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Chozas, or traditional Maya dwellings, in contemporary Guatemala and

southern Mexico signify, to Maya and non-Maya alike, poverty and

depression. They also stand as historical reminders to a time past but not

forgotten. They embody traditional cultural knowledge related to belief,

behaviours and products of Maya culture and are intimately linked to the

land, materials and climate of the region. Research has also linked the

Maya house to mythological beliefs regarding humankind’s relationship to

the universe. The current author’s research has shown that no matter how

much change ‘seems’ to have occurred in the way people construct their

environment, the behaviour associated with any type of dwelling still has its

basis in the traditional.

The question is, can ‘traditional’ building practices synthesise with non-

traditional methods of construction in enabling Western practitioners to

design culturally appropriate small-scale public housing in non-Western

and Indigenous built environments? This paper responds by comparing the

housing traditions of the Maya peoples of Guatemala and southern Mexico

to the non-traditional housing provided by a Western change agency within

the region. The purpose is to illustrate the negative influence that such

‘Western-directed’ change is having on the traditional housing of the

region. The significance of this analysis is to establish ways in which it is

possible to synthesise the traditional and non-traditional for culturally

appropriate housing programs in Guatemala and southern Mexico –

establishing ways in which Western understanding ‘could’ be relevant.
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Introduction

Do Western ideologies and concepts of architecture hold relevance for non-Western and

Indigenous building traditions and environments? Does Western theoretical discourse

reinforce Western-centric belief systems to the detriment of non-Western and Indigenous

traditions regarding building methods and their related behavioural systems?

The aim of this paper is to challenge the relevance of Western concepts of ‘house’

(‘architecture’) which influence building ‘change’ in non-Western and Indigenous

traditional environments, and in so doing propose a way in which the application of such

ideologies ‘could’ hold relevance in the built environments of the study region. The author

will use findings from empirical analysis1 conducted in Central America to show that

Western concepts of ‘what makes a house’ are directly responsible for culturally

inappropriate public housing for the Indigenous peoples of the region. The paper is

structured, firstly, to provide a contemporary model of three regionally specific, traditional

Maya dwelling types; secondly, to discuss the influences underscoring the building

‘change’ associated with such traditional housing types; and thirdly, to compare a

Western-directed housing project of the study region to traditional Maya housing. Finally,

based on the empirical findings presented, the conclusion of the paper examines ways in

which the application of Western architectural ideologies ‘could’ hold relevance to Maya

(non-Western and Indigenous) built environments.

Maya Housing Traditions and Regional Differences

Traditions are a …set of social practices which seek to celebrate and inculcate

certain behavioural norms and values, implying continuity with a real or imagined

past, and usually associated with widely accepted rituals or other forms of

symbolic behaviour.2

The term ‘traditional’ when used in reference to Maya dwellings implies a number of

different things within the study region itself. In Spanish, the predominant language

spoken throughout the region, such houses are referred to as: ranchos (farm houses),

chozas, casas de paja (thatch houses), and casas de los antiguos (old houses or ‘houses of

the ancients’), and finally, casas de los pobres (‘houses of the poor’). These terms are

regionally and culturally specific. The Guatemalan geography, ecology, and climate vary

greatly and in accordance with this so do the local Maya building ‘traditions’. The term

‘traditional’, therefore, when used in this paper, refers to those Maya houses or dwellings

constructed using thatch, be it grass (paja, pajon), wheat stalks (trigo), sugarcane-leaf

(hoja de caña), corn-leaf (hoja de maize) or a number of different types of palm frond

(ah’hij, guano, manoco or zacate) as a roofing material. Such dwellings also make use of

either adobe (tierra), timber battening (bahareke), sugar cane (caña) and corn stalks (caña
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de milpa) as wall treatment, with any of these materials being used in conjunction with

another.

There are three distinct geographical/ecological zones within the Guatemalan region.

These areas are designated as the Highlands, Intermediate Highlands, and Lowlands. The

Highlands (2000m to above 3500m), known locally as tierra fria (cold country), are

characterised by isolated terrain with high ridges and deep gorges wherein annual

temperatures range from between 3° and 17° Celsius. The Intermediate Highlands (1000m

to 2000m), or tierra templada (temperate climate), are characterised by areas that range

from wet to dry and are heavily forested with pines and oaks at the lower elevations,

temperate rainforest at the higher, temperatures range between 17° and 22° Celsius. The

Lowlands (below 1000m), or tierra caliente (hot country), are characterised by a hot,

humid climate and tropical broadleaf rainforest wherein annual temperatures range from

between 22° and 35° Celsius. Humidity levels in the Lowlands are generally between 75

percent and 90 percent year round.3 Within the three zones/areas, three distinct

traditional Maya housing types exist of which the author has surveyed and documented

thirty-six different housing variations.

The traditional Maya housing type found in the Highlands area is of a square/rectangular

plan form measuring roughly 5 metres by 7 metres with an overall height to the underside

of the ridge beam of between 5 and 6 metres. Such houses incorporate thick adobe walls of

approximately 300 to 400 millimetres in width with a thick paja or pajon (two different

types of local grass) as the main roofing element. Pajon is thicker and longer than paja and

is preferred in usage as roofing material as it enables greater protection due to its thicker

cross-sectional area, it also has a longer life expectancy. The roof structure is

predominantly constructed using pino de cipres (cypress pine), and is simply supported

onto four okones (posts) and the adobe walls below. The adobe walls are usually made with

small horizontal and vertical timber poles within which the earth is inlaid. The walls are

generally finished by overlaying a finer earthen mixture which resembles plaster.

The traditional housing type commonly found in the Intermediate Highlands is of a

rectangular plan form measuring roughly 4 metres by 7 metres with an overall height to

the underside of the ridge beam of between 4.5 and 5 metres. These houses utilise either

hoja de caña (sugarcane leaf), hoja de maize (corn-leaf) or palma de ah’hij (a variety of

temperate local palm) as the main roofing material. The roof structure utilises a number of

locally available timbers, sourced predominantly from either pino de cipres (cypress pine),

cedro (cedar) and coaba (mahogany). The roof structure, in a similar manner to the

Highlands region, is simply supported onto four okones (posts). The wall construction in

this region varies from a light lattice-work of caña (sugarcane stalks) in the lower altitudes

to an adobe-type construction in the higher altitudes. There is also evidence of bahareke
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(vertical timber battening overlaid/inlaid with earth) being utilised as wall finishing in

certain areas.

The traditional Maya house form that predominates in the Lowlands region is of a

rectangular plan measuring roughly 4 metres by 8 metres with an overall height to the

underside of the ridge beam of between 4 and 4.5 metres. These houses utilise a number of

different local palm varieties as roofing material. There are three distinct palm species

used as roofing material in the Lowlands region, the guano, the manoco and the zacate.

The roof structure primarily uses a local variety of cedro (cedar). The four okones (posts)

are again present as the primary roof supports. The wall construction throughout the

region varies according to available materials and climatic conditions. In the northern

Yucatan area (southern Mexico) it is common to find houses utilising a variety of different

wall finishes, ranging from sascab (a local form of limestone), bahareke and pak luum (a

composite material utilising a light timber lattice frame which is then covered by earth).

Maya Housing Traditions and Regional Commonalities

The outcomes of the regional housing survey have been that the author has devised a

model of a traditional Maya house complex, which is common to most

ecological/geographical areas of the region. Such commonalities relate to environmental

responses, availability of materials, behavioural patterns and usage, mythological beliefs,

settlement patterning and construction methods and practices. These common elements

are the base from which all culturally and regionally specific variations diverge. They are

the nucleus of the traditional Maya house.

A typical Maya house complex consists of from one to three small buildings: a

cooking/eating building, a sleeping building, and a storage building. Other common

constructions within the family compound include chicken coops, pigsties, granaries,

sheep corrals, and sweat baths. There are variations within this model which depend upon

the physical characteristics of the site and the economic situation of the inhabitants. When

this is the case, the structures tend to serve multiple functions. For example, in a number

of areas the storage and drying of crops such as maize (corn) and frijoles (beans) is

serviced within the roof space of the cooking/sleeping house itself, negating the need for a

separate storage building. The house complex in the Highlands and at times, the

Intermediate Highlands, incorporates a sweat bath built adjacent to the main

cooking/sleeping structure. The Maya house, as observed throughout the region, typically

consists of a hard-packed dirt floor upon which an open-earth oven or fire-pit is placed.

The typical method of tie-down for all timber and thatch elements within the traditional

dwelling is termed vejuco. This method utilises the bark of a number of locally available

trees, as well as the internal fibres of the mecate or agave cactus. The method used to
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prepare the tie-down is to soak the material for three to four days and then apply it to the

timber joint whilst wet. The material shrinks as it dries and provides a stable joint

connection. It has been shown, through local oral accounts that such jointing is excellent

for maintaining a stable structure during earthquakes (prevalent throughout the Central

American region) as the joints are flexible and enable sufficient movement while

preventing the building from collapsing.

Anthropological research conducted in the 1960s and 1970s has linked the Maya belief

system to mythology regarding humankind’s relationship to the universe.4 This fact is also

evident in the current investigation in that there are a number of elements within the

traditional house which relate to specific beliefs associated with house layout,

construction and material usage. For example, the four okones (posts) present in all

traditional dwellings refer in Maya mythology to the four cardinal points on the earth’s

surface, thus connecting the house/humankind to el corazon de la tierra, the ‘heart of the

earth’. The open fireplace observed in all traditional Maya dwellings relates directly to

mythology, in that the three main stones, which comprise the fireplace, refer to one of the

star constellations situated above the Maya region. The stones have been arranged in a

similar manner to the constellation so as to represent the connection between the

house/humankind and el corazon del cielo, the ‘heart of the universe’.

One further ‘tradition’ common to all Maya housing types and variations relates directly to

material usage and construction. This concerns the cutting of timbers on the night of the

full moon of each month. As observed through local oral accounts, this is done to utilise

the gravitational forces of the full moon which affect the timber in a similar way to that of

the tides of the earth’s oceans. Through such a method, the timber is found to last longer,

be physically stronger and is more resistant to pests. The explanation for this relates to the

fact that during the full moon there is increased moisture within the tree and that if cut at

this time, the density of the wood increases as it dries. Due to the increased strength of the

timber it is then able to be passed down familial lines as part of the inheritance system.

In describing a typical Tzotzil Maya housing complex from the municipio (municipality) of

Zinacantan, in the State of Chiapas, Mexico, Vogt illustrates another commonly seen

aspect of contemporary Maya behaviour patterns associated with traditional dwellings.

House plots are normally inherited by the sons of the family head, and women

move into the compounds of their husbands. Houses are usually rectangular, one

room constructions. The traditional house had wattle-and-daub walls and a steep,

four-sided roof, thatched with grass. Modern houses are of adobe brick or cinder

block roofed with tile. The fire…is located on the floor, normally toward the

setting-sun side of the house, the domain of the women. The men’s domain,
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which is toward the rising sun, is where they kept their belongings and sometimes

set up an altar containing images or pictures of saints.5

According to the current author’s survey, most Maya communities throughout the region

follow a similar settlement patterning. There is usually one larger municipal town or

cabacera (head town), which forms the ceremonial and political centre for the region. This

town is usually comprised of a church, a town hall, and a marketplace. The streets radiate

out from the central square in a grid pattern. Most Maya aldeas (villages) are found within

the immediate territorial surrounds of these socio-political town centres. Within these

small communities, people often live in extended family compounds so as to be close to

their immediate kin. There is a tendency also to cluster family dwellings. This form of

contemporary settlement patterning has been shown, in a number of contemporary

archaeological accounts, to resemble pre-Conquest settlement patterns.6

The intention until this point in the paper has been to alert the reader to the diverse nature

and cultural richness with which the traditional Maya house is imbued. As mentioned

previously, among the three main regional housing ‘types’ there is diversity with no two

language groups maintaining the same house form. Each house, whether it is of a principle

language group, or dialect, reflects its own regional identity, as can similarly be observed

in the wide variety of regional traditional Maya dress. The outcomes of the regional survey

have been to recognise the cultural and regional specificity of these houses, as they

embody traditional cultural knowledge related to the beliefs, behaviours and products of

Maya cultures and which are intimately linked to the land, materials and ecology of the

region. No two dwellings are alike as each dwelling is flexible in function so as to

accommodate the individual desires and motivations of the owner.

The Current Situation Regarding Traditional Maya Houses

As with most Indigenous and non-Western environments throughout the world, there has

been a great deal of change in contemporary Maya socio-cultural environments. It is this

aspect of ‘change’ which interests the author the most – how such ‘change’ has affected

the building traditions of the region? In order to understand this, the author conducted a

series of interviews which were presented to local ‘interviewees’ in all twenty-eight Maya

language regions. The outcomes of this regional survey have demonstrated that influences

of building change are culturally, as well as regionally, specific. One is not able to

understand such change by simply looking for commonalities amongst language groups.

For the reader’s benefit the author will list these influences, however, for the purposes of

the length of this paper, these points will not be discussed in any further detail. The major

reasons/influences underscoring change to the building traditions of the study region are

as follows:
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Economic Realities

Changing Cultural/Status Values

Military Involvement

Population Increases and Pressures

Emigration

Religious Influence

Directed Change Programs

Personal Choice

Environmental Degradation

Environmental Catastrophes

Health

Changing Technologies

Chozas (traditional Maya houses), in contemporary Guatemala represent, to Maya and

non-Maya alike, poverty and depression.7 They are commonly known in the region as,

casas de los pobres, or ‘houses of the poor’, and now stand as historical reminders of a time

past.8 Most of the houses examined during the author’s regional survey were either the last

of their kind, being inhabited by an elderly Maya couple which refused to move to another

dwelling, or were inhabited by an extremely poor family which did not have the monetary

resources to join the change process by buying contemporary building materials. The

predominant house form throughout the region is no longer that of timber and thatch, it is

concrete block and corrugated tin. In terms of social status, corrugated tin has now

become the material of choice. It now signifies higher economic status, social progress and

personal/familial development.9

One important fact evident from both the documentation and the interview processes is

that there is still adherence to traditional behaviour patterns among the majority of

contemporary Maya householders, be they residing in concrete block and sheet iron or

adobe brick and terracotta tile dwellings.

A Western-directed Housing Project: Habitat for Humanity

One of the major influences of building change as seen from the list outlined in the

previous section, has been that of directed change programs. Currently, within Guatemala

there are presently a number of Western organisations working directly with culture

‘change’. The majority of these have a religious orientation and work in many different

arenas, from linguistics to women’s health. For the purposes of this paper, the author

decided to conduct an investigation into the largest Western directed public housing

program in Guatemala, known as ‘Habitat for Humanity’. The Habitat for Humanity10

housing project is a Christian organisation, which to date (August 2002) has been

responsible for the construction of over 12,000 concrete and tin houses serving over 80,000
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people throughout Guatemala. The organisation is planning to construct another 13,000

houses before the year 2005. Over 4000 such houses were constructed in Guatemala in the

last two years (2000-2001).11

In accordance with this investigation, a series of interviews related to post-occupancy

evaluations were conducted with recipients12 of Habitat for Humanity houses. The main

intention of these interviews was to establish whether or not, the Western concept of

house (through such directed housing schemes) was (or could be) culturally appropriate

and whether it enhanced or impacted negatively on the quality of lifestyle of the Maya

residents.

The main goals of the Habitat housing project are to provide houses which ‘transform

lives’ in establishing a ‘greater sense of personal dignity’, ‘self-esteem’, ‘social tolerance’,

‘cultural reconciliation’, and ‘hope’ in ‘uniting the community’ and ‘constructing peace’.13

According to the official publication of Habitat for Humanity International, the following

(Western-defined) values are attributed to its housing provision: ‘secure’ housing forges a

‘sense of hope’; a ‘decent’ house brings ‘simple joys’; habitat housing as a ‘beacon’ for

families; ‘transient life’ a thing of the ‘past’; habitat housing ‘yielding stability’; habitat

housing ‘improving a person’s mindset’; a ‘decent’ house improving ‘health’ and ‘offering

tranquillity’; and finally, from the director of the project himself, the habitat project

‘renews minds’ and ‘transforms lives’.14

The typical form of the Habitat House, is 50 square metres, consisting of four rooms, two

steel doors and four steel-framed glass windows, the walls are made of solid core-filled

concrete block, the floors are concrete and the roof sheeting is corrugated tin. The current

house price is roughly 12,000 Quetzals or approximately $3,000 Australian Dollars, as

compared to an average price of less than $1,000 Australian Dollars for a traditional

dwelling.15 One of the most advantageous aspects of the Habitat for Humanity project is

that poor local people, usually the indigenous Maya, can purchase a house without

needing lump-sum monies before construction begins. Another major advantage of the

Habitat for Humanity project, as seen through interviews, is that it enables the house

owners to make monthly repayments without accruing interest on the original cost of the

house.16

The majority of interviewees enjoyed having a new house, which offered financial and

personal security, and gave them a heightened sense of social status. 17 However, due to

the lack of regional and environmental specificity in housing design, there were some

fundamental complaints. The houses performed poorly under climatic extremes being too

hot internally in summer and too cold internally during winter.
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When considered from a cultural perspective, the houses also performed poorly. For

example, before construction begins on a house, the recipients are required to sign a

contract which binds them to a number of fundamental (Western-defined) rules.18 These

rules are climatically, as well as culturally, inappropriate. In accordance with the rules

stated in the housing contract, ‘recipients’ are not permitted to plaster, paint or attach

sun-shading devices on the house until completing house payments (which may take up

to seven or eight years). They are not permitted to dry and store corn or beans (the local

staple) in the traditional manner which consisted of laying it under the roofing material

(previously thatch) – tin roof sheeting fails to provide the necessary heat protection

needed to dry the crop evenly.19 A further major problem with such dwellings was that

recipients were not permitted to cook in the traditional manner within the house, thus,

requiring the kitchen to be outside in another small building, usually a thatch dwelling.

The major reason being that the action of the soot from the smoke corrodes the corrugated

iron within a few years which then needs to be replaced.

Due to the cultural and climatic inappropriateness of such a project there appeared to be

no substantial improvement in the living conditions of the residents. When asked what

their general feelings were about the project, the majority of residents answered that they

were happy with the system of payment (not needing monies up front to build), but were

unhappy about not being allowed to modify certain aspects of their house. This resulted in

the house being under-utilised leading to no definitive change in the living conditions

which they had lived in prior to receiving the Habitat house.

The Habitat for Humanity housing project, in comparison to the author’s regional survey

of traditional Maya housing, is insensitive, misguided and culturally inappropriate. The

program ignores many traditional methods and behaviours associated with traditional

dwellings. The only advantageous aspect of the program was that people were able to

purchase something to which they had had no access to previously – secure housing. The

problems with such housing far outweigh the benefits, people are still living in poverty, the

only difference is that they now have a different house in which they have to ‘transform’

and ‘change’ in order to ‘fit’, rather than a house which is modified to ‘fit’ their behaviours

and methods of living.

Culturally Appropriate Housing: Is it possible?

This paper began by asking the question of whether or not Western concepts of

architecture could hold relevance for Maya (non-Western and Indigenous) built fabric and

environments? In answering this, the above critique compared the results of a post-

occupancy evaluation of a contemporary Western-directed housing program to the

traditional housing practices of the region. The outcome of this inquiry was that Western-

centric practitioners placed value on aspects, of non-Western and Indigenous built fabric,
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which are not relevant to the traditional needs of the cultural environments in which they

are situated. This attitude and method of application was criticised by the current author

as lacking consideration and respect for Maya traditional cultural values. Is the provision

of culturally appropriate, small-scale public housing possible in non-Western

environments, when attempted by Western building practitioners? If the previous

investigation regarding Habitat housing is any guide, the answer would be no.

However, if one was to execute such housing provision in terms of appropriate

consultation techniques which draws on culturally appropriate models of household

behaviour, then it should be possible to design an intermediate dwelling; a regionally and

culturally specific prototype house, which incorporates the advantageous aspects of both,

the traditional and the non-traditional. What is of the greatest importance in such action is

for Maya peoples to have agency in the construction of their own building traditions and

cultural identities.

What are the ways in which this is possible? As seen through the analysis conducted in this

paper, there are a number of practical necessities and pragmatic solutions available

contained in the traditional to afford the provision of appropriate house design in the

contemporary era. However, as seen also through the research presented above, the

traditional no longer presents a viable option, due to the change in societal values and

social status associated with such traditions. The traditional house no longer holds cultural

relevance for the Maya peoples of the 2000s in regards to appropriate and efficient

housing. With this in mind, the author developed and initiated a proposal for the provision

of small-scale public housing which takes the traditional as its basis in design but also

utilises the advantageous aspects of the non-traditional.

The project, called Waqi’ Kej, aims at using the findings from empirical analysis

(documentation and interviews) as presented in this paper and the author’s PhD thesis.

The name is a Kaqchikel Maya phrase which relates to the day of the Maya calendar on

which the housing project is to formally begin in 2003. The name signifies the connection

between the ‘heart of the universe’, the ‘heart of the earth’ and the four cardinal points of

the earth’s surface, as shown in the traditional house by the four okones or posts and the

hearth. The project will attempt to produce a ‘prototype’ dwelling which is regionally and

culturally specific. As illustrated previously, there are more than thirty-six different

traditional housing variations, which exist within the twenty-eight language groups of the

region, each of these variations easily forming the basis for prototypical housing.

The aim of the project is to produce earthquake resistant housing, which meets the level

and status of the ‘new’ without losing connection with the ‘old’ – the traditional; a project

which utilises traditional methods of construction and is based on the behavioural

patterns, beliefs and usages attributed to the traditional.
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Elements such as the drying of dietary staples within the roof space of the house, the

retention of the okon (post) system as a reference to mythology, the retention of traditional

wall construction systems (earthquake resistant) and methods of tie-down will enable the

continuation of traditional value systems. Added to these are elements of contemporary

necessity such as cisterns for potable water, external dry toilets and adobe block stoves

which trap heat instead of the open fireplace system which uses large quantities of wood.

Housing will be provided in a manner which the poor do not need to spend eight years of

their life tied to a mortgage. It is housing which people can modify and change in bettering

the process, where the house ‘fits’ individual desires.

Conclusion

The importance of questioning the relevance of Western concepts of ‘house’ and

‘architecture’ to non-Western and Indigenous environments becomes evident when one

views the statistics regarding Guatemala’s current housing problems. It was estimated in a

recent study conducted by the Centro de Estudios Urbanos y Rurales (Urban and Rural

Studies Centre) of the University of San Carlos in Guatemala City, that throughout

Guatemala there are between 1 million and 1.5 million people needing housing

assistance.20 Out of a population of just over twelve million, the majority of which are

Indigenous, one can see the importance of appropriate housing.
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Figure 1: Image of Ch’orti’ Maya traditional dwelling from the Tunuco Abajo community in the Chiquimula

department of eastern Guatemala.
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Figure 2: Image of Habitat for Humanity housing from the Poqomchi community in the department of Alta

Verapaz of northern Guatemala.
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10. Habitat for Humanity International was established in the United States of America in 1976 as a way to

provide poor people with sufficient housing; the housing project is now present in over 83 countries. In 1979,

the Habitat for Humanity project began in Guatemala in the Highlands town of Aguacatán. It now has a

presence in 11 out of the 22 departamentos, or states, of Guatemala.

11. Official statistics provided by Habitat for Humanity at the Quetzaltenango, Guatemala office on 21 May 2002.
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12. The majority of interviewees had previously lived in a traditional Maya dwelling.

13. Official literature provided by Habitat for Humanity at the Quetzaltenango, Guatemala office on 21 May 2002.

14. These points (in inverted commas) are all article headings in the April/May 2002 edition of “Habitat World”,

the official publication of Habitat for Humanity International.

15. This fact is the main reason for people viewing traditional dwellings as the realm of the poor, the actual value

of such a house does not increase over time, however, the Habitat house is expected to do so.

16. The majority of Habitat recipients see this as the main advantage in purchasing a Habitat house; it takes on

average eight years for a family to complete payments on their house.

17. Security is a major problem with traditional houses and this was reflected in the findings from both series of

interviews.

18. Evidence of this was shown to the author by the majority of interviewees who produced the contract showing

the list of requirements by which they are bound.

19. It has also been noted that due to the excessive amounts of heat the tin roof fails also to protect the maize

from the palomia moth which destroys the corn in a matter of months without relying on pesticides which

are expensive.

20. Francisco Martinez, “Falta Más Que Un Millón de Viviendas”, Guatemala: Prensa Libre, Sunday, 29th August,

1999.


