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The discussion and debate about the value of vernacular traditions in architecture and 
formation in the settlements in today’s world is no longer polarized. Th e opposition 

of attitudes around “modernity” and “tradition” when alluding to cultural ideologies, or 
around “technology” and “craft” when talking of the means of production, is no longer 
tenable. Th e imperatives of change – of growing population in the world, global shift towards 
urbanization, combined with increased material demand – call for a synthesizing approach, 
where each situation or context would seek a dynamic response to the opportunities of 
continuity and the necessities of change.
 Th ere are perhaps three theoretical dimensions that encompass this discussion: cultural, 
technical and environmental. Th e most important is the cultural dimension. Th e agency 
of the designer and of the maker in what is made – the involvement of many creative 
imaginations and the joy of crafting utility with beauty – cannot be lost sight of under the 
pressure of effi  ciency and speed. Industrialization and industrial production has a tendency 
to restrict initiative of creation to a few, while relegating more and more people engaged 
in building trades to the status of machines. Th e dispossession of the cultural imagination 
would necessarily weaken the shared culture of architecture. “Crafting” industrial production 
and engaging many imaginative minds to produce a spontaneous richness and variety may 
be the way forward.
 Th e vernacular traditions of building where the culture of design and the crafts of the 
building are shared within local communities, still persists in villages and towns where the 
industrial juggernaut has not arrived. Similarly, the displacement of humane urban fabrics 
by the multi-storey block surrounding by the parking lot constitutes a loss of urban cultures. 
Innovation is necessary to overcome such dichotomies. Th ere are many experiments in every 
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part of the world – low rise, high density, mixed-use, for car-independent communities – 
that point toward solutions. Town planning and urban design are recognizing the necessity 
of leap – forging over the tyranny of the motor vehicle. Learning from vernacular forms, 
our growing cities and towns would retrieve urban space for the enjoyment of citizens.
 Th e technological dimension recognizes the value of modern science and engineering. 
Traditional, vernacular materials and construction are being evaluated with scientifi c and 
engineering tools. Th is enables their adaptations and development to better performance 
and higher effi  ciencies in the utilization of natural resource. In the West the tradition of 
timber evolved seemlessly into high engineering. It is now the time for bamboo and earth as 
construction materials to fi nd their potential. Th e same goes for construction techniques – 
hybrid solutions abound fi nding appropriate combinations of using steel, glass and plastics 
in combination with “natural” materials.
 In the context of growing ecological imbalance and the threat of globing warming, 
the environmental dimension of the discussion is pressing and urgent. Th e salient lesson of 
vernacular tradition has been the ability of human creativity to construct a life of reasonable 
comfort, of grace and beauty in concert with local climate and natural resources available 
locally. Like the cultural dimension of the discussion, the environmental dimension has 
deep implications on our ideals for the “good life” and our notions of development. 
Vernacular traditions embody the economic principle of effi  ciency in ordering life according 
to the cycles of the seasons and day and night and in having a measure of “want” that does 
not exceed available resource. Th is is the challenge for innovation; innovation of a way of 
life – for the majority of our citizens – as we now move into a novel modernity.



 

The seed of this compilation was sown with a simple thought –‘what is the relevance of 
vernacular traditions in contemporary life? Can they be merged with needs of today 

to make a sustainable living environment?’ In a rapidly developing economy faced with 
environmental crisis, climate change, globalization, mass migration, confl icts, and tourism, 
one always wonders as to what will be the future of the built environment?
 As the world shrinks to become a global village, what would be the role of the local? 
Achieving sustainability is at the core of every development; environmental, social, and 
cultural as per the Agenda 21 ratifi ed at the Earth Summit in 1992. In the last 20 years, the 
concept of sustainable architecture has also evolved considerably from its original image of 
“energy effi  cient architecture” to encompass the socio-cultural traditions and ways of life.
 Vernacular traditions are a creative process developed by the interpretation of past 
knowledge and experience, negotiated, and adapted by generations to meet the needs and 
challenges of time. Vernacular architecture is a physical manifestation of environmental, 
social, and economic constraints, and forms an important part in the evolution of mankind. 
Until recently, the vernacular has largely been stigmatized as an image of poverty and 
backwardness, and has been shunned in favour of more progressive modern buildings made 
of steel and concrete. Th e value and signifi cance of the vernacular has only been recognized 
in the last 25 years, and extensive research has been undertaken for its documentation in 
the West. Simultaneously, there has been a shift in understanding of architecture as part of 
a larger cultural landscape rather than a form of individualistic expression.
 Vernacular built form, which has been developed by the community in response to 
the environment and culture, has been brought under the gamut of “built heritage”, and 
some exceptional cases of vernacular architecture; such as Asante Traditional Buildings in 
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