towns in Shaoxing, pointed out that
“due to improper layout, the architectural styles of the two
towns have been affected to varying degrees”. Even more
disturbing was that the town plan proposed to fill in the
main river and widen the old street in order to introduce a
highway, thus carrying out a “complete transformation” of
the water town. If this plan had been implemented, the
town’s distinctive features would be completely destroyed
[27].

The urgent need for the development of conservation
plans for traditional villages and towns prompted many ar-
chitecture and planning professionals to dedicate them-
selves to this field. The Yangtze River Delta region,
whichwas the area where township enterprises were most
developed and the economy grew fastest, while also pre-
serving a large number of ancient water towns, took the
lead in exploring the balance between development and
conservation of ancient towns, becoming a highly notable
phenomenon in the study of villages and towns during this

period [28-30]. At the same time, Ruan Yisan presided o-
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ver a survey of ancient water towns in the Jiangnan region
and successively compiled conservation plans for ancient
water towns such as Zhouzhuang, Tongli, Luzhi, Wuzhen,
Xitang, and Nanxun. These plans played a very positive
exemplary role in promoting the conservation of ancient
water towns and also provided important insights for the
conservation and development of traditional rural settle-

ments across the country.

2.2 Promotion of cultural relic conservation work and re-

lated laws and regulations

Since the founding of the People’s Republic of Chi-
na, the country has gradually established a system for the
conservation and management of immovable cultural relics
with cultural relic conservation units as the core”. Howev-
er, the objects of conservation were mainly individual
buildings, which led to a certain gap between the conser-
vation needs of traditional rural settlements and existing
regulations. How to protect collective architectural herit-
age within the existing legal framework became an urgent
problem to be solved.

In 1981, China launched its second national cultural
relic census, which far exceeded the scale and results of the
first census. More than 400,000 immovable cultural relics
were investigated and registered, and 2,351 national key
cultural relic conservation units were subsequently an-
nounced. At the urging of numerous experts and scholars,
this census also identified some well-preserved and dis-
tinctive village and town architectural groups as cultural
relic conservation units, thus bringing traditional rural set-
tlements into the national cultural relic conservation sys-
tem. For example, Tongli Town in Suzhou City, as a repre-
sentative of ancient water towns, was designated as a cul-
tural relic conservation unit of Jiangsu Province in 1982,
becoming the first town to have its overall settlement inte-
grated into the cultural relic conservation system. In sub-
sequent batches of cultural relic conservation units, there
were examples of entire villages and towns being desig-
nated as cultural relic conservation units. For example,
Dingcun in Linfen, Shanxi Province, gained widespread
attention as early as 1964 because its archaeological site
was listed as a national key cultural relic conservation u-

nit. Later, due to the well-preserved and valuable ancient

Ming and Qing dynasty architectural groups, it was an-
nounced as a whole as part of the third batch of national
key cultural relic conservation units in 1988. The Dingcun
Conservation Plan, compiled in 1985, identified three
ancient building protection zones and proposed the idea of
gradually restoring the original appearance of ancient
buildings. It broke through the general regulatory indicator
restrictions in the configuration of public buildings, distin-
guished between tourism reception and services for local
residents, and also put forward requirements on the overall
appearance of the village and the contrast between the old
and the new [31] (Fig. 3). The village was planned rela-
tively early and was oriented towards the conservation of
cultural relics, making it somewhat representative.

Although the number of traditional villages and
towns included in the cultural relic conservation system in
the early stages was not large, it showed that the state had
recognized the importance of traditional villages and
towns andwas trying to recognize them in the legal system.
This greatly promoted the research on traditional rural set-
tlements, which was still in its infancy.

On the one hand, cultural relic conservation units had
many rigid conservation requirements at the legal level,
such as delineating the conservation scope and construc-
tion control zone, and formulating conservation measures,
which already reflected the importance attached to the o-
verall “surrounding environment and landscape” that tran-
scends the cultural relics themselves [ 32]. In particular,
the ICOMOS International Charter for the Conservation
and Restoration of Monuments and Historic Sites (Venice
Charter) and the International Charter for the Conservation
of Historic Towns and Urban Areas (Washington Charter)
were introduced to China in 1982 and 1986, respectively
[33, 34], and more scholars in China recognized the im-
portance of the holistic conservation of the village clusters
and their surrounding environment.

On the other hand, national-level recognition and
promotion greatly stimulated the enthusiasm of researchers
and practitioners. In 1987,Hu Lichen of the Zhejiang Pro-
vincial Department of Construction organized researchers
to conduct research on the ancient village groups in his

hometown and published an article in the Architectural
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Journal entitled Antique, Elegant, Agile and Diverse: The
Architectural Style of Nanxi River [ 35]. He introduced
the architectural style of villages such as Tanxia Village,
Furong Village, Cangpo Village, Donggao Village, and
Pengxi Village from the perspective of the then-popular
perspective of scenic and cultural tourism, and called on
“the national architectural and landscape architecture cir-
cles to pay attention to these architectural treasures buried

in the deep mountains and valleys”. Chen Zhihua of Ting-

hua University also said excitedly after the research trip:
“Xinye Village and the village groups in the middle reaches of
Nanxi River have made us very excited. We are like archaeolo-
gists who have dug up an underground palace with a shovel,
and our eyes are full of rare treasures [36].” This trip also laid
the groundwork for Chen Zhihua’s later series of surveys on
vernacular architecture in the Nanxi River Basin, and laid the i-
deological foundation for the overall research and conservation

of vernacular settlements as units.
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2.3 Lessons Learned from the Practice of ProtectingFa-

mous Historic and Cultural Cities

The emergence and development of China’s system
for conserving famous historic and cultural cities has also
had a significant impact on the research on the conserva-
tion of traditional rural settlements. Since the 1980s, with
the advancement of urbanization, cities expanded rapidly.
Due to the lack of corresponding cultural heritage conser-
vation concepts, many precious heritage siteswere dam-
aged to varying degrees. In light of this situation, in 1982

the State Council forwarded the Request for Instructions

http: / www.viserdata.com/journal/jsa

on Protecting China’s Famous Historic and Cultural Cit-
ies submitted by the State Construction Commission and
other departments, approving the first batch of 24 cities
with significant historical value and revolutionary signifi-
cance as famous historic and cultural cities. The Law on
the Protection of Cultural Relics, promulgated in the same
year, also explicitly stipulated in its articles that cities
“with particularly rich cultural relics and of great histori-
cal and revolutionary significance” would be designated as
famous historic and cultural cities, thus establishing their

legal status.



TAO Jin, LI Geng, XIAO Dawei, et al/Journal of South Architecture 3:(2026) 29-63 37

[t is worth noting that in 1986, the State Council for-
warded the report from the Ministry of Construction and
the Ministry of Culture entitledReport on Requesting the
Announcement of the Second Batch of National Famous
Historic and Cultural Cities, which not only put forward
the approval standards and conservation planning require-
ments for famous historic and cultural cities, but also ex-
plained the concept of “historic and cultural conservation
areas” in great detail. The report pointed out: “Districts,
groups of buildings, towns, and villages that possess a rel-
atively concentrated collection of cultural relics and his-
torical sites, or that can fairly completely reflect the tradi-
tional style and local ethnic characteristics of a certain his-
torical period, should also be protected. The people’s gov-
ernments of provinces, autonomous regions, municipalities
directly under the Central Government, or cities and coun-
ties may, based on their historical, scientific, and artistic
value, verify and announce them as ‘historic and cultural
conservation areas’ at their respective levels. The conser-
vation measures for ‘historic and cultural conservation ar-
eas’ can refer to the practices for cultural relic conserva-
tion units, focusing on protecting the overall features and
characteristics.” The report proposed for the first time to
protect towns and villages, but suggested that the conser-
vation methods used for cultural relic conservation units
should be referenced. This indicates that the state had a
full understanding of the historical and cultural value of
traditional villages and towns, but was still in the explora-
tory stage in terms of institutional supply and supporting
measures. The statement that emphasis should be placed
on “protecting the overall features and characteristics”
clearly reflects an inherent meaning of referring to the o-
verall conservation of famous historic cities.

As settlements, famous historic cities and traditional
villages and towns share certain commonalities. They both
appear as groups of buildings with high historical and cul-
tural value, so the concept of overall conservation is the
same. However, cities are fundamentally different from
villages and towns, differing in scale, spatial form, and so-
cio-economic operation. As a component of famous histor-
ic and cultural cities, “characteristic districts” are similar

to traditional villages and towns to some extent. Therefore,

given the unclear legal framework for the conservation of
traditional villages and towns, it was in line with the real-
ity at the time to consider including “districts, groups of
buildings, towns, and villages” in the “historic and cultur-
al protection zone”. In fact, when the first batch of famous
historic and cultural cities was announced in 1982, the re-
quirements for the preparation of conservation plans in-
cluded distinctive districts as the essence of the cities,
which were one of the important contents of the conserva-
tion plans. As a result, research results on districts gradu-
ally became richer, and there was a certain accumulation
of experience in practice. These research findings and
practical experiences were used as a reference for the re-
search and conservation planning of similar traditional vil-
lages and towns. From this perspective, the system for
conserving famous historic and cultural cities played a
role in promoting the conservation and research of tradi-
tional villages and towns.

Overall, the academic community’s attention to tra-
ditional rural settlements during this period evolved from
being driven by the initial needs of village and town con-
struction to a proactive research enthusiasm and pursuit of
ideals, and the endogenous driving force for the study of
traditional rural settlements was emerging. In the mid-to-
late 1980s and early 1990s, China Architecture & Building
Press published a series of books on vernacular dwellings
by province [ 37, 38]. Most of these books dedicated a
section to the overall layout of villages or settlements, be-
coming the earliest systemic research achievements on
vernacular dwellings and rural settlements. At the same
time, the development of the disciplines and related prac-
tices such as cultural heritage protection laws progressed
in tandem and mutually promoted each other, which also
led to public recognition of rural heritage. For example,
the “Chinese Dwellings” special stamps issued by China
Post in 1986 reflected that the recognition of the value of
vernacular architectural heritage had broken out of the ac-

ademic circle and begun to attract public attention.
3 Startup stage (1990s)

In the 1990s, China comprehensivelyadvanced the de-
velopment of a socialist market economy, and the reform

and opening up entered a period of vigorous development.
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The country’s overall national strength continued to im-
prove, and its international exchanges also reached a new
level. From the late 1980s to the early 1990s, many inter-
national charters and concepts on the conservation of
small settlements and historic towns were translated and
introduced into China by experts and scholars, which pro-
moted the renewal and iteration of the concept of historic
and cultural heritage conservation nationwide, and the re-
search on traditional rural settlements also made steady
progress. This coincided with a new period of accelerated
urbanization in China, where large-scale development and
construction across the country brought new challenges to
the conservation of cultural heritage. Based on extensive
research and practice in the conservation planning of tra-
ditional rural settlements, many representative achieve-

ments were also formed during this period.

3.1 The promotion of foreign cultural heritage conserva-

tion concepts

A review of the guiding documents for international
cultural heritageconservation reveals that the Athens
Charter of the 1930s proposed conserving individual mon-
uments and sites, while the Venice Charter (1964), the Nai-
robi Recommendation (1975), and the Washington Charter
(1987) of the 1960s-1980s successively proposed the con-
cept of protecting historic towns and urban areas, expan-
ding the scope of conservation from individual sites to
groups. In particular, the International Council on Monu-
ments and Sites (ICOMOS) issued the Tlaxcala Declara-
tion on the Regeneration of Small Settlements in 1982,
pointing out that local materials and traditional construc-
tion techniques should be used to strengthen local cultural
characteristics and conserve the historical, cultural, social,
and economic aspects of rural settlements. The subsequent
Charter on the Built Vernacular Architectural Heritage
(ICOMOS, 1999) explicitly states that the conservation of
vernacular architecture should be achieved by maintaining
and preserving groups of buildings and villages with dis-
tinctive characteristics.

Most of these regulations and documents were trans-
lated byChen Zhihua and published in journals such as
World Architecture in the late 1980s and 1990s [ 39, 40 ].

With the spread of new concepts from abroad, the under-
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standing of architectural cultural heritage conservation in
China began to shift from individual sites to groups, from
the site itself to the environment, and from material form
to history and culture, becoming more comprehensive in
its conservation philosophy. In 1991, the Academic Com-
mittee of Famous Historic and Cultural Cities held its an-
nual meeting on the theme of “Conservation and Renewal
of Historic Sites”. More than ten experts attended the
meeting and had a heated discussion. Zhu Zixuan cited the

“

Nairobi Recommendation and believed that “ villages,
hamlets and groups of historic buildings” should all be-
long to “historic areas”. The Several Suggestions on the
Protection of Historic Areas [ 41] issued after the meeting
emphasized that many valuable traditional districts and
towns lack corresponding conservation and management
because they are not famous historic cities. This should at-
tract the attention of relevant departments, academic cir-
cles, and leaders at all levels, and efforts should be made
to secure their status in the legislative process. Liu Peilin
also proposed that a system for the conservation of famous
historic villages should be established, based on the holis-
tic understanding of the historical environment in the Ven-
ice Charter [42]. Influenced by international conservation
charters and driven by new conservation concepts and
practices, the outline of research on traditional rural settle-
ments gradually became clearer, and its connotations were
continuously enriched. It also gained recognition and pop-
ularity among experts, scholars, and practitioners, laying a

solid foundation for the next stage of research.

3.2 Formation and development of research paradigms

3.2.1 Development of research paradigms on settlement

spatial morphology

Studies of traditional villages and towns in the 1970s
and 1980s largely served the purpose of scenic tourism and
conservation planning. Researchers were mainly from the
disciplines of architecture and planning, and the research
topics, apart from conservation planning itself, mainly fo-
cused on the spatialmorphology of traditional villages and
towns. Many of the works mentioned above exhibit this
characteristic. After more than a decade of accumulation,
the concepts, methods, and technologies involved in spa-

tial morphology research gradually converged into a spe-
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cific paradigm, becoming the foundation for architectural
and planning scholars to conduct cognitive and practical
research on traditional rural settlements. This “morpholog-
ical analysis paradigm” analyzes various elements and
their structural relationships and composition methods in
traditional villages and towns based on professional tech-
nical drawings, including the overall layout of the settle-
ment, the planar, elevational, and sectional features of
buildings, the form of streets, squares, and public spaces,
etc. It is accompanied by neat, exquisite, and beautiful
hand-drawn perspective drawings, using a language unique

to architects and planners to articulate their cognitive logic

": \) Qing Dynasty center

Ancestral hall

% Main ancestral hall

D Y,
SN

~—

),

and methods for understanding traditional rural settle-
ments, demonstrating a very distinctive professional char-
acteristic. Peng Yigang’ s book Analysis of Traditional
Village Settlement Landscape [43] systematically discus-
ses the formation process of traditional village and town set-
tlements with a large number of hand-drawn drawings and
photos (Fig. 4), and clarifies that due to the different regional
climate, topography, living customs, ethnic cultural traditions,
and religious beliefs, the village and town settlement landscapes
vary across different regions. This book has both academic and

practical guiding value, and is of milestone significance in the

study of village and town settlements.

Ming Dynasty
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Figure 4 Schematic diagram of the overall layout and surroundings of Xidi Village, Yi County, southern Anhui Province

During this period, the ancient villages of Huizhou
attracted widespread attention from the art, photography,
theater, and other cultural circles due to their typicality, in-
tegrity, and profound cultural heritage. They also became
the focus of architectural research using the morphological
analysis paradigm [ 44-46]. Among them, a group of mas-
ter’ s and doctoral students from Southeast University,
such as Dong Wei, Zhang Shiqing, and Han Dongqing,
carried out systematic research on the ancient villages of
Huizhou (southern Anhui) [47-49]. It is safe to say that
the high attention and in-depth research on the villages of
Huizhou by the academic community during this period
greatly contributed to the fact that the ancient villages of
southern Anhui became the first village-type World Cul-
tural Heritage site in China in 2000.

3.2.2 Deepening of the case study paradigm

In the 1980s, research on traditional rural settlements
mainly served the purpose of conservation planning, and
the subjects of study were living, individual villages.
Therefore, the interpretation of individual villages became
a main theme of the research. At that time, most of the re-
search findings were general introductions to rural settle-
ments, lacking theoretical discussions and systematic anal-
ysis. Since the 1990s, scholars began to study traditional
rural settlements in a more in-depth way. Through detailed
field surveys, mapping, photography, interviews, and other
methods, they presented the visual characteristics and local
customs of traditional rural settlements to the world in a
nuanced manner. A prominent figure who employed this

method in research is Professor Chen Zhihua of Tsinghua
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University. Since 1989, Chen Zhihua, together with Lou
Qingxi, Li Qiuxiang and other teachers and students, had
begun to investigate and study vernacular architecture. He
proposed to use “living circles” as the unit rather than
study individual houses in isolation, and to study the
changes in villages and houses caused by social, economic
and cultural development in a dynamic way. In this way,
he could conduct comparative studies on the architectural
types, layouts, construction techniques, formal styles and
settlement morphologies of a region with other regions. He
also published a series of works such as Ancient Villages
in the Middle Reaches of Nanxi River, Xinye Village and
Zhuge Village [ 50-52], which generated a strong response
in the academic community. Chen Zhihua’s research em-
phasizes that settlements are “the whole that forms a so-
cial, cultural, living and spatial structure” and “the basic
unit of the human settlement environment” [ 53]. He
pointed out the significance of settlement research in the
study of vernacular architecture and vernacular culture,
and comprehensively systematized the basic content and
research methods of settlement research, thus establishing
a systematic and solid research framework for the study of
vernacular settlements.

In thedeepening of case studies, the methods and per-
spectives of disciplines such as history and anthropology,
which excel at case analysis, were often borrowed and ap-
plied. For example, Shen Kening’s analysis of the settle-
ment morphological structure of Longmen Village in Fuy-
ang County, Hangzhou, combined the social structure of
patriarchal blood ties for mapping and analysis [ 54]. This
trend also sparked great interest among scholars at home
and abroad in traditional rural settlements across China. In
addition to the Jiangnan region, typical rural settlements in
Guangdong, Hunan, and Taiwan also came into the schol-
ars’ view [ 55-57].

323 The Emergence of Multidisciplinary Research

Traditional rural settlements are places where villag-
ers live and conduct their daily lives. They contain rich
historical and cultural information and connotations,
which need to be explored from different disciplines and
perspectives. A deeper understanding of the rich connota-

tions of traditional rural settlements has prompted scholars
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from various fields to spontaneously learn from and in-
tegrate multidisciplinary perspectives and methods. Begin-
ning in the 1990s,the interdisciplinary paradigm gradually
became a new paradigm that scholars were eager to ex-
plore. Compared with the two research paradigms men-
tioned above, the “morphological analysis paradigm” is a
classic paradigm in architecture and planning, which focu-
ses on “form” and articulates it using the professional lan-
guage of the discipline; the “case analysis paradigm” is a
systemic and in-depth analysis of cases based on field re-
search; and the most essential feature of the “interdiscipli-
nary paradigm® is to use the knowledge framework of dif-
ferent disciplines to explore the hidden generative logic
behind traditional rural settlements and reveal some uni-
versal patterns. For example, Liu Peilin started with the
landscape imagery of traditional rural settlements, taking
them as a carrier of regional culture, and studied the distri-
bution of this landscape phenomenon using the framework
of classical cultural geography [ 58-61]; additionally, from
the perspective of cultural anthropology, through the ex-
amination of a series of factors such as folklore, kinship
systems, morality, ethics, and education, studies revealed
how traditional culture affects the daily life of village resi-
dents and how these influences are reflected in spatial
forms [ 62-64]; and works conducted from the perspective
of ecology mainly analyze how traditional villages and
towns achieve harmonious coexistence between humans
and the natural environment by constructing spatial forms
that are adapted to the local region and climate [ 65-67 .
Lu Yuanding of South China University of Technology
and the settlement and vernacular dwelling research team
he led attempted to integrate the strengths of geography,
ethnology, archaeology, and architecture in settlement re-
search, and proposed a theoretical framework for human
settlement research based on four systems: natural ecology,
economy and technology, social organization, and cultural
ideologies [ 68]. This laid the theoretical foundation for
the subsequent research on settlements and vernacular

dwellings of the major Han sub-groups in South China.
4 Development stage (2000s~)

At the turn of the millennium, China’s urbanization

rate reached 36.2% , marking the beginning of a new phase
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of rapid urbanization. In 2001, theOutline of the Tenth
Five-Year Plan for National Economic and Social Devel-
opment elevated the urbanization strategy to a national
strategy on par with the national strategies of reinvigora-
ting the country through science and education, sustain-
able development, and the development of the western re-
gion, thus propelling urban and rural construction into a
new era. In 2005, Wang Guangtao, the former Minister of
Construction, published an article in Urban Planning Fo-
rum, pointing out that China already possessed “the eco-
nomic and social foundation of industry supporting agri-
culture and cities supporting rural areas”, and that “central
leaders have required the Ministry of Construction to ef-
fectively strengthen the construction of villages and
towns” and “to study the construction of a New Socialist
Countryside using the ideas and concepts of integrated ur-
ban and rural development” [ 69]. Since the 18th National
Congress of the Communist Party of China, the “three ru-
ral issues” (issues concerning agriculture, rural areas, and
farmers) have become a top priority for the Party, and ru-
ral development has played an increasingly important role
in national economic and social development as a national
strategy. The conservation and utilization of rural built
heritage, as an important issue in the process of rural con-
struction, have received widespread attention from experts
and scholars, and the study of traditional rural settlements

has thus developed rapidly and significantly.

4.1 Designation of famous historic and cultural towns and

villages (2000-2012)

In 2000, the “Ancient Villages of Southern Anhui”
were successfully inscribed as a World Cultural Heritage
site, marking a major event in China’s heritageconserva-
tion field in the new millennium and sparking unprece-
dented enthusiasm for the study of traditional rural settle-
ments. In October 2002, the Standing Committee of the
National People’s Congress issued the Law of the People’
s Republic of China on the Protection of Cultural Relics
(2002 Amendment), which introduced the concept of “his-
toric and cultural villages and towns”. For the first time,
villages and towns were recognized as independent and
named objects of conservation and formally incorporated

into the highest legislative framework for the conservation

of cultural relics in China, marking a landmark event in
the history of rural settlement heritage conservation.

The 2002 version of theLaw on the Protection of
Cultural Relics stipulates that “towns, streets, and villages
that are particularly rich in cultural relics and have signifi-
cant historical value or revolutionary commemorative sig-
nificance shall be designated and announced as historic
and cultural districts, towns and villages”, and requires lo-
cal governments to “organize the preparation of special
conservation plans for historic and cultural cities, districts,
towns, and villages, and incorporate them into the overall
master plan.” This provided a direct legal basis for the
conservation of historic and cultural villages and towns,
and clarified the basic framework for related work. The
conservation of historic and cultural villages and towns
became an important public affair, or even an administra-
tive task, and entered the urban and rural planning system,
being positioned as a special chapter or specific topic of
the master plan. It should be noted that the prerequisite for
being designated as a historic and cultural village or town
was that it possessed an exceptionally rich collection of
cultural relics. At that time, the number of rural settle-
ments that met this condition was limited, and the selected
units were truly the cream of the crop.

Based on theLaw on the Protection of Cultural Rel-
ics, starting in 2003, the Ministry of Construction and the
State Administration of Cultural Heritage jointly organized
the selection of “China’s Famous Historic and Cultural
Towns and Villages”, formally establishing the specific
terminology of “Famous Historic and Cultural Towns and
Villages”. In addition to the standards for cultural relic re-
sources stipulated in the Law on the Protection of Cultural
Relics, it also added the description of “towns and villages
that can fairly completely reflect the traditional features
and local ethnic characteristics of some historical periods”,
reflecting the functional needs of the construction depart-
ment in conserving the historical and cultural heritage of
towns and villages in the process of urban and rural devel-
opment. In the same year, the Ministry of Construction, to-
gether with the State Administration of Cultural Heritage,
issued the Measures for the Selection of China’s Famous

Historic and Cultural Towns (Villages)?, which determined
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the basic conditions, evaluation standards and implementa-
tion methods for the selection. One of the prerequisites
was that “a scientific and reasonable master plan for the
town or village has been prepared”. This condition greatly
promoted the development of research on historic and cul-
tural villages in various regions, because research is the
basis for planning, and the number of villages applying for
the title of historic and cultural village nationwide was
much greater than the number that were approved. From
2003 to 2019, the two ministries announced seven batches
of 487 famous historic and cultural villages in China, es-
tablishing the status of ancient villages as conservation
objects at the national level, making them an important
part of the urban and rural built heritage conservation sys-
tem.

In this process, the State Council promulgated the-
Regulations on the Conservation of Famous Historic and
Cultural Cities, Towns and Villages in 2008. This nation-
wide legal document gave the conservation of historic and
cultural villages legal force, which is of great significance.
The regulations provide specific definitions for the appli-
cation criteria for famous villages. In addition to the re-
quirements for selecting famous villages mentioned above,
they also add requirements such as “historic buildings are
concentrated in contiguous groups and retain traditional
layout and historical features”. This is partly because after
the implementation of the Urban Purple Line Management
Measures for a period of time, the conservation of “histor-
ic buildings” gradually became an important area for con-
struction departments to manage architectural heritage.
Many historic buildings in various regions were also loca-
ted in villages. Therefore, in addition to cultural relic con-
servation units, it was necessary to consider the factor of
historical buildings. The term “concentrated in contiguous
groups” is used because historic buildings differ from im-
movable cultural relics in terms of their value attributes.
Especially in rural areas, many buildings did not meet the
requirements for cultural relics on an individual level, but
their group composition had high value. On the other
hand, the regulations also stipulate that the conservation

plan for famous villages should be completed within one
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year of its approval and publication, and should include
“the requirements for the conservation of traditional lay-
out and historical features”. This is the main feature that
distinguishes settlement-scale heritage from individual
cultural relics. It is applicable to famous cities, towns, dis-
tricts and villages. This also reflects the basic understand-
ing of the national construction departments and the disci-

pline of architectural planning on this issue.
4.2 Designation of traditional chinese villages (2012-2022)

Since the 18th National Congress of the Communist
Party of China, General Secretary Xi Jinping has visited
traditional villages many times and given important in-
structions on the conservation of traditional villages, em-
phasizing that “rural civilization is the main body of the
history of Chinese civilization, and villages are the carriers
of this civilization.”” In 2012, the Ministry of Housing and
Urban-Rural Development, the Ministry of Culture, the
State Administration of Cultural Heritage, and the Minis-
try of Finance jointly launched a survey of traditional Chi-
nese villages to investigate villages with certain historical
and cultural value across the country and to grasp the
baseline data of traditional villages. This work was strong-
ly advocated by CPPCC members such as Feng Jicai, and
the joint efforts of the four departments also reflected that
traditional villages had become a common focus of the
country and society. The workload of this task was consid-
erable, but it was completed quickly within six months, in-
dicating that various regions across the country had a bas-
ic grasp of the situation of traditional villages. The aggre-
gated national data showed that there were nearly 12,000
villages with traditional characteristics at that time [ 70 ],
but the actual number would be much larger. The principle
of this survey was “not to conduct a village-by-village

census”?

, but to make full use of existing resources and
carry out the survey through multiple channels, including
data collection by relevant departments, reporting by
grassroots organizations, and information on eligible villa-
ges provided by social groups, schools, research institutes,
experts and scholars, and other social forces. Based on
this, the Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Develop-

ment, the Ministry of Culture and the Ministry of Finance
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reviewed 5,121 villages that were recommended for inclu-
sion in the list of traditional Chinese villages, and an-
nounced the first batch of 646 traditional Chinese villages
in December 2012. Since then, the investigation and appli-
cation process for traditional villages has continued, and to
date, six batches totaling 8,155 traditional Chinese villages
have been announced. During this period, the General Of-
fice of the CPC Central Committee and the General Office
of the State Council issued the Opinions on Implementing
the Project for the Inheritance and Development of Excel-
lent Traditional Chinese Culture in January 2017, propo-
sing to focus on implementing the “Traditional Chinese
Villages Conservation Project”, which raised the impor-
tance of the conservation of traditional villages to a new
level and put forward higher requirements.

As can be seen from the investigation notice issued
by the four departments®, the connotation of traditional
villages has been significantly expanded compared to fa-
mous historic and cultural villages. First, they “ were
formed relatively early”, rather than explicitly specifying
the Qing Dynasty or earlier; second, they “possess rela-
tively rich traditional resources”, adding intangible cultur-
al heritage in addition to tangible cultural heritage; and
third, they have “certain historical, cultural, scientific, ar-
tistic, social, and economic value”, which is also a rela-
tively broad description. It is important to note that the
notice states that the “traditional architectural style should
be kept intact”. Here, traditional architecture includes
three categories: historical buildings, vernacular architec-
ture, and cultural relics. The mention of “vernacular archi-
tecture” was unprecedented, yet it aligned well with the
reality of traditional villages. Many buildings in villages
are neither cultural relics nor historic buildings in a legal
sense, but rather vernacular architecture with a certain tra-
ditional style. However, they play a structural role in the
formation of the overall style of traditional villages. This
conceptual shift not only integrates the practical needs of
various departments for the management of traditional vil-
lages, but also reflects the characteristics of rural cultural
heritage, leading to a more accurate understanding of the

richness of the connotations of traditional villages.

The list of traditional Chinese villages has received
widespread attention from all sectors of society since it
was announced. The management department has also
made a series of work arrangements across the country to
promote the conservation and utilization of traditional vil-
lages [ 71]. At the policy and regulatory level, require-
ments and opinions on the investigation, planning, imple-
mentation of conservation projects, warnings, and with-
drawal of traditional villages have been formulated and is-
sued. In terms of publicity and training, a “digital museum
of traditional villages” has been built, image logos have
been solicited, and training and a series of publicity activi-
ties on the conservation and development of traditional
villages have been organized. Meanwhile, in terms of fun-
ding, the central government has allocated a total of 13.1
billion yuan since 2014, providing subsidies of 3 million
yuan per village to villages included in the list. In 2020,
the Ministry of Finance, together with the Ministry of
Housing and Urban-Rural Development, launched a dem-
onstration program on concentrated and contiguous con-
servation and utilization of traditional villages, selecting
10 demonstration cities, including Huangshan in Anhui
and Fuzhou in Jiangxi, with the central government alloca-
ting a subsidy of 150 million yuan to each city; and adding
40 and 35 more cities in 2022 and 2023, respectively. The
government’ s continuous, intensive, and comprehensive
efforts to promote the conservation and utilization of tra-
ditional villages have greatly encouraged researchers and
technicians to pay attention to these villages, deepened
their understanding of village cultural heritage, and pushed
the conservation of rural settlement cultural heritage to a

new height.
4.3 The Vigorous Development of Research

Thanks to the state’ s emphasis and societal atten-
tion, research on traditional rural settlements has shown a
vigorous development trend. An analysis of the keywords
in relevant research over the past 20 years since the new
millennium reveals the following characteristics: First, the
research intensity is strongly correlated with policy cy-
cles. For example, a series of papers emerged in years of

key policy milestones such as “New Rural Construction”
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(2007), (2013),
“ Rural Revitalization Strategy” (2019) (Fig. 5); Second,

“ Traditional Chinese Villages”

conservation and development (revitalization) are the two
main themes (Figs. 6 and 7), with a consistent preference
for a focus on space; Third, internet technology has driv-
en an explosive growth in knowledge, and new research

entry points exhibit a statistical long-tail effect, such as

digital villages and image studies. In terms of research
content, methods, and resources, the field is characterized
by a flourishing and diverse landscape. In particular, the
development of technologies such as big data, digital
twins, and artificial intelligence in recent years has
brought new insights into the study of traditional rural

settlements.

Top 20 keywords with the highest citation counts

Keyword Year
ArcGIS 2000
Traditional village tourism destinations 2000
Rural culture 2000
Village morphology 2000
Villages 2000
New Rural Construction 2000
Traditional Chinese villages 2000
Conservation and development planning 2000
Traditional village conservation 2000
New-type urbanization 2000
Urbanization 2000
Ancient village conservation 2000
Village culture 2000
Rural human settlements 2000
Ministry of Construction 2000
Rural dilapidated housing renovation 2000
Conservation 2000
Rural revitalization strategy 2000
Residential areas 2000
Traditional village culture 2000

Strength Begin End 2000-2023
7.04 2000 2013
6.88 2000 2013
5.28 2000 2013
6.57 2004 2014

18.22 2005 2015
10.28 2007 2015
2397 2013 2015
6.45 2013 2015
441 2014 2015
13.03 2014 2016
96 2014 2016
8.02 2014 2019
6.81 2014 2015
6.61 2014 2019
5.82 2014 2015
5.14 2014 2015
10.05 2015 2018
8.57 2019 2021
6.03 2019 2020
5.13 2020 2021

Figure 5 Top cited keywords and their emergence time spectrum in research related to traditional rural settlements from 2000 to 2023
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Figure 6 Keyword network diagram related to traditional rural settlements research from 2000 to 2023

http: / www.viserdata.com/journal/jsa



TAO Jin, LI Geng, XIAO Dawei, et al/Journal of South Architecture 3:(2026) 29-63 45

2000 2001 2004 2007 2010 2013

2016 2019 2022 2023

#0 Spatial morphology

#1 Traditional village conservation
i Publication
; m i Y —
#2 Traditional villages 2020 =555

i
#3 Rural revitalization
7
4 Conservation
"#5 Influencing factors

6 Sustainable development ‘

#7 Low-carbon ecological planning

#9 Chengdu Plain

Figure 7 Keyword clustering and timeline diagram of keywords related to traditional rural settlements from 2000 to 2023

4.3.1 Research Fields and Contents: A Flourishing of
Multidisciplinary Research

Traditional rural settlements are complex objects with
multiple attributes, spanning the past, present, and future,
and involvingdiverse dimensions such as society, econo-
my, culture, and technology. Consequently, their study re-
lies on the collective efforts of various disciplines. Based
on existing literature, the most abundant research is found
in fields such as architecture, planning, landscape, geogra-
phy, and tourism; in terms of research content, both basic
theoretical research and practical application research have
made significant progress.

In terms of basic research, adefining characteristic of
architectural disciplines in traditional rural settlement
studies is their focus on “space”. Previous studies paid
more attention to the objective description of space,
whereas since the new millennium, research has placed
greater emphasis on explaining the connotations and
mechanisms of space from diverse perspectives.Given that
traditional rural settlements are geographically widespread
and occupy highly diverse natural environments, the envi-
ronmental adaptability of settlement spaces has emerged as
a crucial research direction. Related research includes:

(1) The influence mechanisms of natural climate con-
ditions on the morphology of traditional rural settlements,

such as the cold-alley system of settlements and its wind-

pressure-driven ventilation and cooling mechanisms under
the hot and humid climate in the south [ 72-747]; mean-
while, in severe cold regions, the focus is on how settle-
ments traditionally reduce heating energy consumption
through site selection, layout, and the construction of pub-
lic spaces [ 75, 76]. The orientation of these studies is to
reveal the natural adaptive wisdom inherent in traditional
settlements and provide insights for their creative transfor-
mation and development in the design and construction of
modern green human settlements.

(2) The relationship between topographic and land-
form conditions and village settlement layout, such as lin-
ear villages at foothills in hilly areas[ 77], the layered vil-
lages in high mountain areas [ 78, 79], the network-like
water town settlements in dense water network areas [ 80,
the polder settlements in delta areas [ 81], and the nomadic
settlements in plateau areas [ 82, 83]. The spatial construc-
tion of these settlements is often interdependent with the
local characteristic agricultural landscape. Research places
the settlements in the landscape system that integrates hu-
man settlements, production, and the natural environment,
providing an in-depth perspective for analyzing the cou-
pling relationship between human habitation and nature.

(3)Research on disaster prevention and control in ru-
ral settlements [ 84-88], including fire, wind disasters,

floods, geological disasters, and freezing rain and snow
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disasters, etc. This direction has received increasing atten-
tion under the guidance of the current ecological civiliza-
tion development concept and sustainable development
concept, with the examination of settlement ‘resilience’ e-
merging as a hot topic [ 89-92].

On the other hand, traditional rural settlements have
profound humanistic connotations and carry a wealth of
traditional and ethnic culture, making research from a hu-
manistic perspective an important component. For exam-
ple, the relationship between social organization patterns
and settlement structure in rural areas of South China has
attracted attention due to their strong kinship characteris-
tics[ 93. The shaping of settlement structure by ritual reg-
ulations and ceremonial activities, as well as the interac-
tion between the two, are often discussed from an anthro-
pological perspective [ 94, 95]. The space for carrying folk
culture in traditional rural settlements, especially ethnic
minority villages, has also become the main focus of the
discussion on the preservation and survival of cultural di-
versity [ 96, 97]. In addition, the impact of special histori-
cal and social environments such as immigration and mili-
tary systems on traditional rural settlements has also en-
tered the purview of settlement research scholars [ 98, 99].

The discipline of geography focuses on the relation-
ship between humans and the land, and studies the distri-
bution characteristics of traditional rural settlements on the
Earth’s surface at a macro scale, as well as the relation-
ship between these distribution characteristics and factors
such as population, economy, and geographical location
[100-102]. In the past decade, the interdisciplinary inte-
gration of geography and architecture has opened up new
avenues for the study of traditional rural settlements.
Scholars have collected structural and elemental character-
istics of settlement spatial morphology at the micro level
on a large scale and placed them in macro-geographical
contexts to conduct regionalization and lineage studies in
large-scale geographical spaces such as provinces and riv-
er basins, and then explored the regularities of local cul-
tural dissemination, exchange, and integration reflected
behind them. Related research includes the proposal by A-
cademician Chang Qing’s team at Tongji University to

conduct a lineage analysis of vernacular architecture based
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on “linguistic systems” and craftsmanship systems [ 103,
104]; a series of cultural geography studies on traditional
villages and vernacular dwellings in provinces or across
provinces conducted by Professor Xiao Dawei’s team at
South China University of Technology in South China
[105-108]; and the “landscape gene map” of traditional
villages proposed by Liu Peilin’s team [ 109, 110]. All of
these have broken through the previous perspective of sin-
gle-site and single-type, and turned to the construction of
a regional system.

In terms of practical applications, research on tradi-
tional rural settlements involves multiple fields such as
theories and methods for the conservation and utilization
of cultural heritage, conservation planning and assessment
techniques, improvement of the human settlement environ-
ment, community governance, and cultural tourism devel-
opment, with a wealth of topics in each field. Related re-
search includes:

(1) Exploration of the connotation of rural heritage
and theoretical methods of conservation and utilization:
The development of concepts such as cultural ecology, re-
gional holistic conservation, and rural landscape heritage
[ 111-115] has refreshed the value perception of rural her-
itage. From built cultural heritage such as buildings and
facilities to the intangible cultural heritage carried by set-
tlements and the agricultural and industrial heritage that
depend on them, from “single buildings” to “rural envi-
ronments”, from typical villages to routes and regions, the
connotation of heritage has been continuously expanded,
and correspondingly, practical ideas and models such as
eco-museums, cultural ecological conservation areas, cul-
tural routes, and concentrated and contiguous conservation
have emerged [ 116-124]. In addition, Li Bohua’s team
applied the “human settlement environment®“ theory pro-
posed by Academician Wu Liangyong in 1990 to tradition-
al rural settlements, combining the “living-production-e-
cology” (three-life) space and the “material-culture-socie-
ty” three-dimensional space to explore the organic renewal
path mechanism of the human settlement environment sys-
tem in traditional villages, which has also had a great in-
fluence in recent years [ 125, 126].

(2) Comprehensive assessment of conservation and
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development: Comprehensive assessment of the conserva-
tion and development of traditional rural settlements has
become anessential link throughout the entire lifecycle of
conservation and utilization. The assessment criteria often
have different biases depending on the practical stage they
are facing, such as early cognition, mid-term implementa-
tion, and late assessment. In the early stages, the focus was
on recognizing and assessing the historical and cultural
value of villages [ 127, 128], and sorting out the key
points and requirements for the conservation and utiliza-
tion of historical and cultural resources of traditional rural
settlements; while in the mid-term development and spe-
cific project implementation stages, more emphasis was
placed on examining the resource conditions and industrial
adaptability of villages, focusing on the long-term devel-
opment of traditional rural settlements, so as to guide tra-
ditional rural settlements to choose appropriate revitaliza-
tion and utilization models [ 129, 130]. In recent years, the
living-state development of traditional rural settlements
has gradually become a more comprehensive concept.
However, there is still much room for discussion regarding
how to effectively monitor implementation processes, es-
tablish early warning mechanisms, and conduct post-im-
plementation evaluations [ 131-134], so as to provide
timely problem response and directional adjustment.

(3) Conservation and utilization planning techniques:
Guided by theoretical exploration and value assessment,
conservation planning research directly addresses the
practical needs of planning compilation and implementa-
tion. Spanning from the survey and database construction
technology of traditional rural settlements [ 135] to the
definition of conservation objects and conservation bound-
aries [ 136, 137], and to the integration and refinement of
planning methods and technologies [ 138-141], this re-
search directly responds to the challenges encountered in
over a decade of traditional rural settlement conservation
practices, reflecting contemporary trends toward digitali-
zation, modeling, and precision. While focusing on the
conservation and inheritance of rural heritage, traditional
rural settlements, as spaces that carry modern life, need to
transform and renew their human settlement environment

to meet the needs of rural residents for living conditions in

order to ensure the organic survival of the whole village.
This has become an important aspect of conservation and
utilization. Scholars and rural practitioners have thus pro-
posed strategies for the restoration, improvement, and re-
newal of the human settlement environment from the as-
pects of land use layout, ecological environment, infra-
structure, and management system of traditional rural set-
tlements [ 142-144].

(4) Comprehensive development and governance:
Compared with the intervention of architecture in the ma-
terial space and environment of rural settlements, disci-
plines such as planning, tourism, management, and art ac-
tively face the prospects of rural revitalization, carry out
discussions on the development momentum, development
model, and institutional management of traditional rural
settlements, and propose development concepts such as
livability and workability, endogenous development, cul-
tural and tourism integration, multi-party participation, and
cultural ecology reshaping[ 145-158]. They also actively
participate in the revitalization practice of traditional rural
settlements with new models such as art-based rural devel-
opment and “Internet + 7 [ 159-163]. For example, the
heritage conservation and sustainable tourism development
plan carried out by Professor Bao Jigang’s team at Sun
Yat-sen University in the Azheke traditional village of the
Hani ethnic group’s terraced fields in Honghe, Yunnan, is
a successful case of combining the conservation and utili-
zation of traditional rural settlements with the practice of
university-assisted poverty alleviation in rural areas. These
practices, under specific national conditions and domestic
and international theoretical trends, have mutually promo-
ted each other, greatly enriching and broadening the re-
search field and practical paths of traditional villages.

It is evident that the multidisciplinary trend in the
study of traditional rural settlements became increasingly
prominent during this period. The cross-disciplinary bor-
rowing of perspectives from related disciplines such as
history, culture, anthropology, ethnology, sociology, eco-
nomics, tourism, and ecology became more common, and
there was a relatively systematic dialogue in the dimen-
sions of nature and humanities,as well as science and soci-

ety (Fig. 8). However, some scholars have pointed out that
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current interdisciplinary research still needs to be deeply

integrated in terms of theory and methodology in order to

promote the further integration of knowledge and results
[164].
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Figure 8 Multidisciplinary perspectives on the research content of traditional rural settlements

43.2 The Rise of Quantitative Analysis and Data-Driven

Research Paradigms

With the widespread implementation of the national
survey andselection of traditional villages and the expan-
sion of research directions, the demand for scientific and
standardized archiving, data sharing, and platform display
of traditional rural settlements has become increasingly
prominent. The construction of an information database on
traditional rural settlements has become an important
foundation for their research and conservation. Various
sectors, including national departments, universities, and
non-governmental organizations, have participated in this
work, reflecting the whole society’s emphasis on the con-

servation of traditional rural settlements. In 2014, commis-
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sioned by the Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural De-
velopment, the China Folk Literature and Art Association,
the China Photographers Association, and the China Liter-
ature and Art Foundation jointly organized, and the Re-
search Center for the Conservation and Development of
Traditional Chinese Villages at Tianjin University imple-
mented, the “Preserving Nostalgia - Survey on the Archiv-
ing of Traditional Chinese Villages” project and the com-
pilation of the “Database of Traditional Chinese Villages”.
The project published guidance and normative materials
such as the Field Manual for the Archiving Survey of Tra-
ditional Chinese Villages [ 165] and the Archiving Survey
Template of Traditional Chinese Villages [166], and es-
tablished the “Traditional Chinese Villages Network” (ht-
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tp: // www.chuantongcunluo.com), which promoted the in-
formation preservation and display of traditional rural set-
tlements.

Accompanying the work on traditional rural settle-
ment information databases is the rapid development of
data collection tools and technologies. With the wide-
spread use of satellite imagery, the advancement of mod-
ern transportation and network information, and the appli-
cation of modern instruments and equipment such as high-
definition aerial drones and 3D spatial data scanners,
large-scale, high-volume, and high-precision surveys and
measurements that were previously impossible for human
labor can be carried out. This has led to an explosive
growth in relevant data on traditional rural settlements,
laying an important foundation for the development of
quantitative analysis and research on traditional rural set-
tlements.

Compared with qualitative research, quantitative a-
nalysis can uncover potential features and patternswithin
big data statistics through specific numerical calculations,
and conduct larger-scale and deeper explorations with the
support of intelligent algorithms, thereby expanding new
dimensions of traditional rural settlement research. On the
other hand, precisely because of the richness of the conno-
tation of traditional rural settlements, relying solely on
quantitative analysis makes it difficult to achieve full and
complete expression of information. Therefore, qualitative
analysis is still necessary. Many studies combine qualita-
tive and quantitative analysis methods or establish com-
prehensive indicator systems, providing an adaptable path-
way for the introduction of intelligent algorithms and sta-
tistical models. On this basis, the development of a new
paradigm of data-driven research has been gradually pro-
moted.

(1) Quantitative analysis of the spatial morphology of
traditional rural settlements based on quantitative indices

There are various methods for quantitative analysis of
the spatial morphology of traditional rural settlements,
which are applicable to different spatial scales. Among the
analytical methods for individual villages, the more mature
one is the space syntax based on topology[ 167]. This ana-

lytical tool was initially widely used in urban district anal-

ysis and was later introduced into the field of traditional
rural settlement research [ 168-171]. However, since space
syntax is mainly for enclosed spaces with defined bounda-
ries, it is not applicable to villages with scattered layouts.
In addition, there is the fractal dimension calculation,
which originated from fractal geometry. This method can
be used to measure the self-similarity of the shape of ob-
jects at different scales, but it is still necessary to conduct
more scientific and rigorous research on which calculation
scale is more suitable for traditional rural settlements
[172-174]. In China, quantitative research on spatial mor-
phology at the settlement level mainly includes the quanti-
tative indices for the planar morphology of traditional set-
tlements proposed by Pu Xincheng [ 1757, which is mainly
used to analyze the characteristics of the boundary outline
of the settlement as a whole, and the mathematical analysis
model of settlement configuration diagrams constructed by
Wang Yun based on the relationship between the area, ori-
entation, and spacing of building units [ 176].

In quantitative studies at the regional and group
scales, spatial analysis methods using Geographic Infor-
mation Systems (GIS) are frequently employed. These
methods use the geographical coordinates of traditional
settlements as point elements to examine the distribution
patterns of traditional rural settlements in geographic
space. By overlaying spatial positioning and geographic
attributes, the distribution patterns of village groups or
different types of villages, such as the degree of agglomer-
ation and agglomeration core, can be accurately and intui-
tively visualized. The correlation between these distribu-
tion characteristics and other geographic elements can be
analyzed[ 101, 102, 177, 178]. Alternatively, based on cer-
tain attribute characteristics of villages, statistical methods
such as clustering can be used for classification to replace
or assist previous qualitative inductions, resulting in con-
clusions such as regional types or zoning [ 179-181 ].
There are also mathematical models built based on a cer-
tain attribute or evaluation index of villages to evaluate
the relationship between points in a village cluster, such as
spatial network analysis based on gravity models [ 182,
183]. Methods in landscape ecology use landscape patches

with different attributes as elements to examine and evalu-
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ate the overall spatial structure composed of patches of va-
rious land use types, feature types, or village and town
boundaries [ 184, 185]. In cutting-edge artificial intelli-
gence applications, traditional rural settlements can also be
directly fed into machines for deep learning in the form of
comprehensive information such as images or text, so as to
uncover their features and patterns [ 186, 187].

(2) Elucidation and dynamic simulation prediction of
traditional rural settlement mechanisms based on mathe-
matical models

Research on the spatial generation and evolution mecha-
nisms of traditional rural settlements aims to support planning
and construction decisions in the conservation and development
of traditional rural settlements, and to help us determine the
value elements that should be emphasized and the development
lawsand patterns that should be followed in the conservation
and utilization of traditional rural settlements. However, since a
village is an organic self-organizing system, its development
and evolution have significant nonlinear and complex charac-
teristics. Previous qualitative analyses of the factors influencing
the space of traditional rural settlements have mostly focused
on only one or two main factors, making it difficult to compre-
hensively judge the relative importance and degree of influence
of different factors. Based on the introduction of quantitative
indicators to describe the spatial morphology of traditional ru-
ral settlements, existing statistical models such as multiple re-
gression, structural equation modeling, and geographic detec-
tors can be applied to conduct a comprehensive analysis of the
relationship between certain attributes of traditional rural settle-
ments and multiple influencing factors—or conversely, the re-
lationship between the morphological elements of traditional
rural settlements and target variables such as place identity and
tourism intentions [ 188-190 ]. Furthermore, based on the estab-
lishment of models to simulate the evolution process of tradi-
tional rural settlements, predictions or decisions can be made a-
bout the future development and construction of traditional ru-
ral settlements, using approaches such as system dynamics
models and cellular automata [ 191, 192].

(3) Interaction analysis of “spatial-cognition” and “spa-
tial-behavior” based on behavioral data

Traditional rural settlements are spaces for human ac-

tivities. Interventions such as designing and building them
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should proceed from people’s embodied experiences, tak-
ing into account their subjective feelings and perceptions
of the space, and using this as a basis for evaluation. In
traditional research methods, human perception informa-
tion is mainly obtained through researchers’ observation
records, questionnaires, and field interviews. However, due
to limitations in manpower, these methods are mainly used
for case studies or comparative studies of a few typical ca-
ses. In recent years, technologies such as network informa-
tion, VR, eye-tracking/EEG devices, and MRI have been
gradually applied to the analysis of human behavior pat-
terns in traditional rural settlements. Researchers can ob-
tain a large amount of data related to human behavior and
perception, including passively shared data such as GPS
tracking trajectories, heat maps, map POI (points of inter-
est) data, travelogues or historical texts, as well as actively
generated experimental data such as VR tour experiments
and eye-tracking experiments. By statistically analyzing
this “digitized” behavioral information, the relationship
and interaction mechanisms between village space and hu-

man behavior patterns can be analyzed [ 193-195].

4.3.3 Scientific research strength: Major projects support

the growth of the research team

Scientific research projects and plans represent the
key research areas that a country focuses on during a cer-
tain period. Since “traditional villages” officially became
an official concept in 2013, National Key Technology
R&D Programs and National Key R&D Programs related
to traditional rural settlements have been launched one af-
ter another, especially after 2018, with a large number of
projects being initiated, including “Research on key tech-
nologies for the conservation planning and technological
inheritance of traditional villages”, “Research on key
technologies for the conservation, utilization and modern
inheritance construction of traditional villages”, “Research
on appropriate technologies for the conservation of tradi-
tional villages and strategies for theirliving-state utiliza-
tion”, “Digital simulation and evaluation model for the
spatial reconstruction of village and town settlements” and
“Mechanisms of and design optimization for the sustain-
able development of village and town settlements”.

Support for research on traditional rural settlements
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in the National Natural Science Foundation of China (NS-
FC) began in the 1980s, such as the general program For-
mation of Traditional Village and Town Settlement Mor-
phology and Creation of Contemporary Living Space led
by Academician Peng Yigang. According to incomplete
statistics, as of 2023, NSFC has approved 165 research
projects related to traditional rural settlements, with a total
funding of over 70 million yuan. There was a significant
increase, especially starting in 2012, which coincides
strongly with the timeline of the appraisal and selection of

traditional Chinese villages (Fig. 9). These funded projects
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are mainly undertaken by researchers from three disci-
plines: architecture, urban and rural planning, and human
geography. Architecture is the core force, which has been
present throughout the entire development period. In con-
trast, research on traditional rural settlements in the disci-
pline of urban and rural planning has seen significant
growth in the past 10 years and has gradually surpassed
that of architecture and geography. From a regional per-
spective, research on traditional rural settlements is con-
centrated in five provinces and municipalities: Hunan, Bei-

jing, Jiangsu, Guangdong, and Yunnan (Fig. 10).
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Figure 10 Number of NSFC projects related to traditional rural settlements undertaken by research institutions by region of the host institution from 1997 to 2020
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The National Social Science Fund of China’s (NSS-
FC) funding for research on traditional rural settlements
has developed in a similar manner to that of the National
Natural Science Foundation. A total of 118 related projects
were found in the National Social Science Fund database
between 2007 and 2023. The number of projects funded al-
so took a turning point in 2012 and has been growing in a
spiral in three-year cycles since then (Fig. 11). “Ethnolo-
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gy” and “sociology” are the main research disciplines (ac-
counting for 73% in total) (Fig. 12). Institutions in Guang-
dong, Zhejiang, and the Sichuan-Chongqing regions have un-
dertaken the most projects. Compared with the National Natural
Science Foundation, the research efforts have shifted to the
southwestern ethnic minority areas (Fig. 13). It can be seen that
the social sciences’ attention to traditional rural settlements is

more from an ethnological perspective.
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Figure 13 Number of NSSFC projects related to traditional rural settlements undertaken by region of the host institution from 2007 to 2023

In terms of research direction, the National Natural
Science Foundation of China projects have consistently
focused on the spatial morphology of villages as a re-
search object, and have continued to delve deeper, refine,
and gradually exhibit interdisciplinary characteristics.
Since the rise of research on traditional rural settlements,
the funded projects have mainly focused on specific scien-
tific and engineering problems of traditional rural settle-
ments. The research methods and technologies have also
followed the trend of digital identification, hot-humid en-
vironment simulation, CHGIS, and other popular trends.
Projects after 2018 have particularly emphasized the im-
portance of data and quantitative research. The research
has placed more emphasis on the balance between humani-
ties and sciences, and the study of scientific laws and
mechanisms has become the mainstream. In its early sta-
ges, the National Social Science Fund mainly focused on
the conservation and tourism development of ancient vil-
lages, paying more attention to ethnic culture. In its later
stages, it gradually showed interdisciplinary characteris-
tics, and research perspectives and methods from science

and engineering disciplines such as digitization, heritage,

space, homesteads, revitalization, and architecture began to
merge. The research scope also gradually reflected local
and specialized characteristics. Overall, the conservation,
inheritance, and utilization of traditional rural settlements
is a research field with relatively obviousspecialized char-
acteristics, but at the same time, it also has certain com-
prehensive and interdisciplinary features.

In 2022, China Architecture & Building Press, togeth-
er with experts invernacular architecture and rural settle-
ment research from architectural colleges across the coun-
try, completed the Series on the Protection of Traditional
Chinese Settlements, a major national publishing project
of the 13th Five-Year Plan and a national publishing fund
project. The series provides a detailed overview of tradi-
tional settlements in various regions from aspects such as
settlement formation and development, human geography,
spatial pattern, type characteristics, functional composi-
tion, group combination, settlement style, and traditional
settlement conservation strategies. From a few books on
Chinese vernacular architecture in the 1980s and 1990s, to
the Chinese Vernacular Architecture Series (18 volumes)

covering 15 provinces and 3 major regions (Northeast,
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Northwest, and Hubei and Hunan) in the early 21st centu-
ry, and then to the Settlement Research Series covering 27
provinces and regions with traditional settlements as the
research object, it marks the gradual maturation of the the-

oretical system of rural settlement research.
Conclusions and future work

This article systematically reviews the research histo-
ry and related historical background of traditional rural
settlements since the 1930s, hoping to explore the devel-
opment characteristics and changes in the research of tra-
ditional rural settlements through mutual reflection be-
tween the national ruralconstruction and development per-
spective and the value of historical and cultural heritage.
This article divides the nearly 100-year research history of
traditional rural settlements into four stages: (D From the
1930s to before the reform and opening up, the study of
traditional rural settlements was incubated with the start of
the study of vernacular dwellings, and experienced stagna-
tion and fluctuation during the wars and reforms. @ From
the late 1970s to the 1980s, with the reform and opening
up, the construction of rural houses and the development
of township enterprises, the study of traditional rural set-
tlements was driven by the realities of development and
began its exploration under the guidance of the conserva-
tion of cultural relics and famous historic and cultural cit-
ies. @1In the 1990s, the alignment with international cul-
tural heritage conservation concepts and the popularization
and promotion of the value of rural heritage promoted the
intrinsic motivation for the study of traditional rural set-
tlements, forming a preliminary research framework, sys-
tem and paradigm, and the study of rural settlements grad-
ually deepened. @ Since the beginning of the 21st century,
the attention paid to rural heritage resources such as fa-
mous historic and cultural villages and traditional Chinese
villages by all sectors of the country and society has risen
to an unprecedented level. The study of traditional rural
settlements has become a highly-regarded discipline, with
a flourishing of theoretical research across multiple disci-
plines. Practical research is also being continuously pro-
moted amidst national strategies such as rural revitaliza-

tion and the rejuvenation of national culture (Fig.14).
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Currently, China’s urban and rural development has
entered a new era of high-quality development. The con-
servation and development of traditional rural settlements
face both many practical problems and excellent develop-
ment opportunities. As a rural production and living space,
a built heritage, and a historical and cultural resource, how
can traditional rural settlements integrate into the urban-
rural development framework under new conditions, real-
ize greater value, and play a greater role in the process of
rural revitalization There are still many issues worth ex-
ploring and researching.

Continuouslyexcavating and organizing the resources
of traditional rural settlements and consolidating the terri-
tory-wide basic data system is an important research direc-
tion for the future. This fundamental work is urgent be-
cause traditional rural settlements are still disappearing
rapidly. Although the state and local governments have es-
tablished a conservation list system mainly based on fa-
mous historic and cultural villages and traditional villages,
it is undeniable that many traditional rural settlements of
high value have not been included in the list for various
reasons and have not received the conservation they de-
serve. Protecting unlisted “quasi-built heritage” during
rapid rural development is a highly challenging task, and
resource investigation, research, and excavating and sor-
ting form the foundation of this task. Meanwhile, the es-
tablishment of a territory-wide basic data system is an im-
portant support for the formulation of national policies on
the conservation and utilization of traditional rural settle-
ments. Traditional rural settlements exhibit differences in
characteristics, quantity, and value density across the
country’ s spatial distribution. To correctly understand
these regional differences and formulate reasonable macro-
regional policies, a comprehensive and systematic ap-
proach is needed, which in turn requires the establishment
of a sound basic data system. Some of the work currently
underway, such as the demonstration of the conservation
and utilization of traditional villages in concentrated and
contiguous areas, is an attempt to address this issue from
this perspective. However, from the perspective of a holis-
tic understanding across regions, there is still much work

to be done.
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The Society for in Chinese

a series of rural construction survey reports; Fei Xiaotong’s | 930s War of Resistance Against Japan and War of Liberation.
Peasant Life in China
Liu Dunzhen’s Overview of Chinese 1957
Residential Buildings
The first going to the 1958 The People’s Commune Movement began.
a batch of planning and design schemes for people’s
were i inthe i Journal
1964 The “Learn from Dazhai in Agriculture” movement began
1978 Reform and opening up; implementation of the household contract
f responsibility system; relaxation of controls on self-built rural houses
at the “First National Conference on Rural Housing Construction”
The Second National Conference on Rural Housing Construction was

1981 held, followed by nationwide cadre training and rural planning; the
second national cultural relic census was also conducted.

The first batch of 24 famous historic and cultural cities in N .

1g9gp China was announced; Tongli Town in Suzhou was announced Law on the Protection of Cultural Relics was.
as a cultural relic conservation unit of Jiangsu Province, promulgated; the ICOMOS Tlaxcala Declaration
becoming the first town and village to be included in the cultural on the Regeneration of Small Settlements was issued.
relic conservation system.

1983  “Jiangsu Province Small Towns Symposium”; township and
village enterprises emerge as a dark horse.

World the of the COMOS |
International Charter for the Conservation and Restoration - i i i
1985 Ruan Yisan organized a series
of Monuments and Historic Sites; and develops the Dingcun ‘o of oonservati;sr;\ plans for ancient
Plan to ap area for ancient buildi " L towns and water villages in Jiangnan
The second batch of national famous historic and cultural - y,g | ng Administration  (Zhouzhuang, Tongli, Jiaozhi, Wuzhen,
World the ICOMOS Charter for the cities was announced, and the concept of “historic and 3 " . - 2
1986 Cultural conservation zones” including villages and towns Law of the People’s Republic and Xitang, etc.); China Architecture &
Conservation of Historic Buildings and Sites (Venice Charter 1964). was proposad; China Post fssued a sgt ofsg i of China separates land Building Press published a series of
prope pec ps ownership from land use books on veracular architecture,
The section on Urban Planning introduces the ICOMOS “Chinese D rights. including Guangdong Vernacular
Charter (Draft) for the Preservation of Historic Towns. - The Zhejiang Provincial Deparlment of Housing and Urban- . Architecture, Shanxi Vernacular

1987 Rural D velg ent orgamzed researchers such as Hu Lichen p ,

B Chen Zhimua 1o conauct research on the anaient village Architecture, Yunnan Vernacular
clusters along the Nanxi River. I Zhejiang

1988  The Dingcun Ancient Architectural Complex has been designated Architecturs.

I as a third batch of national key cultural relic conservation units.
World and i UNESCO's 1989 . N P
the and C ¥ Role of Historic Areas (Nairobi, 5,’,‘;';,23:3;‘;:'°339“a““";;,’:,2;';,g’:
1976), ICOMOS's Charter for the Conservation of Historic Towns and Urban ten-year investigation and research
Areas (Washington Charter) (1987), and the Guidelines for the Implementation project on vernacular architecture,
of the Worid Heritage Convention (1987). 1991  The Academic Committee of Famous Historical and Cultural Cities 2.',‘2:,'2"5"}5’,,?,:,?,’\‘}“,,‘;:;",2 ;’hllfﬁsd,e
held its annual meeung on the theme of “Conservation and Renewal Reaches of the Nanxi River, Xinye
of Historic Sites”. Village, and Zhuge Village. Meanwhlle.
Dong Wei, Zhang Shiqing, and Han
Dongging of Southeast University
have continued to conduct systematic
h ient vill: in Huizhe
Peng Ylgang s Analys:s of Village L was 1992 Eﬁmmﬂ'\‘:,:{ﬁf" Villages in Huizhou
i on the ing of Historic and Cultural Cities published a
dlscussnon on the issue of “Historic Site Conservatmn" in Urban Planning—with
Several ions on the of ical sites.
Chen Zhihua published Outline for the Study of Rural Architecture: 1998
Taking Settlement Research as an Example.
1999  ICOMOS Charter on the Built Vernacular Heritage
2000 The ancient villages of southern Anhui (Xidi and Hongcun) became
| the first village-type World Cultural Heritage site in China.

2002 The State Council promulgated the Law of the People’s Republic of China
on the Protection of Cultural Relics (2002 Amendment), which introduced
the concept of “historic and cultural villages and towns”.

2003 The first batch of 12 famous historic and cultural The Ministry of Construction has issued the Measures for the

| villages of China was announced. Selection of China’s Famous Historic and Cultural Towns (Villages).

2005 The second batch of 24 Chinese historic and cultural y . .

V. villages was announced. The National Eleventh Five-Year Plan Outline Proposal proposed

2006  The third batch of 36 famous historic and cultural “building a new socialist countryside”.
villages of China was announced.

The on the C¢ ling of Historic
and Cultural Villages and Towns* project, supported b;’ the Ministry 2008 T."“‘; ";‘;’&h g:tﬁ: °fasssafzr"'"a"‘:|ms'°ﬂc and cultural
of Science and Technology during the 11th Five-Year Plan period, Ylthegﬁnh batclh 0::51 famoul; historic and cultural villages
/as aj ed.
\was approvi 20" 0" of China was announced.
Th: ;‘_Research on Key Technoloo'gles for the ?;:INS@NWO" Pla"""'r'tg ?0I| 1 UNESCO Recommendation on the Historic Urban Landscape
an itic illages* project, pal
e . N . i The Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development, the
of the 12th Five-Year Plan National Science and Technology Support ", z’;\?n?g‘rypgmatlhiﬁnm%mﬁﬁg::z? gﬁ:"g‘:::‘:::ggf Ministry of Culture, the State Administration of Cultural Heritage,
Program, has been approved. and announced th first batch of 646 traditional Chinose and the Ministry of Finance jointly issued a Notice on Conducting
villages. a Survey of Traditional Villages, officially launching a
survey of villages in China.
2013 3;2 sai?'%v:ﬁ‘ggach of 915 traditional Chinese villages The Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development, the
N Ministry of Culture, and the Ministry of Finance issued the
Notice on Doing a Good Job in the Conservation and
Development of traditional Chinese Villages in 2013 (Jiancun
[201 3] No. 102) and the Notice of the Ministry of Housing and
n-Rural Develo, pment on Issuing the Basic Requuemems
Village Cc
Do Plans (Tnal ion) (Jiancun [201 3] No. 130).
T!Ie project “Preservinq N?stalgia-Survey on the Filing. (_)f deiti_onal Ch.inese 2014  The third batch of 994 traditional Chinese villages was
Villages” and the compilation of the “Database of Traditional Chinese Villages” announced; the sixth batch of 107 famous historic and
were carried out, resulting in the publication of the Field Manual for the Archiving cultural villages in China was also announced.
Survey of Traditional Chinese Villages and the Archiving Survey Template of
Traditional Chinese Villages, and the establishment of the “Chinese Traditional 2016  The fourth batch of 1598 traditional Chinese villages was
Villages Network”. I announced.
The 19th National Congress of the Communist Party of ple,,,

2017 China proposed “rural revitalization”, making issues The OP' nions on Implementing the Froiect c’ﬁ,’,,‘:;”éﬁ':;"ce
related to agriculture, rural areas, and farmers a top to focus the “Traditi Chinese
priority in the Party’s work. Villages Conservaﬁon Project."

2018  Opinions of the CPC Central Committee and the State Council

| on ing the Rural italization Strategy
2019  The fifth batch of 2666 traditional Chinese villages was
announced; the sixth batch of 211 famous historic and
| cultural villages in China was also announced.
The key project of the 13th Five-Year Plan National Key Research and Development 2020 The Ministry of Finance, together with the Mlmstry of Housing
Program, on Key for the Conservation, and and Urban-Rural D
Modern C ion of Ti Villages”, has been approved; the project for the i
project for the Conservation of Traditional and utilization of traditional vnllages
Villages and strategles for Their Active Utilization” has been launched. In 2022, the Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development and
CCTV jointly produced a 10-episode documen'ary series, “The
The Series on the Conservation of Traditional Chinese Settlements, amajor 2022 Wisdom of hinese
national publishing project during the 13th Five-Year Plan period. alist Off 42 :oumles (cities, dlsmm) desmnated as demonstganon
areas for the tion ant

of traditional villages in 2022

The sixth batch of 1,336 traditional Chinese villages was announced;

the list of 35 counties (cities, districts, and banners) for the concentrated
and contiguous conservation and utilization of traditional villages in 2023
was also announced.

Figure 14 Historical background and research process of studies on traditional rural settlements
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Systematically sorting out the characteristics and re-
lationships of traditional rural settlements across the coun-
try and establishing a nationwide, fine-grained lineage of
traditional rural settlement types is also a very valuable re-
search topic. In fact, existing research has already built a
basic framework for this issue. What needs to be further
broken through in the future is how to conduct more re-
fined and in-depth research by continuously acquiring and
accumulating basic data. While research on traditional ru-
ral settlements in various regions, especially at the provin-
cial level, is relatively mature, research at a larger regional
level is still in the exploratory stage. In the future, research
at cross-regional spatial scales such as river basins, ancient
roads, border areas, and coastlines will become an impor-
tant direction. This type of research is based on large-
scale, detailed sample data, and pays more attention to ho-
lism and interconnectedness. Through continuously devel-
oping technological means, it supports the detailed charac-
terization of settlement samples in large-scale regional
spaces, and forms systematic and open results from the
perspectives of cultural exchange, interaction, and integra-
tion. Based on this, research on the types, characteristics,
distribution, and lineage of traditional rural settlements
can be significantly developed, and the accuracy and pre-
cision of existing research frameworks can be improved.

The digitization of traditional rural settlement herit-
age will play an increasingly important role in future re-
search. In recent years, with the rapid development of
high-resolution remote sensing, high-precision sensing,
computers, the Internet, data science and other fields, re-
search and practice on the digitization of heritage in tradi-
tional rural settlements are constantly emerging. Technolo-
gies such as 3D real-scene modeling, high-fidelity real-
time rendering, the Internet of Things, and artificial intel-
ligence will play a vital role in various aspects of tradi-
tional rural settlements, including surveying, archiving,
simulation, monitoring, early warning, display, and man-
agement, and related sub-fields of research will flourish. In
the past, the application of new technologies in rural set-
tlement heritage has often been considered instrumental;
however, the development of new technologies in this

round may bring a new paradigm to traditional settlement

http: / www.viserdata.com/journal/jsa

research, especially when villages are created as digital
twins or become Al-generated objects. Related research
may no longer rely on the material entities of villages, but
on virtual objects. This transformation may be disruptive,
and the paradigm and even ethical issues involved will at-
tract scholars to conduct discussions.

In addition, the livingcontinuity and development of
rural settlement heritage is also a key issue that needs at-
tention under the new circumstances. Simply put, the reuse
of idle, damaged, and unused heritage objects is consid-
eredvitalization; while “heritage living continuity” also
include a large number of traditional objects in use in rural
areas, whether listed or unlisted heritage. The protection of
the value of rural heritage, the improvement of its physical
condition, the configuration of modern facilities, and the
continuation, transformation, and development of its func-
tional status should all fall under the category of “living
continuity and development”. This involves not only basic
institutional issues such as land and housing, but also poli-
cy and technical issues such as heritage conservation, ren-
ovation and upgrading, and facility configuration. It also
involves market issues such as industry, capital, operation
and maintenance, and talent, as well as the development
and governance of villages and communities. Its connota-
tion is richer, and the subjects involved are more diverse.
How to properly handle the relationship between the pub-
lic sector, the collective, and the private sector is a funda-
mental issue. Public sector supply policies require respon-
ses from collectives and the market; the market can pro-
vide various resources such as capital and technology, but
the premise is that it obtains the support of collectives and
individuals; collectives own property rights, but they do not
necessarily have the ability to lead the conservation and utiliza-
tion of heritage. How to build a community that enables herit-
age to realize public value, the private sector to realize benefits,
and the collective to achieve development and governance,
thereby promoting the living and sustainable development of
rural settlement heritage, is indeed a question with many pro-

found issues worth exploring.

Sources of Figures and Tables

Figure 1: Adapted from reference[ 6];



TAO Jin, LI Geng, XIAO Dawei, et al/Journal of South Architecture 3:(2026) 29-63 57

Figure 2: Adapted from reference[ 8 J;

Figure 3: Adapted from reference[ 31];

Figure 4: Adapted from reference[ 44 ;

All other figures and tables were drawn by the authors of

this article.

Notes

1) Relevant documents and policies include: the State
Council of the Central People’s Government’ sInstructions
on Protecting Historic and Revolutionary Cultural Relics
in Basic Construction Projects (October 12, 1953); the
State Council’ s Notice on Protecting Cultural Relics in
Agricultural Production and Construction (Guo Er Wen Xi
Zi No. 6, April 1956); and the State Council’s Provisional
Regulations on the Protection and Management of Cultur-
al Relics (March 4, 1961), etc.

2)Measures for the Selection of Famous Historic and
Cultural Towns (Villages) in China (Ministry of Construc-
tion, October 8, 2003).

3)Speech at the Central Urbanization Work Confer-
ence (December 12, 2013), Selected Important Documents
Since the 18th CPC National Congress (Volume 1), Cen-
tral Party Literature Press, 2014, pp. 605-606.

4) Notice from the Ministry of Housing and Urban-
Rural Development, the Ministry of Culture, the State
Administration of Cultural Heritage, and the Ministry of
Finance on Conducting a Survey of Traditional Villages
(Jiancun [2012] No. 58).
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