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ABSTRACT A selective review of the literature demonstrates the difficulty in defining ‘vernacular architecture’. Re-
cent studies have presented an overly narrow, single-sided, or even unacceptable image of the topic in comparison 
with many earlier definitions and discussions. However, those earlier analyses also had various shortfalls. The inter-
dependence of vernacular architecture, economic interests, and emerging awareness of buildings’ interaction with 
the environment demand a rethinking of vernacular architecture, which the present study understands as signifying 
housing offered for most of the world’s population.
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Introduction
Christopher Alexander commences his famous book The 
Timeless Way of Building with an explanation of his un-
derstanding of ‘The Timeless Way’: ‘It is a process which 
brings order out of nothing but ourselves; it cannot be at-
tained, but it will happen of its own accord, if we will only 
let it’ (1979, ix). After the publication of numerous articles 
and book chapters on vernacular architecture over recent 
decades, this trusting conviction does not need any further 
comment. Alexander’s leitmotiv provides an indissoluble 
connection among vernacular architecture, sustainability, 
and timelessness (cf. AlSayyad and Arboleda 2011, 137).

Those three terms open up a spectrum that is not even 
remotely comprehensible. Therefore, the present paper 
considers three questions related solely to the term ‘ver-
nacular architecture’. (1) Is it possible to define ‘vernacular 
architecture’? Different and sometimes contradictory no-
tions characterise scholarly contributions on the topic. (2) 
What are the weak points in the contemporary discourse 
on the subject? My review of the arguments aims at inte-
grating considerations on the potentialities of vernacular 
architecture in the current context of change. This leads 
to the final question: (3) What tasks do I personally see 
in the term? My contribution aims at providing an idea of 
the following: the difficulty in comprehending the term 

‘vernacular architecture’; the degree to which its interpre-
tation can be rooted in scholars’ affiliations in their disci-
plines; and finally, owing to current demands, it is neces-
sary to rethink vernacular architecture.

Characterisation of Vernacular 
Architecture in the Literature
Prominently and proactively, Rapoport and Oliver tried 
to identify the fundamental principles that characterise 
vernacular architecture. Subsequently, many authors and 
architects have selected certain aspects for use as catch-
words: perhaps that was as a countermovement to an ar-
chitectural approach that has been strongly determined 
by industrial forces and has changed the image of archi-
tecture around the world. This change went hand in hand 
with social upheavals and reckless exploitation of natural 
resources. Many authors (cf. Vellinga 2013) drew wrong 
conclusions or made untenable assertions. It could be that 
they were under pressure from large numbers of clients 
who enjoyed the benefits of contemporary architecture 
with its industrial character but were confronted with 
(Larsson 1989, 518–524) or felt subjected to its deficits 
(Vellinga 2011, 176–77). 

Apart from the above-mentioned originators, many 
more influences have established and cultivated an image 
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of vernacular architecture that is seemingly devoid of all 
shortfalls. Examples are open-air museums and cultural 
heritage sites (cf. AlSayyad 2001; Hamza 2019; Mugerauer 
2001; Robinson 2001). Beyond their economic success 
story, we must not forget that their showcasing has de-
tracted from their authenticity as examples of vernacu-
lar architecture. Here, it is not just a question of whether 
they are credible representatives of such architecture. 
Ultimately, their relentless economic exploitation could 
even stir national sentiments in different countries in the 
competition for heritage sites (AlSayyad 2001, 16; Illich 
1982, 119; Oliver 1989, 2001; Upton 2006/07, 9). A re-
flexive look back to a time that allegedly had answers to 
all tasks and problems and thus becomes interpreted as 
the ‘good old days’ (cf. Sauerbruch and Hutton 2011, 45) 
highlights political tendencies that promise to preserve 
what has been lost. Sections of the population that cannot 
follow the speed of change tend to be averse to changes 
that come from outside; they wish to rebuild their heritage 
in seclusion. Vernacular architecture was earlier regarded 
as a refuge of regional and national sentiments (Brunskill 
1971, 18) as well as a convenient symbol for national and 
subnational identities (Brown and Maudlin 2012, 352 
quoting Leach 2002). I do not deal with these considera-
tions in detail, but I wish to provide an idea of the range of 
impacts when reflecting on this paper’s first question.

I access the topic as a craftsman and scholar. As a crafts-
man, I am fascinated by analytic observations of historic 
buildings and building techniques. I believe I am able to 
read in such observations ideas for innovative approaches 
in addressing current tasks. Beyond such practical con-
siderations, I am convinced that documenting a vanishing 
built culture contributes to historiography. This may dis-
respectfully be described as pointless support of a funda-
mentally changing identity or as the romantic production 
of photographs and drawings (exaggerating AlSayyad 1989, 
531). It is incontestable that written and pictorial documen-
tation cannot replace the loss of structural knowledge—re-
gardless of whether the knowledge concerns manual skills, 
properties of materials, or workflows. In contrast to Tuan 
(1989, 33), I am convinced that skills and knowledge not 
applied are not transmitted and become lost1. I also do not 
agree with Maudlin that my ‘archaeological approach to re-
search … suggests a deeper conviction that vernacular ar-
chitecture is best understood in terms of structures because 
those structures are, or were, functionally determined’ 
(2010, 10). Maudlin’s point is correct but insufficient. If I 
want to understand a structure in all its details, I have to 
talk to the people living in it and—optimally—with the 

person responsible for its construction. Selecting, collect-
ing, and transporting materials, preparing the structural 
elements, and the processes of construction and furnishing 
are social, economic, cultural, and material processes that 
are embedded in cultural traditions.

‘Research on dwelling traditions belongs … no more 
to architecture than to anthropology, archeology, geogra-
phy or art and architecture history—to name just a few’ 
(Bourdier 1989, 36). It is impossible to separate a house 
providing physical shelter from the dweller in the house: 
that is the person who lives and works in the house and 
gives it an identity. As a scholar, I am fascinated with the 
ongoing realisation that no discipline by itself is able to 
offer valid explanations for all buildings. All disciplines 
have to listen and be well advised to be aware that we 
always put ‘ourselves in context’ (AlSayyad 1989, 531 
quoting Spiro Kostof). Normative explanations are out-
dated. Avoiding discussion with other people tends to lead 
to entrenched opinions: it does not benefit the main task 
of architecture, which is that of serving human needs.

According to Upton, ‘vernacular architecture’ was first 
used in the 19th century by architectural theorists. They re-
ferred to the preindustrial buildings of yeoman farmers as 
being devoid of ‘the intellectual and artistic currents of the 
Renaissance’ (Upton 1983, 262; cf. Vellinga 2011, 176).

Most will agree that the term ‘vernacular’ expresses 
usage in everyday life by ordinary people in a particular 
region. Thus, ‘vernacular architecture’ can be defined as 
‘architecture built of local materials to suit particular local 
needs, usually of unknown authorship and making little 
reference to the chief styles or theories of architecture’ 
(GRI 2018). ‘Chief styles’ refers to architectural expres-
sions and designs that characterise a representative archi-
tecture over a specific period of time span regardless of 
whether it is religious or secular. The delimitation is ulti-
mately less strict than it may appear. Rapoport states that 
the high style of architectural elements ‘can be fully and 
properly understood only in the context of the vernacular 
matrix which surrounded them, and to which they were 
related, at the time they were created’ (1980, 283).

However, problems arise with respect to public struc-
tures, such as schools, governmental buildings, opera 
houses, and prisons. Then, it is not so clear whether they 
should be regarded as vernacular architecture. Maudlin 
employed the terms ‘polite’ and ‘vernacular’ when distin-
guishing types of architecture, stating that ‘the bound-
ary is inherently porous’ (2010, 10; cf. Brunskill 1971, 
25–28). Vernacular architecture is ‘formed out of historic 
professional, academic and social constructs’ (Brown and 
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Maudlin 2012, 345). A created ‘other’—‘most evident in 
the delineation of cultural and ethnic boundaries’—ul-
timately supports intellectual imperialism (Brown and 
Maudlin 2012, 352; cf. Upton 1993, 10–11). Separating 
Western from non-Western cultures was an attribution 
of ‘otherness’ that had long historical roots (Upton 1993, 
10). With the adoption of a broader perspective beyond 
Europe and North America (Vellinga 2006, 84; Vellinga 
2013, 583), this separation became inappropriate with re-
spect to ‘modern’ versus ‘rooted in tradition’ (Brown and 
Maudlin 2012, 349).

In 1964, the still ‘unfamiliar world of nonpedigreed 
architecture’ had to resort to the terms ‘vernacular, anony-
mous, spontaneous, indigenous, rural, as the case may be,’ 
simply ‘for want of a generic label’ (Rudofsky 1964). There 
are still more designations. Özkan gives a brief explana-
tion of the various terms (2006, 100). According to Noble, 
the term ‘vernacular’ was widely used in the United King-
dom, whereas ‘traditional’ was preferred in North Amer-
ica (2007, 6). Anthropologists urged replacement of the 
negatively connoted term ‘primitive’. I refer to discussions 
of the underlying meaning by Guidoni (1994, 5–15) or 
Rapoport (1990, 26–27). Among other factors, Tuan ques-
tioned use of the term ‘traditional’ because it explicitly 
emphasizes a lack of creativity and choice (1989, 27–33).

There is also the definition given by Aalen, an Irish cul-
tural geographer; it intends to specify and thus narrow the 
content of the term ‘vernacular’: ‘Conformity, anonymity, 
and continuity may be seen as the hallmarks of regional 
vernacular architecture, reflecting the cultural coherence, 
simplicity, and conservation of present communities and 
the deep rooted traditions within the building craft’ (1973, 
27). It is necessary to examine the descriptive terms care-
fully. I wish to emphasise that the terms initially employed 
in this subject area underline how difficult it is to arrive at 
valid definitions. When related to traditional villages, con-
formity is a valued characteristic: houses are regarded as 
fitting with another just as they fit with their environment. 
‘Individual expression is of small importance in vernacu-
lar shelter, for the similarity of the buildings within a clus-
ter is symbolic of identification with the group that resides 
within them.’ (Oliver 1975, 12) Not all would agree with 
Oliver. Lewcock demonstrates how houses may at first 
glance appear identical but in reality are not (2006, 203). 
That is in contrast to groups of houses in modern towns, 
which are examples of overemphasis of economic effi-
ciency. Rapoport introduces examples of anonymous ar-
chitecture whose designers are not anonymous (1989, 89). 
Lack of knowledge can easily lead to wrong assumptions. 

Continuity does not express rigid immutability or con-
stant repetition: it is adherence to social rules that ensures 
a community’s cohesion. Those rules were adapted to so-
cietal change and many influencing conditions, such as in-
herent quality. Quality does not straightforwardly refer to 
building or material quality; it refers to integrating experi-
ence, knowledge about the climate, geography, building 
materials, treatment of materials, and social solidarity as 
well as to dependence, cultural embedding, and inhabit-
ants’ well-being.

The above characterisation ‘results in representations of 
vernacular traditions that are frozen in time, incomplete 
and, quite often, romanticised’ (Vellinga 2006, 83). Con-
sequently, Vellinga replaces the term ‘vernacular architec-
tures’ with ‘vernacular traditions,’ defining tradition as ‘a 
conscious and creative adaptation of past experience to the 
needs and circumstances of the present’ (Vellinga 2006, 
83). Vellinga’s approach certainly facilitates the perception 
of vernacularity as a dynamic process. Kopytoff emphasised 
the processual character of all kinds of buildings being 
driven by the continuous change in their use, function, and 
meaning (1986). Similarly unhappy with an overly narrow 
interpretation, other authors included more broader con-
ceptions. Brown and Maudlin added the category ‘every-
day’—material culture as an artifact of human culture (2012, 
341). Upton protested, ‘We tend not much to have to say 
about the truly ordinary or about the seamier aspects of 
our buildings or builders. Our tale is relentlessly cheerful’ 
(Upton 2007, 9; a variation of an earlier statement, 1993, 
14). This is a savage contradiction to the often miserable 
living conditions of those living in such buildings. 

Obviously, deficiency of clarity is unacceptable. ‘Lack of 
definition and explanation [of vernacular architecture] … 
may … suggest a certain academic laziness on the side of 
the scholars concerned’; that results in perpetuating gen-
eralised, stereotypical images (Vellinga 2013, 583). Vel-
linga’s concluding statement that ‘vernacular architecture 
is nothing more or less than the architecture of the Other’ 
(2011, 172) is as provocative as Pritzker prize winner Hans 
Hollein’s dictum that ‘everything is architecture’. However, 
it is necessary to identify the terms that are used to char-
acterise this ‘architecture of the Other’.

Critical Comments on Recent Literature 
on Vernacular Architecture
The enormous growth in scholarly interest in vernacular 
architecture has led authors to make simplifications, in-
accurate statements, and wrong conclusions, which has 
driven worldwide discussion. In doing so, researchers 
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have overextended themselves and denounced methodical 
weaknesses to which they themselves fall victim.

The way some authors have pounced on Bernard Ru-
dofsky appears almost like a witch hunt (AlSayyad and 
Arboleda 2011, 137; Maudlin 2010, 10; Upton 1993, 12; 
Vellinga 2011, 182; 2013, 581–82). Özkan is one of the few 
who defended Rudofsky instead of simply quoting him: 
‘He provokingly brought to the fore and introduced onto 
the agenda of world architecture an area of architecture 
that had, as yet, gone largely unnoticed and which used to 
belong solely to a rather hidden field of academic archi-
tectural research.’ (2006, 99)

Rudofsky tried to open his colleagues’ eyes: he at-
tempted to free them from their one-dimensional percep-
tion of architecture. As an architect, Rudofsky employed 
a language that was most likely to be used by his peers: 
an ‘essentially aesthetic approach’ (Vellinga 2011, 282). 
Thus, Rudofsky intends to set other architects thinking 
more effectively. The exhibition and associated publica-
tion Architecture without Architects (1964) made him 
famous. Everyday architecture ignored his wake-up call. 
The criticism of the authors cited in the previous para-
graph is accurate, but it hits the wrong. Authors should be 
denounced if today they cite a book like Rudofsky’s that 
has become a synonym for a particular idea but which is 
seldom read carefully. No one pillories anthropologists 
when they long believed that there was little more in ver-
nacular architecture than fireplaces, sleeping places, and 
place hierarchies. Rudofsky was unpleasant in many re-
spects. He made his colleagues’ conceitedness, Eurocen-
trism, their biased perception of architectural history and 
social components a subject of discussion. The choice of 
the pictures presented in Architecture without Architects 
was not just selective; it was tendentious.

Rudofsky used his photographic material first and fore-
most to provoke his colleagues: ‘Vernacular architecture 
does not go through fashion cycles.’ ‘The untutored build-
ers in space and time … demonstrate an admirable talent 
for fitting their buildings into the natural surroundings.’ 
‘They welcome the vagaries of climate and the challenge 
of topography.’ ‘Part of our troubles results from the ten-
dency to ascribe to architects … exceptional insight into 
problems of business and prestige.’ ‘It is the humaneness of 
this architecture that ought to bring forth some response 
in us.’ All these statements are directed at architects, and 
simultaneously they contain a hidden message at consum-
ers of architecture for treading on architects’ toes. Such 
consumers hold the lever to remind architects that their 
products are not primarily intended as tools of narcissism.

I now move to a broader point of criticism. Vellinga’s 
meticulous collection of 175 studies convinced him that 
‘reductionist and essentialist approaches’ might ‘ulti-
mately hinder the integration of vernacular traditions in 
contemporary design rather than encourage and enable 
it’ (2013, 572). He refers to a skeptical article of AlSayyad 
and Arboleda (2011) that does, what Vellinga argues: ‘Se-
lected … from a large number of building traditions’ that 
are ‘lumped together to underscore and illustrate certain 
points or arguments that apparently’ shall discredit more 
or even all (Vellinga 2013, 582). The quoted article’s au-
thors structure their verification of identified ‘repeatedly 
invalid … sustainability principles’ in ‘material and site 
appropriateness’, ‘climate responsiveness’, ‘socio-economic 
advantages’, and ‘adaptability’.

AlSayyad and Arboleda claim to be able to refute mate-
rial and site appropriateness with examples. At first glance, 
they appear to be correct. Material and site appropriate-
ness are commonly linked with ideals: they did not exist 
in various regions for centuries—not only since the 20th 
century (as in the examples of AlSayyad and Arboleda). 
In South China and in border regions to adjoining coun-
tries, flight and expulsion have shaped the narratives of 
minority peoples (e.g., Wiens 1954). Repeatedly, people 
there had to readapt their old building traditions by use 
of locally available materials and according to locally spe-
cific conditions; therefore, they were site appropriate. That 
issue increased dramatically in the second half of the 20th 
century. Following international pressure to strictly deter-
mine borders, many governments used the opportunity 
to force their minority peoples to settle permanently in 
certain locations. Such minorities had previously been 
difficult to govern: they sought better living conditions 
and ignored borders they regarded as randomly defined 
(cf. Scott 2009). Minorities became accused of destroying 
environments using slash-and-burn cultivation. That as-
sertion was and still is one of the main arguments used in 
forcing them to settle down2. Meanwhile, there is ample 
scientific evidence indicating that such insinuations are 
questionable and economically motivated (e.g. Berkes 
1999; Cairns 2007; Choocharoen 2014; Hecht, Morrison 
and Padoch 2014; Parrotta and Trosper 2012; Yokoyama 
et al. 2014). Some of the minority peoples investigated 
have built fascinating complex buildings (e.g. Zwerger and 
Mallikamarl 2019) as well as simple huts. Despite having 
to deal with flight and expulsion, they used only locally 
available materials. Examples of such use in refugee camps 
are very clear: refugees employ only locally available mate-
rials—even if they amount just to cardboard, sheet metal, 
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or waste materials. In order to sound not disparaging, 
such construction should be termed ‘site adapted’ rather 
than ‘site appropriate’. 

AlSayyad and Arboleda call Malinowski, Fortune, 
Mead, and Bateson for assistance to confirm their view 
(AlSayyad, Arboleda 2011, 142). It is little wonder that 
Malinowski, Fortune, Mead, and Bateson emphasise 
social conditions and draw conclusions from their view-
point. Architects and building historians focus on dif-
ferent targets (cf Oliver 1987, 9). Questions that need to 
be addressed are as follows: Which material was used 
when and for what purpose? Are the used materials and 
the way of employment environmentally less harmful 
than contemporary materials? To demonstrate that I am 
aware of the complexity of this topic, I add here two ex-
amples of how the use of a material cannot be taken as 
a proof for anything. The alleged ‘green’ material wood 
can (and unfortunately quite often is) abused as a cover-
up—thoughtlessly, unconsciously, or even consciously. 
‘So-called sustainable timber buildings of recent years 
have turned out to be hollow, when viewed against their 
initial claims of environmental sensitivity.’ (Røstvik 
2011, 178, with reference to Norway) The experience of 
fire burning down whole villages could lead to the deci-
sion to substitute wood as a building material for stone 
(Zwerger 2012, 185). But such a change could happen 
only locally and depending on the availability of the 
newly chosen material.

The question cannot be whether we should build today 
as we did for centuries in the past. The question has to be 
as follows: what ecologically, socially, and culturally ac-
ceptable result could emerge from the relationship-build-
ing task at a designated location and with reference to his-
torical examples of vernacular architecture? The evidence 
of AlSayyad and Arboleda indicating that material and site 
appropriateness are false assumptions may be interpreted 
in different ways. Vernacular architecture represents a 
flexible approach to construction such that in certain 
cases, ‘social conventions, gender roles and the economic 
functions of buildings’ (AlSayyad, Arboleda 2011, 142–
43); they supplant building forms optimally adapted to a 
site or materials. This flexibility is no weakness; still less is 
it a reason to abandon vernacular architecture.

AlSayyad and Arboleda offer examples in order to dem-
onstrate that climate responsiveness is no longer accurate 
(143–46). Many structural responses to climatic challenges 
developed over centuries: they were long beneficial even if 
that is no longer the case. Yet, many buildings constructed 
over recent decades demonstrably lack suitability. It has 

become evident (primarily in urban agglomerations) that 
buildings made of concrete and glass raise questions much 
sooner than with the structures of the former vernacular 
architecture. Foruzanmehr and Vellinga took a further 
step by including social considerations (2011). They dis-
cuss wind catchers as architectural installations for cool-
ing the inner temperatures of dwellings. For the average 
consumer, wind catchers may not be able to compete with 
air-conditioners and electromechanical cooling systems. 
However, it has been argued that one should reconsider 
un-reflected habits. The building sector consumes almost 
40% of total primary energy use (Logue et al. 2013). The 
energy required for space cooling and ventilation is a 
rising energy consumption factor (Isaac and van Vuuren 
2009). The air-conditioner market is growing worldwide 
(Chiesa and Grosso 2016). The Chinese market is showing 
exceptional growth (Chiesa 2016, 2019).

The results of the study by Foruzanmehr and Vellinga 
indicate that wind catchers are only one of several meas-
ures for achieving temperature reduction: unsurprisingly, 
residents are often aware only of ‘modern’ solutions with 
respect to ‘comfort, convenience and cleanliness’ (Foruzan-
mehr and Vellinga 2011, 283). I offer a comparison here. 
If drivers were asked whether they thought all concrete 
and paved roads were necessary in light of the high costs 
for construction and maintenance, they would probably 
answer as follows: it is necessary to consider the economic 
fact that unpaved roads massively accelerate vehicles’ wear 
and tear. Drivers would not respond by saying that roads 
need to be built, materials have to be produced, exhausted 
materials have to be disposed of, and roads result in the 
sealing of huge areas, which has global consequences. It is 
necessary to consider social and cultural attributes in ad-
dition to economic and environmental factors. Arguments 
about the economic inefficiency of historical measures 
(Foruzanmehr and Vellinga 2011, 282) should be balanced 
against the full costs of energy production, including pro-
duction and disposal of air-conditioners and all structural 
and building physical requirements.

I return to AlSayyad and Arboleda: ‘As indigenous ver-
nacular dwellings are designed for a stable climate, they 
are far more vulnerable to unpredictable climate fluctua-
tions’ (2011, 145). ‘Far more’ obviously signals a compari-
son with contemporary architecture. With ever-shorter in-
tervals, we are confronted with news about contemporary 
architecture being inadequate despite predictable climate 
phenomena. I have difficulty understanding the authors’ 
conclusion: ‘The paradigm of climate responsiveness in 
the indigenous vernacular has been deeply disturbed … 
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by changing climate patterns which make traditional ma-
terials and dwellings inefficient.’ (146) That quote imme-
diately follows the assumption of grown tolerance to poor 
climate conditioning: ‘Take the case of Salvadorian rural 
communities living nowadays in tiny metallic shelters that 
feel so hot on the inside they have been popularly dubbed 
as microwaves.’ (AlSayyad and Arboleda 2011, 146) It is 
difficult to follow AlSayyad and Arboleda in their argu-
mentation. People recently have become more tolerant to 
hardly bearable climate conditioning while they shall have 
lost all confidence in materials and dwellings they have 
coordinated for centuries.

I agree with AlSayyad and Arboleda that previously ap-
plied socioeconomic advantages are no longer valid. How-
ever, I would like to offer an example to trigger debate as 
to whether new socioeconomic factors can come into play. 
Cooperation and neighbourhood assistance are socio-
political activities that can ultimately have socioeconomic 
consequences. To make construction more easily afford-
able and in keeping with highly valued ideals, architects 
have repeatedly tried initiating or supporting cooperative 
projects among residential communities. Cooperation 
as answer to common residential ideas bonds a group of 
people socially. It is difficult to imagine that experience 
with traditional vernacular constructions and styles of 
living offer no enlightenment. 

The fourth topic addressed adaptability. I do not 
argue against all selected examples of AlSayyad and Ar-
boleda that intend to prove that flexibility, expansion, 
and portability are no longer possible. Rapid popula-
tion growth and social change in traditional societies 
are definitely facts that ‘tend to challenge the theoretical 
adaptability of indigenous vernacular buildings’ (148). I 
do not agree with this fundamental position. The exam-
ples presented by AlSayyad and Arboleda appear strik-
ing, but they do not appear to be correct in all cases. The 
Hakka people in Fujian Province built fortified dwellings 
also of rectangular shape, not only round. The Dong 
people also extend their houses in transverse direction 
(Zwerger 2006, 2013), not only lengthwise. Likewise, the 
Dong installed an additional fireplace, which defined 
a separate kitchen. It became a focal point for a son’s 
family if it was impossible to erect an own house. The 
term ‘adaptability’ does not imply effortless change. To 
raise silkworms in the 19th century, some Japanese farm-
ers modified their house roofs (e.g., Kawashima 1973). 
Accordingly, the thatched structures had to be reroofed 
at regular intervals. Thus, the change in roof shape was 
not really a major challenge.

I here introduce Røstvik’s idea as an antithesis to the 
conviction of AlSayyad and Arboleda that adaptability 
is an outdated term. Røstvik presents an example from 
Norway, which demonstrates how necessary it is to re-
think the connotations with vernacular architecture. Ac-
cording to Røstvik, a number of affordable row houses 
built in wood ‘boasted the typical hallmarks of sustain-
able design such as low energy and high efficiency’. But 
the houses were not designed universally. ‘The wisdom 
of universal design, exemplified by the loose-fit, foresees 
a building’s use and reuse for generations and hence, its 
structural and cultural durability.’ (Røstvik 2011, 178) 
Two characteristics emerge as attributable to former ver-
nacular architecture: longevity; and local design as not 
(yet) applicable in contemporary buildings. To ensure 
durability today, a design should be defined as little as 
possible. Less strictly defined designs could keep archi-
tecture adaptably. Lawrence agrees with Røstvik: ‘Today, 
the principle of adaptability is too easily forgotten by ar-
chitects, town planners and public officials who want to 
demolish, rather than renovate existing buildings [for the 
sake of economical calculations having only in mind the 
annual revenue / author’s comment]. It should be noted 
that the vernacular buildings were rarely made redun-
dant as quickly as many buildings designed by architects 
during the 20th century.’ (2006, 123)

Vellinga observes a tendency in presentation and me-
diation whereby ‘generalised models of environmentally 
responsive and sustainable architecture’ are offered as de-
velopment patterns toward incorporating them into cur-
rent architectural practice (2013, 580). He is irked espe-
cially by the appropriation of vernacular architecture as an 
architecture of inherent superior qualities (Vellinga 2013). 
At this point, we encounter again the discussion about 
Rudofsky’s alleged presentation of vernacular architecture.

All architectural history targets only highlights—ex-
amples that have survived owing to their extraordinary 
quality. No one would therefore conclude that all build-
ings possess the same quality. This may be one of the rea-
sons for vernacular architecture having remained ignored 
for such a long time. Initially, building researchers had 
to demonstrate that non-elite architecture was capable of 
surviving for centuries. I will introduce here a compari-
son. Historiography has long presented individuals with 
superior qualities. Comparatively late, it was observed in 
that field that presenting the details of everyday life and 
the history of ordinary people had considerable power. 
This does not mean that all former historiography was 
wrong: quite the contrary, its critical analysis allowed the 
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filtering out of correct narratives toward evaluating them 
and inferring conclusions about their categorisation. 
Still more important is the possibility of writing a com-
prehensive history of the collection of narratives, which 
need to be constantly reassessed beyond ideological atti-
tudes and convictions.

I present here an additional critical comment. Vellinga’s 
critique of essentialist and reductionist statements is wel-
come. However, he himself proves how easy it is to fall into 
a trap: ‘It is notable that the various building traditions dis-
cussed are commonly presented in a generalised and essen-
tialist manner’3 (2013, 582). In his endeavour to stand up 
to false allegations, Vellinga is willing to employ oxymora. 
His request to take studies into account ‘that focus on … 
emerging traditions’ (2006, 83) leaves no doubt about the 
author’s intention. Tradition ‘is the traditum, that which 
has been and is being handed down or transmitted’ (Shils 
1981, 12; cf. Bourdier and AlSayyad 1989, 6, who restrict 
the term’s applicability to common people). It is possible 
only to transmit existing or past knowledge, not emerging 
knowledge that is still in a state of genesis.

Vernacular Architecture as a Task of 
Reflection and Action
Vellinga wavers from a programmatic title, ‘The End of the 
Vernacular’ (2006, 93; 2011), to hopeful conclusions that 
vernacular architecture could teach lessons (2006, 83 and 
92–93; 2013, 585). This is, however, not necessarily a con-
tradiction. I would suggest that the current, increasingly 
sophisticated, detailed examinations as to why the conno-
tations of historical vernacular architecture are simplified, 
single-minded, wrong, and outdated. Various contribu-
tions have clarified the enormous shortcomings in earlier 
and many current academic contributions. It is necessary 
to understand that a simple adaptation of former knowl-
edge and practices and ‘restricting our focus to environ-
mental issues only’ (Vellinga 2015, 5) is not appropriate 
for current needs. However, all analyses demonstrating 
deficits remain intellectual exercises if no effort is made to 
redefine ‘vernacular architecture’ in all its manifestations. 
If one paraphrases Upton’s ‘restirring the pot’ (2006/07, 
11), it is necessary to question where and how to start re-
definition. It becomes necessary to question the statement 
of Herz whereby, ‘In contemporary times of globalisation 
… vernacular architecture takes on an entirely new role. It 
is strategically employed to blend over differences, and to 
cloak and hide changes occurring in contemporary socie-
ties. An apolitical architecture is transformed into a de-
politicising architecture’ (2008, 271).

For long, constant, but hardly realisable, adaptation to 
changing conditions was a characteristic feature of ver-
nacular architecture. Streams of refugees or waves of emi-
gration took with them distinctive building elements as 
part of their cultural identity. The urbanisation boom in-
duced a more drastic change. The previous construction of 
housing by landowners or through experienced builders 
no longer became possible. Larger residential houses have 
now become technically so complex that only professional 
builders can construct them. New building techniques 
have to be learned and tested, and they include aberra-
tions. It is improbable that satisfactory results could have 
been developed in the course of a few years. 

I mentioned earlier the discontent among many in-
habitants with their modern living environment. Such 
opinions could be dismissed as complaints despite resi-
dents enjoying high standards of living. However, some 
scholars share those perceptions. ‘Housing modernisa-
tion has, especially in the case of low-cost housing, led to 
the disappearance of qualities of utility characteristic of 
traditional dwellings. For the poor, the transition has in 
many respects meant change for the worse, not, as antici-
pated, for the better.’ (Larsson 1989, 503) Bourdier states 
that ‘in Third World countries there is an imperative to 
solve the paradox of how to benefit from modernisation 
while returning to the wisdom of non market-dependent 
values’ (1989, 35). That sentence contains a political chal-
lenge with respect to ‘benefit’ and ‘returning’: it is less a 
paradox than a basis for discussion. Further, we might ask 
whether Bourdier’s statement might not also apply to the 
First World. Doubtless the search for an answer to that 
question would be more tedious and probably more pain-
ful. According to Mugerauer, it has to be accepted as a fact 
that internationalised construction technologies ‘tend to 
displace and ignore local identities and senses of place’ (95). 
Here, again, the arguments can be dismissed as additional 
voices to the chorus of complaints attacking modern archi-
tecture or—worse—‘Western’ buildings ‘valued as symbols 
of modernity’ (borrowing words from Brown and Maud-
lin 2012, 349). However, the breathtakingly rapid changes 
in requirements for housing production need time for 
development. That time seems to have run short. 

Like resource scarcity, climate change remains a major 
challenge, although those two are not the only ones. Con-
temporary architecture has to find answers as deep social 
changes become evident in the following ways: new family 
structures and household types; new relationships with 
respect to residence and work; new mobility plans; new 
technologies; and other changes that affect dwellings and 
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the meaning of living space. Time will tell whether future 
social challenges will interfere with our lives as deeply as 
the change to sedentariness has done.

Contemporary architectural research contends with a 
great problem. It appears to be overly focused on offer-
ing technological solutions. The current research of Zhai 
and Previtali is a striking example (2019). Apart from 
this critique, the search for globally valid design rules 
reflects insufficient understanding about the complex 
interdependent situations that demand action. Of course, 
it is to be expected that broader recognition will be ac-
corded to a global project than to a local one. However, 
it is necessary to question architectural designs that aim 
to equalise completely different climatic or topographic 
conditions by relying on technology. The idea behind such 
projects is the wish to offer the most economic solution. 
But it is imperative to avoid purchasing practices that 
strive for the cheapest option irrespective of any hidden 
costs. It is necessary to look in advance for possible later 
unwanted consequences.

Too many architects and urban planners have become 
accustomed to ‘the “one problem–one solution” method’ 
(Lawrence 2006, 124). According to Lawrence (2006) ‘aca-
demics, policy decision-makers and city planners have ig-
nored … complexity, especially the web of economic, eco-
logical, health and other social characteristics of the built 
environment’. Such statements express awareness of the 
urgency of the problem. This urgency demands uncon-
ventional ideas in finding solutions. Magazines and books 
present presumed best-practice examples. But it is nec-
essary to analyse them carefully. Ingersoll states that for 
decades, architects attempted to build more environment-
friendly structures. Strikingly, most architecture classi-
fied publicly as environment-friendly has been directed at 
prestige projects designed by famous architects. At least 
some of them allow ‘a strong doubt … that the high cost 
of construction can be amortised by good energy per-
formance’ (Ingersoll 2012, 582 quoting McDonough and 
Braungart). Other structures comply with the principles 
of biomimicry significantly less than with economic cost-
benefit calculations (Ingersoll 2012, 586–587). Ingersoll 
sees only one solution. Future-oriented projects that meet 
the needs of larger population groups living in vernacular 
architecture have one common ground: waiver. ‘Waiver’ 
here refers to refraining from constructing buildings that 
would have special status, such as with respect to the con-
structed area or size (Ingersoll 2012, 584). Ingersoll is not 
alone. Sauerbruch and Hutton (2011, 41) reword his in-
tention seemingly less strictly when talking of ‘reduction 

in demand and technological innovation’. ‘Reduction in 
demand’ is in conflict with all efforts of the economic 
system, which is focused on constant growth; that system 
is eager to make people believe that such growth is the 
only guarantor that civilisation will continue. The de-
mands of growth have to clearly address the counterclaims 
of waiver if the doctrine of unreflected growth should be 
questioned.

Technology can and must provide support such that the 
concept of waiver is not perceived as a loss but as a profit 
in the best case. It should become a political challenge 
to detach waiver from its connotation of material goods. 
Waiver should be offered to the general public as a way for 
reflecting how it could be possible for all humankind to live 
a good life—both now and in a future with a huge world 
population. The alternative way out of our current dilemma 
would be a decreed change. Authoritarian scenarios incite 
opposition. Only insight allows people to overcome inertia 
and engage in radical thoughts. Global problems cannot 
be solved by a single brilliant idea. ‘While global warming 
seems single minded in its course, there need to be many 
answers to the Ecology Question. Different places offer dif-
ferent potentials.’ (Ingersoll 2012, 589). Røstvik (2011, 173) 
believes that smaller, lighter buildings are necessaryas well 
as ‘an aesthetic of efficiency not only in terms of energy 
consumption, but also in terms of how architecture is con-
ceived, designed, constructed, demolished and recycled’ 
(174). Thus, Røstvik believes that possible approaches to ef-
ficiency are the architect’s responsibility.

I believe that responsibility should be shared—among 
both consumers and politicians. Contemporary vernacular 
architecture can be sustainable (and this is another pro-
spective challenge) only if it serves its users’ needs. At pre-
sent, there are two divergent views. On the one hand, there 
are people who have experienced a certain measure of 
convenience with respect to their living space, and they are 
not willing to relinquish that. This disposition is illustrated 
by the example cited above about air-conditioners replac-
ing wind catchers4. On the other hand, there are political 
actors who are obliged to convince their voters that radical 
revisions in habits are inevitable. There is a need for politi-
cians to have the courage to tell people that their choices 
may be neither easy to explain or understand.

Conclusion
I quote here Shil’s (1981) explanation of the term ‘tradi-
tion’: ‘The tradition of empirical knowledge embraced 
both the knowledge of how to adapt an inherited model 
of a tool or a machine so that it would be appropriate to 
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the better performance of recurrently given tasks and the 
knowledge of how to use the tool efficiently’ (1981, 83). 
Tradition based on empirical knowledge enables progress. 
If actions are taken without any handed-down know-
ledge, the results occur by chance: without incorporating 
a knowledge of history, the probability of success is low. 
Indeed, traditional thought encourages innovation: ‘Mas-
tery of traditional empirical knowledge is … capable … of 
becoming detached from the tradition through efforts to 
see how work could be done more efficiently.’ (84) In ad-
dition, ‘It is the tradition which permits the discernment 
of the opening to invention.’ (85) Vernacular architecture 
thus should be discussed as a source of understanding 
values of tradition ‘as a creative, adaptive and reflective 
process within modernity’ (Brown and Maudlin 2012, 
349, referring to several other authors).

Returning to Alexander’s leitmotiv presented in the 
Introduction, I share the critical view of AlSayyad and 
Arboleda about the ‘indissoluble connection of vernacu-
lar architecture, sustainability and timelessness’. However, 
I wish to bring those terms together in a new context. If 
vernacular architecture is regarded as the type of housing 
for most of the world’s population, it is clear that it has to 
serve many similar tasks for many people; those tasks are 
the same as those for people who previously lived in vil-
lages. In addition, there are social and cultural tasks. But 
people face additional, entirely new challenges. It is neces-
sary to deal with the consequences of excessively long and 
reckless lack of considering relationships between hous-
ing, building, nature and human needs. As a result, the 
concept of sustainability inevitably appears. The key issue 
is not about proving whether ‘old vernacular architecture’ 
is more sustainable than ‘emerging vernacular architec-
ture’: it is about how efforts should be made to rethink 
building and building processes anew toward making to-
morrow’s constructions accord with today's standards of 
responsibility. People need to rethink what they need for 
living. Only after having become aware of their depend-
ence from resources they can consider how they wish to 
live (not least with respect to social and cultural condi-
tions). This condition is timeless.

My answers to the three questions posed in the Intro-
duction may appear unsatisfactory: they may seem pro-
vocative to some people, utopian to others. I regard them 
as contributing to the general discussion. I am convinced 
that vernacular architecture has become a difficult concept, 
one subject to many conditions, influences, and interests; 
thus, all efforts to provide straight answers fall short.

Notes
1.	 Even though there exist surprising examples for the 

opposite. The reintroduction of the Japanese yariganna 
in 20th century demonstrates that sufficient image ma-
terial and ambition can revive a lost technique.

2.	 There is insufficient space to discuss the complex 
interplay of better health care leading to an increas-
ing population, which in turn leads to shorter cycles 
of crop rotation, further penetration of the majority 
population into minority settlement areas, imported or 
supported poppy cultivation, instrumentalisation for 
power struggles, and war games (e.g., McCaskill and 
Kampe 1997).

3.	 The English term ‘commonly’ has two meanings: often 
and usually. If Vellinga intended the meaning ‘often’, I 
retract my critique! ‘Usually’ would be an inadmissible 
generalisation.

4.	 It is highly interesting to extend the discussion by 
comparing the results of Foruzanmehr and Vellinga 
with those of an investigation by Azarbayjani (2019) 
on the same topic.
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