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INTRODUCTION 

Vernacular architecture is commonly recognized as a broad marker of  group identity, and its 
aesthetic is often associated with the material culture of  a people, a time, or a region. This 
identity is not constant and is often subject to change over a period of  time. Cruck and box-
frame houses, for example, today are generally referred to by the English as “Elizabethan” despite 
the fact that such timber-framed buildings originated with Roman builders 2000 years ago and 
were once common throughout northern Europe. Similarly the hemispherical, grass-covered 
dwellings found in Southern Africa are today referred to as “Zulu” despite the fact that, until less 
than a century ago, they were commonly built by most groups living in this region.  

As a system vernacular architecture is also subject to its own internal ecology, often involving a 
complex interplay of  social, economic, spiritual and environmental factors which, at times, can 
prove extremely variable. While change is inevitable, and the ability of  vernacular builders to 
respond to new technologies and social conditions is proverbial, this is also one of  its 
weaknesses, and workers engaged with such issues as housing, tourism and symbols of  national 
identity have come to understand that the vernacular is an extremely fragile environment. One 
of  the most notable threats to self-built architecture is the fact that, in most cases, the people 
most concerned with its construction and upkeep are also the least affluent in our society, and 
despite the fact that their work has often been integrated into national identities, we have yet to 
find the means of  rewarding them adequately for their industry, originality and invention. Usually 
the presence of  the occasional tourist who might or might not make a small contribution to the 
local economy is not sufficient inducement for the careful maintenance of  a vernacular building, 
and given the choice, most families will opt for the comforts offered by a more modern lifestyle. 
Faced with the loss of  a whole sector of  the national heritage, governments have been powerless 
to prevent changes to their national landscape and, in desperation, most cultural workers have 
opted for a policy of  Open Air Museums. Although Historical Heritage legislation has met with 
some notable success in some parts of  the world, the imposition of  some mythical UNESCO 
World Heritage Site status can only be successful only in so far as its residents can be persuaded 
to participate in its processes. This paper focuses upon events in South Africa since 1994 and the 
transformation of  its vernacular built environments since the establishment of  democratic 
government in this country. 

REGIONALISM AND IDENTITY 

The concept of  Regionalism has long been associated with factors of  language, literature, 
cuisine, aesthetics, spiritual belief  and, more generally, of  culture, and gives a people a sense of  
group homogeneity which sets them aside from their neighbours. Often the identities they create 
give rise to powerful political forces whose need for formal recognition can, at times, lead to 
conflict and violence. President De Gaulle once asked “How can one govern a country that has 246 
varieties of  cheese?” (Lloyd & Mitchinson, 2008: 50), but for practical examples we need to look no 
further than the recent struggles for autonomy that are currently taking place in Catalonia, the 
Sudan, the Kashmir, Mongolia, northern Iraq, and Turkey, to name but a few.  

Probably one of  the best recognized markers of  regional identity is the built environment. As 
early as 1875 French architect Viollet-le-Duc wrote a book that took his readers on a mythical 



tour of  the domestic architecture of  humanity (1875), a journey which covered the buildings of  
most of  the earliest Mediterranean and middle-eastern civilizations. Invariably Le Duc reduced 
his examples to a series of  prototypical stereotypes or “styles”, using a system of  analysis that 
today would be described as Structuralist. He also did not hesitate to pronounce judgment upon 
the societies he supposedly visited, describing the Normans as “rude, cunning, rapacious and 
grasping” (1975: 332) while the Hellenes he considered to be “energetic, hardy and intrepid” (1875: 
195). Given the fact that in his lifetime he never travelled too far beyond the bounds of  his own 
home environment, his work must have been heavily reliant upon information provided by other 
travellers.  

Since then a number of  other authors have used the same structuralist methodology to describe 
the historical built environment. The Fletchers, both father and son (1896), originally put 
forward a Darwinian “Tree of  Architecture” whose roots were firmly planted in Egyptian, Assyrian, 
Greek, Chinese, Japanese and Peruvian building. After following a cross-cultural and historical 
evolution the “tree” then culminated with the emergence of  the Modern Movement in North 
America, thus promoting a firm post-war vision of  an internationalist culture under Western and 
North American leadership.  

Forde (1934) based his analysis upon geographical and economic factors which laid particular 
emphasis upon technology and climatic adaptation, something that resonated with the growing 
Modernism of  that era. It was not until the 1970s that the indigenous architectures of  Africa, 
South America and Asia began to find a place in the libraries of  mainstream architectural 
academia (Guidoni, 1978).  

Nonetheless in West European and North American universities, the writings of  Modernist 
historians, such as Jencks (1973) and Frampton (1980) remain to this day the dominant reference 
works in architectural education. Despite the fact that Oliver has long pointed out that a number 
of  technologies and traditions can happily co-exist within the same vernacular tradition (1975), 
modernist architects persist in their recognition of  the current-day “vernacular” only so far as it 
applies to an urban environment (Jencks, 1975: 28). In the process they have elevated certain 
types of  recent urban construction to the level of  a “folk” vernacular, much as Venturi has done 
in his study of  Las Vegas (1966).  

Contrary to Modernist assertions, the incorporation of  hollow blocks and solar screens in a 
modern design does not meet the requirements of  a regional identity. Nor, for that matter, does 
the use of  local aesthetics. Regional identity goes beyond the use of  thermal controls and a coat 
of  paint, and seeks to create the spaces, signs and symbologies of  local society, something that 
can only be found in an amalgam of  its building technologies and social customs. For example, 
the circle, in African society, is a symbol of  leadership, and to walk into a circular arrival space is 
an immediate signal to African visitors that they have entered into a place of  political power. 
Without such symbolism, the entrance to a ministerial building is stripped of  its significance and 
is reduced to yet another space. That is why the semi-circular arena at the Union Buildings in 
Pretoria remains a powerful symbol of  a nation’s leadership, despite having been originally 
designed to meet the ideological needs of  a post-colonial political system dominated by whites. 
This is something that critical readers of  this volume may care to remember: that, barring a few 
notable exceptions, symbolism and metaphor are elements in the local language of  modern 
architecture that are singularly missing from the chosen examples.  

THE LOSS OF VERNACULAR AS IDENTITY 

It would be easy to ascribe the loss of  our rural heritage to a growing trend towards urbanization 
and the use of  industrial materials, but that has not always been true. During the 20th Century 



three main threats have emerged: human conflict, totalitarian government, and an improved 
standard of  living.  

During the late Middle Ages the growing imposition of  an oppressive feudal system encouraged 
many rural families to move to urban centers where the system of  government was more 
representative. Although the nature of  town lives forced them to make a number of  changes to 
the construction of  their homes, the building technology they used remained essentially rural, 
and the towns became, in a sense, the repositories of  traditional building technologies. Although 
some of  this was lost to planning changes and the occasional fire, most of  Europe’s urban 
centers retained their essentially Medieval character until 1939 when the world seemingly 
declared war upon its cities. As a result, during the conflict of  1939-45 major centers of  cultural 
importance, such as Warsaw, Monte Cassino, and Dresden, were deliberately reduced to rubble, 
while, more recently, Aleppo, Baghdad, Sarajevo, Bayrut and Kabul have suffered the same fate. 
In social and cultural terms such losses have been irreparable.  

A second factor has been the policy of  agricultural collectivism followed by the Communist 
governments of  Eastern Europe and China, where ancestral peasant communities were 
demolished and their populations forcibly resettled in new towns whose planning reflected an 
unbending modernist philosophy. The intended outcome was the destruction of  historical 
centers of  political and cultural life, and their replacement with a social system that looked to 
Central Government for policy decisions. The Soviet Union followed a similar post-war policy 
of  colonialisation in a number of  satellite republics, such as the Ukraine, while the Chinese are 
now following the same policy in Tibet and Mongolia. Not to be outdone during the 1970s and 
1980s the South African Apartheid regime implemented a policy of  forced removals as a means 
of  destroying centers of  political resistance and cultural tradition.   

The third and more pernicious threat to regionalism and regional culture does not lie in social 
engineering and a totalitarian mindset, but rather in democratic government and the affluence 
that comes from economic development. Today the single major threat to the historical heritage 
of  developing countries lies in the achievement of  higher standards of  living and the voluntary 
replacement of  an old order with the values, goods and aesthetics of  a new and more affluent 
society. For the purpose of  this chapter, it is this last factor that is of  greatest concern to 
architectural historians in southern Africa. 

Invariably workers in the field of  historical and cultural conservation have decried these events 
but, in general, have been powerless to stop this destruction and, in desperation, have turned to a 
policy of  open air museums. Thus, while Germany, Viet Nam, Rumania and Papua New Guinea 
still hold their rural architectures to be national symbols and flaunt them on their postage 
stamps, in reality today such buildings can only be found in the highly controlled environment of  
a museum. 

Obviously, therefore, the concepts of  vernacular architecture and group identity are deeply 
connected. They are also difficult to maintain in a society which is undergoing rapid social 
changes and economic development. It is difficult to ask a family to live under “vernacular” 
housing conditions for the sake of  a few tourists who might come to visit their village. Not only 
is this situation only tenable under conditions of  poverty, but it becomes positively burdensome 
if  alternate living conditions offering a higher standard of  living are readily available. Potable 
water and electricity trump aesthetic values every time, and besides, it is said, a community might 
abandon its picturesque housing, but they still have their cuisine, their traditional dress, their 
dancing, their language and their spiritual values to proclaim their group identity. Italians have 
long abandoned their colorful Sicilian donkey-drawn carts but have replaced them with Ferrari 
and Maserati machines as potent symbols of  Italian identity. 



The truth is that once old customs begin to erode, it is only a matter of  time before other values 
are also left behind and before long a way of  life is gone. The Italian trulli, in the region of  
Puglia, are much admired and many of  them have survived as viable communities, but their 
original inhabitants are long gone, as are their values and their deeply conservative way of  life. 
Instead they have been replaced by colonies of  artists and affluent town-dwellers looking for a 
week-end home. The computer has replaced the goats and chickens but, thankfully, the television 
dish continues to be kept at bay by municipal bye-laws.  

THE END OF A TRADITION 

South Africa’s language of  government is English, but the country has eleven official languages, 
at least nine indigenous dialects and seventeen recognizable regional architectures, five of  which 
are of  immigrant origin and two are only found in museum environments. Until 1994 the 
country was governed by a white elite, commonly known to all as Apartheid. After the election 
of  our first democratic government in 1994, for one reason or another most of  our regional 
architectures began to disappear.  

The first go were the painted dwellings of  the Highveld, built mainly by the South Sotho, 
residing predominantly on farm land owned by white Afrikaans speaking families, the people 
previously most responsible for the imposition of  Apartheid. The practice of  decorating the 
walls of  rural homestead in South Africa was connected both with key periods in the lives of  
rural black women as well as the dispossession of  black ancestral lands by white farmers 
(Frescura, 1999). In 1998 the Government passed the so-called Prevention of  Illegal Eviction 
and Unlawful Occupation of  Land Act, No 19 of  1998, but before it could be signed into law 
the white farmers evicted all their labourers and resettled them in nearby urban areas. In all 
fairness many also provided them with urban housing of  a higher standard, but virtually 
overnight four generations of  architecture were destroyed. 

It took a little longer for the architecture of  other groups to disappear, but as the government-
run Masakhane programme, more commonly referred to as the Reconstruction and Development 
Programme (RDP) began to make inroads in the housing backlog, so then the traditional 
architecture of  rural areas began to be replaced. At the time the Ministry of  Housing was under 
the leadership of  Joe Slovo, who was also the Chairman of  the Communist Party and a fervent 
Modernist. Despite the efforts of  officials from Ministry of  Arts and Culture, whose policies 
were committed to the conservation of  South Africa’s national heritage, the implementation of  
Slovo’s housing policies proceeded virtually unimpeded. At one stage Slovo’s staff  are known to 
have conducted a campaign denigrating rural architecture, whose clay walls and thatched roofs 
were described as “primitive” and suitable only for an unsophisticated way of  life.  

Significantly, given their inherent social symbolism, the decoration of  walls was not originally 
limited to the rural areas. In the 1950s and 60s the black families living in Western Native 
Township, in Johannesburg, began to decorate their homes with designs depicting the sun, or the 
“ilanga” as it was called (Beinart, 1977), a recognizable symbol of  the Pan Africanist Congress 
(PAC), then the predominantly black political party leading the struggle against segregation. This 
fact never came to the notice of  the Apartheid government’s Security Police who, like most other 
whites, believed that it was a symbol of  a popular brand of  floor polish and that its adoption by 
black artists underlined their status as an underclass of  domestic workers.  

The PAC was banned as a political organization in 1961, and in 1963 the black residents of  
Western Native were relocated en mass to the new suburbs of  Soweto. The Johannesburg 
Municipality who owned the houses, handed them over to families of  mixed racial origins 
(Smith, 1971: 579). Now renamed as Western Township, its new residents soon abandoned the 
sun patterns they found there and settled for the more conventional symbols of  suburbia.  



Elsewhere in the country the aesthetic values of  rural architecture continued to be followed, with 
a few concessions being made to the introduction of  new industrial materials. The more remote 
areas continued to build their walls with clay with thatched grass roofs, while on the more arid 
highveld families made increasing use of  sun-dried brick walls, corrugated iron roofing, and, 
sometimes, commercial concrete. Most architects thought there was no reason why, at some 
future time when Apartheid has gone, we should not be able to adapt traditional building 
systems to the needs of  modern urban housing technology. 

As we now know, this movement towards the adoption of  indigenous knowledge systems, or 
IKS, in meeting South Africa’s growing housing crisis simply did not materialize and, for a 
number of  reasons, over the last 20 years what remains of  our indigenous built environment has 
quietly moved from the countryside into open air museums run by archaeologists and 
ethnographers. Today the sector of  our economy best able to afford our visitors an “out-of-
Africa” experience is the tourism industry whose game lodges and wildlife parks conventionally 
project idealized theme-park images of  a lifestyle that has never existed. 

Perhaps our greatest problem has been the divide between the haves and the have-nots, which 
has inevitably been translated to racial and cultural differences. At conferences proponents of  
eco-friendly sustainable self-built housing are inevitably asked dismissively “If  this is so good, then 
why aren’t you living in one?” The political slogan of  “A House for All” has inevitably been translated 
as “A Conventional Sub-Urban House for All”.  

CONCLUSIONS 

The generation of  architects that graduated in the 1970s was raised with the theories of  Amos 
Rapoprt and Victor Papaneck ringing in our ears; with the books of  Paul Oliver and Labelle 
Prussin as our standard reference works, and the words of  the Abbe Laugier etched in our 
minds. “Never lose sight of  our little rustic hut” he proclaimed, for therein may be found every single 
lesson there is to be learnt in architecture (Laugier, 1727). None of  them warned us that the 
silent subtext of  vernacular architecture would be the dire poverty of  its builders.  

Indeed, the single, most powerful enemy of  vernacular architecture today must be the abject 
living conditions of  its builders, for therein lie the reasons that motivate people to reject 
ancestral custom, family values and culture and replace them with the images of  industrialization 
and mass-produced consumer gods.  

In South Africa most of  us have been left wondering how such change could have taken place in 
such a short time. After all, we had a government receptive to the cause of  Africanism, good and 
up-to-date historical heritage legislation, and a country eager to celebrate its new African identity. 
So, what went wrong? 

In review, many of  us  have been forced to conclude that our attachment to an African aesthetic 
has been that: romantic at best, and perhaps even evidence of  a colonial mindset at worst. I have 
long learned to recognize African wall art as an expression of  the resistance of  a people against 
the oppression of  neo-colonial masters, but I have now begun to think that the architecture of  
our rural people as a whole has been part of  that resistance. It has not always been so, but it has 
become increasingly perceived as such by its builders as the oppression of  the Apartheid state 
became dominant in the 1980s. Once Apartheid went and a democratic state was established, so 
then the need for such symbolism fell by the wayside.  

This need not signify the end of  a vernacular tradition in South Africa, or anywhere else for that 
matter. I believe that the human spirit is irrepressible and that, given time, other values will assert 



themselves and new vernacular traditions will arise. Meantime there is a pressing need for the 
language and technology of  the old order to be recorded and preserved so that the new may 
know of  its historical roots.  

POSTSCRIPT 

The substantial part of  this chapter was originally delivered on 26 February 2018 as the keynote 
address at the International Conference of  Natural Resource Management in Developing 
Countries, held at the University of  Tehran, Iran, from 26 February to 2 March 2018. It has since 
undergone a number of  substantial changes.  

Franco Frescura read Architecture at the University of  the Witwatersrand, graduating with a 
BArch in 1977, a MArch cum laude in 1981, and a PhD in 1986. Between 1975 and 1989 he 
documented the self-built architecture of  indigenous communities living in rural Southern 
Africa. Since 1978 his research has focussed primarily upon indigenous knowledge systems and 
he has published widely on the subject. In 2002 he was appointed Professor and Chair of  
Architecture at the University of  KwaZulu-Natal where he is currently Senior Research 
Associate in the Centre for Culture and Media Studies. 
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