General Studies Lectures

Engineering Towards Development and Change 

University of Addis Ababa, Faculty of Technology, 14.05.07 
SHELTER AND SOCIETY

Vernacular Architecture in its Cultural Contexts

Visiting Professor, Dr Paul Oliver, MBE.

I must admit, it was something of a surprise to be invited to lecture on the subject of my first book on vernacular architecture, which was entitled Shelter and Society. An edited work, it included in Part Two, ten contributions on buildings in both rural and urban contexts. Mainly written by colleagues, former members and students of the Architectural Association in London, they included studies of selected European, African, Indian and Native American traditions. But I also invited papers on illegal “squatter settlements” of Lima, Peru, and of Athens, Greece, as well as an example of self-built hippie or “funk architecture” in Colorado, USA. I wondered whether I was invited to reconsider my selection or to change my views expressed in five chapters of Part One. The latter were on ‘Primitive Dwelling,’ ‘Documentation and Preservation,’ the ‘Attitudes of the Modern Movement,’ the ‘Aesthetics of Material, Structure and Form,’ and the ‘Need for a New Approach.’ I hoped that the book offered this by advocating studies that related buildings to the cultures that produced them, more closely than customary in the past.

Frankly speaking, some three decades later, I feel that the subjects and the approaches to them expressed in the papers were sufficiently diverse, yet representative of the breadth of the field on a world basis. As for my own chapters, I still hold the opinions I expressed, although these would be emphasised and illustrated today by the results of the research and projects that I have undertaken in the ensuing years. .

Before discussing the significance of “Shelter and Society” it is important that the basic terms that we use are made clear.” Referring specifically to the aspects under discussion here, the word “Shelter” implies its universal primary function of protection, while “Society” can be regarded as “the state of living continuously in structured association with others for mutual benefit, often in a specific territory.” The term “Culture” refers both to the collective characteristics, values and attainments of a society, and to the Culture that produces them.

“Vernacular Architecture” may be simply defined as “the architectural languages of the people”, but in the Encyclopedia of Vernacular Architecture of the World I proposed a more detailed definition, namely that it “comprises the dwellings and all other buildings of the people. Related to their environmental contexts and available resources, they are customarily built utilizing traditional technologies. All forms of vernacular architecture are built to meet specific needs, accommodating the values, economies and ways of living of the cultures that produce them”.

Such needs may relate to their environment and its management, to their respective economies and occupations, to their inheritances and their aspirations and to their relationships with other social groups. In most societies the people are too numerous to be accommodated in single shelters, so settlement location, organisation and communication routes are of great importance. These factors depend in detail on the nature and structure of the society, or aspects of one with which a study is concerned. But there are fundamental principles which must be recognised and understood, of which the most significant is the fact that Vernacular buildings are not architect-designed but are constructed by members of societies to accommodate their respective functions.

Basic to all societies is the family unit, which may comprise male and female couples, and their children, and may also include grand-parents, brothers and sisters of successive generations, which maintain their continuity and growth over time. Virtually all who research the relationship of shelter and societies are, or do become, aware of the significance of the family in the larger societal contexts. Marriage, or accepted partnerships, may be endogamous and within the social group, or exogamous, requiring either the male or the female partner to marry a member of another, often specific, such community. Identity in these arrangements is proven by ancestry and lineage over generations. The lineage may descend through the male line or not infrequently, as is the case with some pueblo Indians or the Asante of West Africa, through the female line.

Family associations are maintained and as they grow by relationships with other families, frequently lead to social structures that involve all members of the inter-connected family groups. Patterns of behaviour, individual and inter-family connections, respect for beliefs and willingness to defend the territory, generally result in “structured associations for mutual benefit.” Such benefit may include the collective development of an environment and its resources, the clustering of families in settlements and the shared knowledge of the construction of an appropriate form of shelter. In many structured associations certain lineages may exert power or take on leadership roles.

All this depends, of course, on the nature of the environment and its use and nurture for the support of the evolving community as a whole. The needs of societies and families, or of individuals within them, will differ in accordance with their relative numbers, health, adaptability, desire to learn and assimilate, and willingness to participate in mutual activities. Environmental conditions may also be markedly different in mountain regions, in woodlands or deserts, with climatic and seasonal variations that can be severe. All these may affect the nature of the shelter that communities may construct for their own protection and use, which will also be dependent on access to resources.

Over centuries the potential of differing environments has been gradually assimilated and understood with appropriate treatment and skills emerging. Of all resources needed for their survival the most essential is water, although its freshness may be affected by topographical features and the presence of chemicals or minerals. Food is vital, some peoples becoming “hunter-gatherers,” like the San of the Namibian desert, living on wild fruits or plants and the flesh of animals. Others may be nomadic, establishing routes which enable them to pasture animals in spite of seasonal changes.

Countless early settlements were developed by sedentary cultures beside, or near to, streams and brooks. Valleys with flowing rivers were frequently cultivated, those that were subject to light flooding being adapted to the growing of rice. The cycles of cultivation and harvesting of cereal and vegetable crops were learned and exploited, with advanced agriculture being developed in Mesopotamia – now Iraq. Terracing of mountain slopes in order to provide successions of soil ledges is to be found in many parts of Asia and Europe, the configuration accounting for dispersed settlements such as those built by the Ifugao of the northern Philippines, or by the Newar of the Nepalese Himalayas. Their shelter types are not the same however, for differing resources and climates have affected the size and nature of the structures that they build, and the functions that they serve.

With regard to resources, a map of the surface earths of the world reveals that there are soils and clay types that are specific to certain regions. The lateritic soils, for example, which have a high iron content and are especially suitable for clay lump and brick constructions, are found in the tropical regions of the southern hemisphere but rarely in the north, where podzolic and desertic soils prevail. These have facilitated different construction techniques for mass walling, although roofs generally require the tensile strength of selected vegetal materials. Deciduous trees or coniferous timbers that are suitable for these purposes are found in different parts of the world, often, as in the case of horizontal log construction, influencing the forms of the buildings Also widely distributed are the varieties of bamboo and palm, which are technically classified as grasses, but are strong and make tensile and flexible structures possible..

Vernacular architecture, or the building types of literally thousands of societies or cultures throughout the world, reflects the accessibility of such materials and the acquisition of the tools and skills with which to make them. As has been noted, individuals and groups may be pastoralists or they may be agriculturalists, but they may also be engaged in manufacture or trading, Whether they’re nomadic or sedentary, such subsistence or expanding economies will still be largely dependent on the climate, soils, vegetation, seasons and other natural resources and phenomena, These do not determine shelter forms but they do condition them, as is the case with the well-known example of the iglus, or ice and snow block domes of the Inuit of Arctic North America. Domes of very different kinds are to be found in Cameroun, while conical pole structures covered in skins, cloth or grasses are widely distributed in northern regions of Canada, Europe and Siberia.

Some of these structures are undifferentiated, with no distinction between wall and roof, their cladding converging at the peak, More frequently, vernacular buildings are structurally differentiated, with timber frames or walls of stone or earth supporting the separately constructed roofs. Being exposed to climatic precipitation the roofs may be clad with layers of grass thatch, slabs of stone or slate, or tiles of fired clay, which are usually attached to a wooden framework. The raising and placing of these various building elements will often involve more than the “self-build” of a single person or family, community members working to construct the whole or a part of the shelter.

Over time the forms of buildings, whether dome, cone, cubic, rectangular prism or different combinations of these, have evolved to suit the spatial, environmental and domestic requirements of countless societies. But it’s also evident that a measure of influence is to be traced in numerous instances, with cultures passing down their traditions over generations, while others have acquired and adapted technologies that have been spatially diffused. The continuity and sustainability of the various kinds of shelter to be found across the world are largely dependent on acquired knowledge and construction skills. Often the building processes are gender differentiated, with the women of certain cultures, such as the Maasai of East Africa, being the builders. In other cultures women lay the floors, mud plaster the walls or decorate them, preparation of the materials and erection of the main structure being done by males. But, in either case it is the passing on of methods and the training of the children, who will be the builders of the subsequent generation, which are vital to societies and the perpetuity of their shelter.

To a certain extent the relationship of the society to its shelter is evident in the processes of construction and common aspects of plan, forms, space use and dimensions which may characterise their buildings. While we may associate the concept of “shelter” with covered protection it is usually much more than effectively repelling rain and snow, or reducing exposure to solar heat. Not that these are unimportant: adaptation to extreme climates by way of appropriate building is significant in the tropical domains. Over time no doubt, the construction of thick adobe walls in the Middle East and elsewhere, persisted largely because of their climatic performance. Solar heat was slowly transmitted through exposed walls, so that interiors were warmed at night, but were cool by day. The devising and diffusion of types of “wind-scoop” from the Indian sub-continent to north-east Africa, permitted high-level breezes to be deflected from the roofs to the rooms below, often with added humidifiers to cool and refresh the interior rooms below. The extensive use of the courtyard plan throughout much of Asia and the Middle East is also an aspect of climatic modification that has persisted over centuries. To some these may appear more as examples of building and climate technology than of shelter and society, but their invention, presence, development, and effects on usage are related to both.

Apart from the function of the dwelling and its details, the social implications of shelter are far wider. Shelter is often associated with the building of dwellings, and indeed, this is the most prevalent function of vernacular architecture, domestic traditions being related to the continuity of societies, often over many centuries. But the differing economies of cultures, or of specialist members within them, have led to the devising and refining of building types to accommodate them. Prominent among these are store-houses such as cereal granaries and barns, or kitchen structures for preparing or cooking food. Within the dwellings of some cultures, silk-worms may be raised, while in others weaving looms are operated; both being characteristic of many dwellings in south-central China. Other factors are also of importance in such cases. For instance, silviculture (raising silk-worms) requires mulberry trees, on the leaves of which the rapidly maturing silkworms feed. As for weaving, this requires generous space and good natural light conditions, often necessitating the installation of large windows or balconies, as is the case with the Newar of Nepal.

In regions where the difference between the seasonal temperatures and precipitation is considerable, as in much of Europe and North America, stables and byres for the keeping or wintering of horses and cattle are common in farm complexes, usually divided in stalls for the animals, and with space and facilities for milking, storage and sometimes, cheese-making. Serving the communities, workshops may be constructed for the use of blacksmiths, carpenters and other craftsmen who have developed special skills. Some forms of functional shelter can be much larger, such as the boat-houses and fish-markets of numerous coastal communities. In Europe until the 20th century, windmills and watermills were built extensively, their use being common to villages and small towns of virtually all regions where the natural phenomena of wind and water were persistent and dependable.

Where some of the material and other resources are in decline or where certain economies have consumed them, some cultures have often had to adapt their buildings and the methods of constructing them. Nevertheless, there are strong bonds and ties to the inherited lands which many cultures are reluctant to sever. Many cultures relate their presence on earth to that of their ancestors, believing, as do the Dagomba of northern Ghana, that the spirits of their ancestors are present and aid them in determining their lives and their futures. Throughout the world, vernacular types have developed which reflect shared beliefs, hierarchies, and kinship patterns, while some dwellings may have symbolic connotations or ornamentation which are of significance to particular cultures. Some systems of belief, or religions, have evolved which define to a degree the secular and sacred spaces of certain building structures, even determining their patterns of use. Such is the case with the hogan or octagonal plan single cell structure of the Native American Navajo people of the south-west United States. Within this building there are established codes of behaviour and gender designated areas which, as I’ve explained elsewhere, correspond to a considerable degree with the uses of the Mongol yurt (or ger) tent.

Cosmic associations of the dwelling are extensive among many cultures, while others regard their settlement patterns as reflections of higher values, as do the Dogon people of the Bandiagara escarpment in Mali, who view the plans of their compounds in symbolic anthropomorphic terms. Other cultures perceive sacred forms in their domestic structures; for example, the Minangkabau of Sumatra relate the roof-shape of their long-houses to the horns of the sacred water buffalo. It’s an association which is expressed in more dramatic form by the Toraja of Sulawesi, whose rice-barns are similar to, and directly facing, their houses. Both cultures are within the extensive island complex of Indonesia and their belief may be the result of the diffusion of Hinduism, of structural systems, even of a means of exhausting stale air through gable openings – or all of these. Yet, in other respects, including their use of graphic symbols painted on their dwellings, they differ markedly.

This raises the issue of separate buildings of religious significance which may be constructed by many cultures in the form of shrines or stupas, as is frequent in Buddhist communities. Larger structures are built as temples for collective worship by Hindus, while many Christian churches and chapels, Muslim mosques as in Tunisian villages, are also constructed with community participation and at a scale that justifies their consideration as vernacular architecture. At much greater scales and with considerably more economic investment, architect-designed religious buildings, including monasteries and madrasas, have augmented or replaced them in many cities.

Some of the urban churches and mosques may have witnessed increase in their congregations in recent years. Following World War II, many countries gained independence from colonial powers, while others witnessed a marked growth in their respective populations. The introduction of cash economies and the prospects of employment, led to extensive migrations of rural people to the cities. It has been frequently stated that the world’s cities in the first decade of the twenty-first century now accommodate more than half of the global population. That this indicates that half of the global population is not urban appears to be overlooked, although the problem of urban expansion is largely the consequence of the neglect of rural regions on the part of governments and potential employers.

During the past and present centuries massive concentrations of shelter, termed “informal”, “illegal” or “squatter” settlements, have substantially contributed to urban growth in most continents. Like the vernacular traditions with which innumerable societies identify themselves, these shelters and settlements of peri-urban communities are also largely self-built. Bidonvilles, or clusters of houses constructed of bidons, - metal oil drums that were cut and beaten into metal sheets – were noted in the 1950s in the outskirts of Casablanca, Morocco and many rapidly followed. Among the most widely known of these informal settlements are the favelas of Rio de Janeiro in Brazil. Constructed on steep slopes, the favelas penetrate deep into the city, not far from the tourist centres and beaches. They too were originally built of waste materials and were often in a vulnerable, unfinished state. 

In the cities of India, including Bombay and Calcutta, vast numbers of immigrants occupied every available space, many living on the sidewalks, some sleeping on traffic islands or the tops of the porches of permanent buildings. Bustees, or clusters of rudimentary dwellings made from waste materials, were often polluting but seldom repressed, especially in view of the fact that many of their residents worked at the most menial tasks in the cities. Reactions to the expanding peri-urban settlements were various, but few nations were willing to accept them, or support them. One of the first to do so was Turkey, where the gecekondus had mushroomed rapidly in sectors of the capital city, Ankara, and in Istanbul. The inhabitants had often maintained a connection with their villages of origin, which many of the houses reflected in having similar construction. The city of Ankara encouraged settlements to have urban leaders, and developed a plan whereby a “trade-off” of facilities, such as electricity supply by the city against improvement in the road surfaces by the new inhabitants, or other commitments ensured mutual engagement in the of establishment of the new settlements.

Around Lima, Peru, the sheer numbers and scale of the “invasions” of rural migrants and their temporary shelters, rapidly erected while they prepared to build more firmly in the barriadas, eventually led the city to provide services on large grid plans. Before long, the flat lands were consumed and successive generations of settlers from rural Peru commenced building on the steep and rugged slopes of the surrounding mountain range, using local stone and fired brick. In some instances measures to service such fringe settlements were taken by non-government organisations, as was the case with the “consolidated bustees” near Calcutta. Similar organisations provided work-shops for employees in the outlying settlements of Nairobi, Kenya, where projects were initiated including the provision of serviced “core units” to which permanent self-built structures could be attached. A valuable experiment though it was, the building and servicing such units just could not cope with the sheer numbers of migrants that continued to arrive and to build shelters of any available natural or waste materials.

I have often been asked if I consider the self-built shelters of such settlements are within the compass of ‘vernacular architecture,’ although, as noted, examples were included in the original book, Shelter and Society. Should the definition I have cited be accepted, then indeed they are, but the reasons for the establishment of such settlements and dwellings within them, including the depletion and rejection of the rural areas must be recognised. Appropriate infrastructures and serious support for the housing are fundamental and necessary, but any measures taken are bound to fail if the social implications of the settlements are not fully comprehended and accommodated. In a period when the world population is anticipated to increase by fifty per cent in less than half a century, it is essential that these problems of rural exploitation and depletion, of economic stress and urban migration, and their implications of social change are confronted. A considerable literature already exists on studies of aspects of shelter among many societies and of the growth of peri-urban settlements but I wonder if politicians, or even the popular media, are ever aware of it.

Yet, if the challenge of world housing is to be met in this century, I believe that it necessitates the understanding, support and servicing of all societies, and of their vernacular traditions of shelter, both rural and urban.

Visiting Professor, Dr Paul Oliver, MBE.,
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