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Preface

This book reports on a comparative study of peasant households
and their houses, based on an analysis of published ethnographic
and architectural sources from several world areas. The starting point
for my research, however, was a single locality—the ancient Zapotec
households of southern Mexico, in the Valley of Oaxaca. For more
than a decade, my colleagues and I studied the evolution of prehispa-
nic Zapotec society and culture from a regional archaeological perspec-
tive (Blanton 1978; Blanton et al. 1982; Flannery and Marcus, eds.,
1983; Kowalewski et al. 1989). Within the various prehispanic periods
of Oaxaca, major episodes of sociocultural change are evident, ranging
from the evolution of chiefdoms to complex states, urbanism, and
empire. Among our most intriguing discoveries is the fact that house-
holds changed considerably over time in size, structure, and function
through this sequence (see, e.g., Flannery 1976). We often found
ourselves asking: How did the changed behavior of households influ-
ence other aspects of society, and how were households, in turn,
influenced by transformations in the larger system?

One of the most apparent sets of changes relates to material
standard of living. The regional social structures of certain periods
resulted in what appears to have been relatively poor living standards
(particularly for rural households), whereas other structural arrange-
ments seemed to distribute wealth more broadly. Why? 1 hoped to
pursue this, and other problems related to variability in households,
through a program of excavation of rural house remains. I concluded,
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however, that such a project would be less productive than it poten-
tially could be. Currently, our discipline’s ability to engage in house-
hold-based research is limited due to shortcomings of method, theory,
and comparative knowledge. Hence, 1 developed the project that is
reported here, which presents a large comparative database derived
from ethnographic and architectural sources, proposes new methods
for comparative analysis of houses, and makes use of both the methods
proposed and the data gathered in an evaluation of relevant theoretical
propositions about houses and households.

My interest in households in ancient Oaxaca is one manifestation
of an emerging household orientation in both archaeology and socio-
cultural anthropology (e.g., MacEachern, Archer, and Garvin, eds.,
1989; Maclachlan, ed., 1987; Netting, Wilk, and Arnould, eds., 1984;
Schmink 1984; Tringham 1991; Wilk, ed., 1989; Wilk and Ashmore,
eds., 1988; Wilk and Rathje 1982; Yanagisako 1979). Although there
are many approaches to household study to be found in these and
numerous other sources inside and outside of anthropology, my main
strategy for developing new methods and knowledge about house-
holds is to investigate comparatively the formal properties of the house
itself, including floor plan, decoration, and so forth. This research
tactic is justified in theoretical terms below, but a major reason for
taking this direction is simply the lack of suitable method and theory
in relevant disciplines. Hirth (1989: 443), for example, in his discus-
sion of prehispanic households in Morelos, Mexico, points out that,
although there are many techniques for the analysis of artifact distri-
bution, too little emphasis has been placed on an understanding of the
formal properties of the house itself. 1 hope this work will serve as a
partial corrective to that deficiency.

In taking this approach, I touch upon many questions addressed
by previous researchers interested in various aspects of households and
houses, including archaeologists, sociocultural anthropologists, sociol-
ogists, and architects. 1 would include as examples: aspects of house-
hold size (e.g., Snow 1989), domestic cycle (e.g., Evans 1989), gender
relations (e.g., Pellow 1988), symbolism of the house (e.g., Moore
1986), the social structure of complex households (e.g., Healan 1989;
Storey and Widmer 1989), household decision making (e.g., Wilk,
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ed., 1989), material standard of living (e.g., Smith 1987), decoration
and style (e.g., Hodder 1982: 185-191; Wobst 1977), the use of
domestic space (e.g., Kent, ed., 1990), consumer behavior (e.g., Doug-
las and Isherwood 1979), and the communicative aspects of the built
environment (e.g., Rapoport 1990).
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his book is about houses and their variation, both within com-

munities and regions, and cross-culturally. But the subject mat-
ter in the following pages goes beyond just houses alone; by studying
them, 1 hope to learn about human behavior in the context of house-
holds, particularly regarding how choices are made about the cost
of housing. If this is my goal, why not address households and the be-
havior of their residents more directly? Unfortunately, for the kinds of
questions [ address, our knowledge of household behavior is surpris-
ingly limited. Anthropologists have learned much about households in
terms of their kinship terminologies, social structural arrangements,
production techniques, domestic symbols, and marriage practices, among
other aspects of the culture of households, but, as Wilk (1989: 28)
points out:

What is peculiar is that anthropology has developed comparative tech-
niques and terminology for almost every aspect of human culture except
the daily conduct of household relationships and the handling of funds.
There is no comparative “Home Economics” on a par with comparative
studies of systems of production. It seems odd that the very heart of
domestic life, the daily activities and interactions that are the “habitus” of
the household, is not an ethnological subject in and of itself.

Although there are many different research strategies capable of
contributing new knowledge to this area of inquiry, in what follows 1
carty out a comparative study that utilizes contemporary architectural
and ethnographic descriptions of houses and house-life, considered, as
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4 CHAPTER 1

much as possible, given the limitations of the data, within their respec-
tive social contexts. Below 1 justify the attention paid to houses as a
way to approach household study.

Because information regarding the behavior of actual households
is so rarely available, my most important sources are community
ethnographies in which houses and house-life are described in terms
of what is typical in each community. In some cases this is aug-
mented by descriptions of social variation—for example, wealthy ver-
sus poor households (and their typical houses)—but obviously, my
research design is faulted in the sense that it addresses issues pertinent
to household behavior without sufficient information about specific
households. Given the state of our discipline’s knowledge of these
matters, this is an unavoidable deficiency Rather than dwell on the
paucity of information, however, I decided to forge directly ahead with
the comparative, community-based research, to find out how produc-
tive it might be in light of the questions I was asking. Although 1
experienced a more-or-less constant sense of frustration with method-
ological difficulties and the limited information at my disposal, the
process, | think, has been enlightening and productive.

THE SCOPE OF INQUIRY

Peasant households and their houses are the subject-matter of this
work. By peasant I mean those households found in rural areas of large
and complex agrarian (or industrializing) societies. Although nearly all
the households in the communities I studied are partially self-sufficient
materially, in that they produce and process at least some (usually
most) of the food and fiber they consume, they also engage in ex-
trahousehold economic transactions, usually commercial ones, at com-
munity, regional, and larger spatial scales (cf. Wolf 1966). The villages
and houses I selected for study are found in regions where a peasant
way of life has persisted since antiquity. Thus some potentially usable
sources, in areas more recently “peasantized,” were not included. 1
restricted myself in this way because the present study is part of a
larger project that will trace change in rural households in the major
early civilizations, from the periods of the earliest states and cities to
the present day. The regions discussed in this book include China and
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adjacent areas, South Asia, Southwest Asia (including, to a limited
extent, the Nile Valley), and Mesoamerica. 1 justify my selection of
particular regions and cases in detail in the next chapter.

AN APPROACH TO HOUSEHOLDS

By household 1 refer to a group of people coresiding in a dwelling or
residential compound, and who, to some degree, share householding
activities and decision making. In the phraseology of Netting, Wilk,
and Arnould (1984: xx), they are “task-oriented residence units.” As
always, it is difficult to establish definitional parameters for households
that will apply with facility cross-culturally (cf. Netting, Wilk, and
Arnould 1984: xxvi), so exactly what “householding activities and
decision making” will imply in each case is varied, but in all cases they
are coresident groups.

The most common form of the household in my sample is the
nuclear family (with which I include irregular forms of the nuclear
family where one spouse is not present), referred to variously below as
nuclear or “simple” households (Hammel and Laslett 1974: 92). Be-
yond the nuclear family, other individuals may add to the composition
of the household, most frequently the married offspring of the senior
generation(s), and/or, rarely, servants or agricultural laborers (a “house-
ful” in the phraseology of Hammel and Laslett 1974: 78). Housefuls
are not considered separately in what follows because they are so rare
in the cases 1 studied. For purposes of simplicity, I use the term
complex household to describe the various household types that incor-
porate married offspring, including the “stem” or lineal form (parental
generation[s] plus one or more married offspring) and the “extended”
or “joint” form (two or more coresident married siblings) (cf. Cohen
1976: 62).

A common household budget (referred to below as pooled re-
sources) is not a crucial feature of households according to my defini-
tion; in fact, households may consist of two or more families with
largely separate budgets, so long as they are coresident and continue
to share some householding activities (often the degree of overlap of
domestic budgets within complex households is not well described in
the community-based ethnographic literature). In China, married off-
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spring in some cases coreside in the parental dwelling after the death
of the parents and the division of property but continue to share
responsibilities for the maintenance of the house and the ancestral
shrine (e.g., Kulp’s [1925] distinction between an “economic family,”
a joint ecoromy, and a “religious family,” which has separate ovens
but shares one ancestral shrine). The crucial aspect of the household
for my purposes is coresiding within the same house or residential
compound (“household cluster” in the phraseology of Wilk 1984:
224). 1 avoid concepts like “coresident domestic group” (Hammel and
Laslett 1974: 76) and “domestic group” (Goody 1972: 106) because
these conceptualizations imply an unwarranted degree of isomorphism
between household as a coresident group and domestic activities
including child rearing and procreating (Bender 1967; Levy and Fall-
ers 1959).

In the cases included in this study, a complex household is almost
always the result of a decision by one or more couples to remain
within wifes or husband’s parental house or residential compound
after marriage (more rarely, married siblings may decide to coreside in
a dwelling or compound not that of their parents). In some cases the
stay is short, and the couple moves out as soon as they are able to
establish an independent household. In other cases they stay for an
extended period, until, or even after, the parents are deceased. These
differences do not imply two sharply demarcated household types, but
rather variation in the “rhythm of the domestic cycle” (Goody 1972:
118), depending on the timing of household fission. As I demonstrate
below, this aspect of household decision making is strongly bound up
with various physical features of the house itself and so was an import-
ant concern of this study. During the course of coding, 1 came to the
realization that the postmarital residence decision was not simply a
manifestation of a cultural preference (“neolocal,” “matrilocal,” “virilo-
cal,” etc., as it is usually regarded in anthropological discourse), but
could be viewed as one aspect of what 1 refer to as household social
reproductive strategy, a topic 1 address more fully below. I found it
feasible to code my community sources in terms of two dominant
types of social reproductive strategy as they relate to household fission-
ing and postmarital residence (and a more ambiguous intermediate
type that is described in more detail in. Chapter 3) (cf. Laslett 1984:
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359). In the “neolocal” strategy, the social reproductive goal of parents
is to aid married offspring in establishing themselves, as early as
possible, as successful, but separate, nuclear households in their own
houses. In the “household continuity strategy,” the goal of the parental
generation is to maintain the social integrity of their household, over
multiple generations, by encouraging married offspring to remain in
the parental dwelling or compound.

HOUSES AND CONSUMER BEHAVIOR
IN HOUSEHOLDS

The goal of this research is to contribute to an understanding of how
social and cultural factors influence the way households make deci-
sions about the houses they live in. I focus attention on certain kinds
of decisions about houses, especially decisions concerning size, layout,
spatial complexity and space use, elaboration of symbolic content (the
degree to which the physical features of the house reflect cosmological
principles), and external decorative elaboration. When 1 started this
project, I had hoped to develop a method for comparing the costliness
of houses based in part on construction materials, but I found it
difficult to accomplish, given the poor quality of data and the fact that
building materials display so much variation in costs by locality. Alter-
nate methods, for example, based on the energetic costs of house
building (e.g., Abrams 1984), were impossible to apply in the absence
of suitable data from my coded cases. So in what follows, construction
materials are briefly addressed but not systematically incorporated
into the analyses.

My decision-making approach regards houses as a consumer good.
I am therefore working from an assumption that house form is not
simply the outcome of a cognitive model found in each local cultural
system, but rather reflects the interaction of both cultural norms and
the decisions of members of the household. As Wilk (1990: 35)

expresses it:

Culture does not shape houses in some abstract or direct fashion; people
shape houses. They are informed by cultural knowledge and they act
within cultural constraints, but there is always a vital dialectic between
cultural rules and actual behavior.
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Further, 1 embrace the perspective that views consumer behavior as
social action (a “social economy” perspective as described in Rutz and
Orlove [eds. 1989]). In this perspective, the following features of
consumption are emphasized: “Consumption [is] often public in na-
ture . . . goods [can] be used not only to reflect but also to influence
social relations . .. [and] a system of categories of goods [can] be
linked to a system of social classification” (Orlove and Rutz 1989: 17,
they emphasize the importance of houses as a consumer good on their
p. 19) (cf. Mason 1981: Chapter 2; Wilk 1989, 1990).

I locate my consumer behavior theory in households, but in
doing this 1 avoid any firm assumptions about how decisions are
reached within that social domain. There is evidently considerable
variation in this cross-culturally, within particular communities, and
across the span of the domestic cycle, but the necessary information is
rarely available that would make it possible to pursue this line of
questioning in any depth (Laslett 1984: 370-374), at least much
beyond whether or not there tends to be pooling of household re-
sources. Occasionally, I encountered anecdotal information concerning
gender-based differentiation in decisions about house form, but this
topic could not be pursued systematically. In spite of the gaps in data,
however, 1 avoid an assumption of “joint utility” (e.g., Becker 1976,
1981; Becker and Michael 1976), in which it is assumed that house-
holds are singular units of decision making (cf. Donham 1981: 536—
538; D. Wolf 1990; Folbre 1988; Hart 1992). In fact, I will argue that
one of the most salient aspects of social dynamics producing cross-
cultural variation in house form has to do with gender and generation-
ally based conflicts that can occur within households.

CANONICAL AND INDEXICAL COMMUNICATION
AND THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT

It is widely accepted that houses are part of a society’s system of
nonverbal communication. Amos Rapoport (1982, 1990) pursues this
analytical perspective through a wide range of examples of commun-
ication through the built environment, including houses. His wide-
ranging discussion elucidates the many ways in which communication
occurs through built media, including how the built environment
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serves as a mnemonic device “the cues of which trigger appropri-
ate behavior” (1982: 61), how the built environment promotes encul-
turation (pp. 65-70), how “space and physical objects communicate
rank and power” and other aspects of social and personal identity
(p. 116), and how the built environment communicates symbolic mean-
ing (pp. 43-48). In this work, 1 pursue some of the ideas put forth by
Rapoport, but I narrow his broad concern with the built environment
as a whole to a discussion of just one aspect of that environment—
houses. I further restrict the scope of study represented by Rapoport’s
approach by focusing attention on two particular dimensions of com-
munication that 1 name canonical and indexical, while not attempting
to argue that other of Rapoport’s topics would be irrelevant to the
study of houses.

My point of departure for the first communicative pattern, the
canonical, is the often-stated idea that houses, like other aspects of
material culture, are vehicles “through which social structures and
cultural categories achieve sensory existence” (Richardson 1974: 6).
Blier (1987: 205), for example, describes the Batammaliba house as a
cosmogonic metaphor that “provides the context for seeing things and
actions in terms of other things and actions. Like abstract thought, the
house serves as a link between ideas and events; it provides the
necessary frame that gives disparate ideas and activities coherence and
grounding. Through the house, clarity and order are created out of
contexts of complexity and disorder.” As expressed by Marshall Sahlins
(1976: 36), the Moalan house “functions as the medium by which a
system of culture is realized as an order of action. Unfolding in a
habitation so structured, the relationships between persons are them-
selves inhabited by the same structure.” This is like Bourdieus (1977)
concept of the habitus, where:

In a social formation in which the absence of the symbolic-product-
conserving techniques associated with literacy retards the objectification
of symbolic and particularly cultural capital, inhabited space—and above
all the house—is the principal locus for the objectification of the gener-
ative schemes; and, through the intermediary of the divisions and hierar-
chies it sets up between things, persons, and practices, this tangible
classifying system continuously inculcates and reinforces the taxonomic
principles underlying all the arbitrary provisions of this culture. (p. 89)

Typically, symbolic communication through the medium of the
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dwelling involves the creation of a built environment that manifests
social divisions based on gender, generation, and rank, linked to cos-
mological schemes that express categorical oppositions like order/dis-
order, elite/nonelite, and purity/danger (cf. Blier 1987; Bourdieu 1973;
Cunningham 1973; Donley 1982; Douglas 1972; Gossen 1972; Ham-
ilton 1987; Lebeuf 1961; Moore 1986; Rapoport 1969, Chapter 3;
Robben 1989; Sahlins 1976: 32-37; Tambiah 1969; Tjahjono 1989,
Waterson 1990; Yates 1989). In these instances, the house as habitus
is a medium of communication primarily among the occupants of the
house itself, providing a material frame that structures not only day-
to-day interactions, but also the more infrequent formal household
rituals. In this sense, the form of the house embodies, to use Bourdieu’s
phraseology, “taxonomic principles” particular to system of culture;
by living in the house, its occupants are constantly made aware of
the principles, which are thus inculcated and reinforced (Rapoports
[1990: 221] “high-level” meanings). This is similar to Giddens’s (1979:
206, 1984) concept of structuration locale.

The house can also serve as a channel of nonverbal communica-
tion that transmits messages from its occupants to others outside the
house. In this “indexical” mode, what is communicated is not a cos-
mological scheme (see below), but social identity; the house provides
what Douglas and Isherwood (1979: 74-76) call marking services.
Following their logic (1979: 161-162), the house can be construed as
a consumer good in which “the consumers objective is to operate a
coherent information system by using marking services. His need for
goods serves his more direct need to be included meaningfully with
fellow consumers” (cf. Belk 1988). A large literature has addressed the
topic of how houses and their furnishings communicate social identity
(e.g., Duncan, ed., 1982; Duncan 1982; Duncan and Duncan 1976a,
b; Rapoport 1981, 1982, 1990; Chapin 1933, 1935; Chapman 1955;
Sircar 1987; Goffman 1959). I discuss this at more length below.

These are two main categories of messages communicated by
the material environment of the house that 1 address below. In the
canonical, what is communicated largely pertains to the meaning of
enduring symbols reflecting concepts held in common by people par-
ticipating in a common cultural system. In the indexical, information
is communicated concerning the current status of a household, ex-
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pressed in terms of variables such as wealth (other aspects of inter-
household communication, including, for example, ethnic identity, are
not addressed here). 1 briefly address another aspect of “marking
services,” although it is poorly understood, in which the external
decoration of the house manifests a strongly drawn social boundary
between that household and other social domains, including other
households. 1 refer to this as a “social boundary communication” and
deal with it at more length in Chapter 3.

The phraseology 1 use here is borrowed from Roy Rappaport,
in his discussion of the communicative aspects of ritual (1979: 179~
183). In Rappaport’s discussion, ritual involving canonical communi-
cation expresses messages that are invariant and durable (at least
seemingly so); the messages are “encoded in the liturgy” (Rappaport
1979: 179) (cf. Bloch’s [1977] concept of ritual communication, and
Wolf’s [1984] “value culture”). In the canonical form, messages com-
municated through the medium of the house pertain to the perduring
features of social relations obtaining among the household’s members,
legitimated by their linkage to “ultimate sacred propositions” (in the
phraseology of Rappaport; the cosmological principles mentioned pre-
viously) held in common by the community of believers. The indexical
pattern, in contrast, communicates information concerning a house-
hold’s current state in terms of wealth or perhaps social status (these
issues are discussed at more length in the chapters to follow).

In the case of canonical communication, the scope of inteérest
of the analyst is primarily the interior of the house, including, im-
portantly, the most private “back regions” (from the phraseology of
Goffman 1959), where there are often found the most intimate and
private household interactions and rituals. When investigating the
indexical communicative role of the house, attention is drawn primar-
ily to its more public areas and elements, especially including the
facade or other exterior features that provide information on variables
like costliness and taste, to outsiders, and then following a path inward
along the line of travel of a guest passing through its formal entrance,
and then into space or spaces normally devoted to formal guest enter-
taining (“front regions”).

In the analyses below, I treat these disparate zones and realms of
activity largely separately, while recognizing that to some degree there
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can be spatial and functional overlap between canonical and indexical
communication. This could be true, for example, to the degree that
outsiders are privy to household rituals of canonical communication.
In rural Japan, for example, guests attending household ceremonies are
arranged in a hierarchical ordering centered on the house’s tokonoma
shrine; these shrines are the ritual center-points of houses in which the
use of space reflects a powerful sense of domestic social hierarchy
(Beardsley, Hall, and Ward 1959: 84-85, Chapter 9).

Some housing traditions emphasize a formalization of gender-
based space use that is relevant primarily to the establishment of
household social status through the rigorous display of appropriate
separation of the sexes. This links sacred principles not only to the
habitus (and its implied gender- and generationally based statuses
within the household), but to a statement of status of the household
vis-a-vis other households, counted in terms of the rigorousness of the
public display of adherence to concepts shared by the community of
believers. In this case, a canonical mode of communication is trans-
formed into a kind of indexical display, albeit not one communicating
status based on wealth. Analogously, in situations like Nubia, where
facades are often decorated with culturally potent evil eye symbols,
icons manifesting powerful creatures, or elements mirroring the tombs
of holy men (Wenzel 1972: Chapter 6), canonical communication also
takes a public form. Apart from what might be inferred from these
symbols by the cultural analyst concerning the cognitive model of the
members of Nubian culture, the same facade features are also decora-
tive, and thus manifest household wealth. They are potentially very
costly, especially those painted by prominent specialists (Wenzel 1972:
Chapters 4 and 5).

In situations like these, canonical and indexical communication
are inextricably intertwined. 1 suggest that in such cases where the
domestic cultural symbols are expressed publicly, there may be taking
place a type of interhousehold communication of the sort that allows
a household to communicate a certain kind of message unlike those
communicated purely indexically. Through its public display of potent
symbols and cultural norms, or through its incorporation of outsiders
in culturally prescribed household ritual, 1 suggest that the household
is engaging in acts that serve to publicly validate its acceptance of
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sacred propositions held in common by all members of its cultural
group, thus affirming its social linkage to a community of fellow believ-
ers, not just its current status of wealth (this draws on the discussion
in Rappaport 1971 and 1979: 196-198). This “social linkage commu-
nication” has an affinity to canonical communication (I regard it as a
subset of canonical communication in general), while at the same time
perhaps serving, as in the Nubian case, as a context for transmitting
indexical messages as well. What I wish to make clear in this discussion
is that although two patterns of communication are conceptually dis-
tinct, in practice they may not be quite so distinguishable.

An issue I address in some of the analyses to follow relates to
the varying degrees to which canonical and indexical communica-
tion are or are not separated in practice. One could predict that the
goals of social linkage communication (which says, “we’re part of the
community”) could come into conflict with the goals of indexical
communication (which might contain the message: “we’re better than
everybody else”). The relationship between these two modes of social
communication is an important theoretical issue that is approached,
but not entirely resolved, through my analyses and comments in
subsequent chapters.

HOUSES, COMMUNICATION,
AND THE WORLD OF GOODS

To varying degrees, but always, it seems, to some degree (1 discuss this
more below), marking services work through a display of material
possessions. And the house often has a particularly important role in
this kind of communication. The reasons for this can be elucidated in
theoretical terms, based in part on sources like Douglas and Isherwood
(1979) and McCracken (1988). The point of departure for this discus-
sion is the fact that in communication systems, particularly in symbol-
ically based human communication systems, there exists a potential for
deception (e.g., Rappaport 1979: 180, 223-246). This problem is
found in the context of indexical communication carried out through
the medium of material goods. As McCracken (1988: 32) expresses it,
“one of the very great liabilities of status claims made by way of
material culture is the ease with which they are counterfeited” (cf.
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Goffman 1951). But there are really two related issues here, not just
the potential for deception. Not only might it be possible to make
fraudulent claims through consumption, but it might also be the case
that goods could be subject to miscomprehension.

Fraudulence and miscomprehension are most likely to occur in
two kinds of circumstances. The first is where meaning is communi-
cated through highly arbitrary symbols, as would apply in the case of
goods subject to the whims of fashion. To a person not privy to insider
knowledge of the nuances of the world of clothing fashion, for exam-
ple, two men wearing similar-appearing pin-striped suits might seem
roughly equivalent in social status. But this could be a serious misread-
ing if one of the suits had been purchased at Penneys while the other
is one designed by Giorgio Armani. The other situation leading to
faulty communication might obtain in a situation in which a good is
consumed in isolation, that is, apart from a homogeneous constellation
of goods that portray a consistent status message. The naive observer
described above might not have been too far off the mark in attribut-
ing equal status to the two men wearing pin-striped suits if it had been
the case that the wearer of the Giorgio Armani has only this one
expensive suit, purchased to make it appear to be the case that he
commands a substantial income when in fact he does not. An item like
this suit, consumed in isolation, has a high potential for communicat-
ing a fraudulent message. According to McCracken (1988: 121): “It
appears to be the case that consumer goods do not communicate well
when they exist in isolation or in heterogeneous groups” (cf. Douglas
and Isherwood 1979: 118).

By comparison with many of the kinds of goods customarily
consumed in household contexts, including food, clothing, and furni-
ture, I suggest that housing would likely have a special role to play in
indexical communication. This is true because among the world of
goods, housing should be uniquely less subject to either fraudulent
communication or miscommunication as described above. First of all,
a house typically represents a major cost to the household (cf. Duncan
and Duncan, 1976b: 251). In contrast with clothing, furniture, and
food, each item of which normally represents a relatively small cost,
housing presumably would be less subject to rapid turnover driven by
considerations of fashion. Even an account clerk might be able to
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afford the Giorgio Armani suit, but he would not under any circum-
stance find it possible to purchase the house in Winnetka or Malibu
that would be its “structural equivalent” (to use the phraseology of
McCracken 1988: 120). This is not to argue that housing is entirely
outside the realm of fashion and taste, that is, symbolic communica-
tion. But in the process of reviewing a substantial literature on peasant
vernacular houses (i.e., self-built or built with the aid of local special-
ists, not architects), I found that the sequence indicating variation in
housing costliness in many regional settings tended to be repeated,
from small structures made of low-cost wattle-and-daub walls and
thatch roof, to mud brick, to larger houses with walls of costlier fired
brick with tile roof (or slate, etc.). Although this sequence is not found
everywhere, it still was the case that in many instances an outsider like
myself with little local knowledge could probably do a credible job of
ranking houses in a peasant community in terms of costliness, based
roughly on a knowledge of the volume of construction materials and
the comparative costs of different kinds of widely employed building
materials. This need not imply that I would have necessarily correctly
ranked the various households in terms of social status or wealth, but
the houses themselves could be ranked. Houses effectively communi-
cate this kind of information because they communicate in part by
means of “iconic” representation (signs) rather than through purely
symbolic representation. Iconic signs, unlike pure symbols, are not
highly arbitrary, and instead manifest some of the properties of the
thing they signify (cf. McCracken 1988: 37; Rappaport 1979: 181). It
may be due to this peculiar property of houses that they are so often
central to strategies of indexical communication.

In the following chapters, particularly Chapter 4, I make use of
housing information in my discussion of household indexical commu-
nication. This was, I think, a particularly productive strategy in the
case of the rural villages that are the subject matter of this book. But
in other situations a variety of factors would have to be considered
before attempting a similar kind of analysis. In urban settings, in
particular, due to the high cost of land and other locational consider-
ations, the location of the house, rather than the physical properties of
the house itself, may be crucial in interpreting costliness and what the
house might imply in terms of wealth status. Situations in which
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housing subsidies mitigate costs would also present a more complex
interpretive situation to the analyst. In the cases I discuss in this book,
houses are self-owned and sited on village lands that involve little or
no cost to the household. And I found that in most instances the
villagers themselves recognized the crucial role of housing in indexical
communication. In 11 of the 14 communities 1 coded that contain
extensive discussion of how social status is communicated indexically,
houses were described as a major source of information. For example,
Yang (1945), describing Taitou, China, states that “an affianced girl’s
parents want to know what the house of the boy’s parents looks like,
for they judge the family from it.” The potential for deception is
known to exist in connection with other indicators of socioeconomic
status in this village, as when a boy’s family borrows an ox to put on
display for his potential wife’s family, when they are “anxious to see the
marriage completed but have no cow or ox” (Yang 1945: 48-49).

I do not mean to imply that houses are the sole means of index-
ical communication in the peasant communities I describe in this book
or elsewhere. Information may also be transmitted based on the qual-
ity of a family’s meals, home furnishings, its clothing, serving dishes,
the amount and quality of its agricultural resources, among a myriad
of other possibilities. But, at least when considering just consumer
goods as status indicators, I would argue that only a house can serve
as a singular source that to a considerable degree can stand alone and
still retain its communicative efficacy. By its nature it is highly visible,
and because it is so comparatively costly, is less subject to falsification.
As 1 described previously, other categories of goods are likely to gain
validation in wealth communication only when consumed in sets
of structurally equivalent goods. Household consumption rituals (cf.
Douglas and Isherwood 1979: 114-127; McCracken 1988: 84; Rap-
paport 1979: 184), including such events as dinner parties, religious
celebrations, weddings, funerals, and wakes, are contexts for dis-
playing sets of goods in this integrated manner, and the validity
of indexical communication in these contexts is widely recognized.
In the Javanese village of Tamansari (Jay 1969: 269), for example,
“the size of a house and the quality of the building material pro-
claim a family’s economic condition, a major factor affecting personal
rank. . .. Another approved expenditure is entertainment at certain
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family celebrations . . . and a third is food to be distributed on occa-
sions of exchange.”

In the rural communities 1 used as sources for this study, weddings
and wedding parties in particular (sometimes funerals) are important
indexical communicative events for households, often representing
one of the major expenses a household faces over its life span. Wed-
dings not only have marking services for the parental household, but
also serve to launch the newly married couple into society at a desired
level of social status. Public display of dowry can be a particularly
important part of these rituals (e.g., Harrell and Dickey 1985), allow-
ing the newly established household to display a set of structurally
equivalent goods. In all of the cases studied (and in many other cases
in similar societies), the house is not irrelevant in such ritualized
consumer display. It is incorporated into the communicative act be-
cause wedding parties (in the communities I coded) take place in the
house (or houses, as in some cases there are celebrations in both the
groom’s parents’ house and that of the bride’s parents). The house thus
contributes to interhousehold communication by providing a “frame”
for the event. According to Gregory Bateson (1972: 188): “A frame is
metacommunicative. Any message which either explicitly or implicitly
defines a frame ipso facto gives the receiver instructions or aids in his
attempts to understand the messages included within the frame” (cf.
Goffman 1974; I apply this concept to the analysis of public architec-
ture in Blanton 1989).

A full understanding of indexical communication would require
a knowledge of variation in houses as well as in household consumer
ritual. However, it has been my experience that published ethno-
graphic works are deficient in their descriptions of the ritual aspect of
material communication. Often, for example, only “typical” wedding
parties are described (to get at the cognitive model rather than house-
hold behavior), precluding any possibility of assessing the degree of
variation in the elaborateness of the material displays. Or, typically, an
ethnographer will have observed first-hand no more than a small
number of such events. By contrast, at least in the sources I found
suitable for comparative analyses, descriptions are provided of houses
and their variation. Houses not only are likely to have a unique role
to play in indexical communicative strategies, but they also proved to
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be the most fruitful source of information in light of my comparative
problem orientation.

THEORY VERSUS REALITY

Up to this point I have discussed canonical and indexical communica-
tion in general terms, informed by the stimulating theoretical presen-
tations of Douglas and Isherwood, McCracken, Rappaport, and others.
The theory I have laid out, however, should not be regarded as a
paradigm, by which I mean a set of explanatory models with the
potential to describe people’s actual behavior in all situations. Instead,
these ideas have been developed only for the purpose of serving as
theoretical background to comparative research in which hypotheses,
drawn from the theoretical framework, will be proposed and empiri-
cally evaluated. It is always possible to find a few facts that will
seemingly support the veracity of any theoretical statement. Most
anthropologists support their theoretical position in this manner, find-
ing a few positive cases and ignoring the rest. But my goal is not to
support any particular theoretical position or to demonstrate the ve-
racity of a particular idea. It is instead to evaluate hypotheses, and
ultimately theory, by empirically subjecting both to maximum strain
using a comparative method. The result should be the development of
even more robust theory. The idea, for example, that the form of the
house is a major source of messages in canonical communication,
based on sources like Bourdieu (1977: 78-87) and Sahlins (1976:
32-36), clearly has more applicability in some situations than in
others. In the cases described by Blier (1987), Bourdieu (1973), Cun-
ningham (1973), Donley (1982), Douglas (1972), Hamilton (1987),
Tambiah (1969), Yates (1989), among others, it is evident that house
form mirrors cosmological principles. But focused analyses of particu-
lar instances give us no leeway for the explanation of intra- and
intersocietal variation or change (e.g., Pellow 1988). As Moore (1986:
2) points out, an emphasis on “the internal logic of symbol systems
brackets off the possibility of understanding how such systems are
used and situated in defined historical contexts” (cf. Campo 1991: 2).
In the cases I coded for this study, there is considerable variation in
the degree to which houses are built in conformance to cosmological
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schemes, some showing little or no evidence of a design strategy that
would allow cultural categories to “achieve sensory existence” (Rich-
ardson 1974: 6; cf. Rapoport 1990: 221-225). I would argue that the
spatial structure of any house, even one not overtly manifesting potent
symbols, reinforces to some degree a customary pattern of interaction
among its occupants and thus instills and reinforces a cognitive model.
But a robust theoretical framework should allow the anthropologist to
understand why there might be intracultural, cross-societal, and tem-
poral variation in the degree to which houses overtly manifest cosmo-
logical principles. Below I propose such a theory.

Similarly, when I looked at strategies of indexical communication,
I found considerable variability in the uses of marking services. The
largest discrepancy was found in the fact that, in some communities,
households seem to engage only minimally in communicating indexic-
ally through material consumption. Even houses, which should be
central to the process of indexical communication, appear in some
cases to have been built so as to minimize or inhibit indexical com-
munication. In these cases, households seemed to care little about
operating “a coherent information system by using marking services”
or to “be included meaningfully with fellow consumers” (Douglas
and Isherwood 1979: 161-162) (cf. Duncan 1982: 47, Duncan and
Duncan 1976b; Wilk 1989). Below I develop and evaluate several
hypotheses that explain variation in strategies of indexical material
communication.

COMMUNICATION AND THE SOCIAL
REPRODUCTION OF HOUSEHOLDS

The common theme that links up the nonverbal communication and
consumer behavior theories 1 employ is what 1 will refer to as the
concept of household social reproductive strategy. By household social
reproduction 1 refer to the various strategies that household heads
utilize to achieve and maintain desired social statuses for themselves
and their offspring. This approach focuses on households themselves,
in their social settings, rather than on the social reproduction of
societal structures and culture writ large, as seen in the works of
Bourdieu (1984), Giddens (1979, 1984), and others discussed in
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Morgan (1979). A broader consideration of household social reproduc-
tion in general would address all manner of domains that can be
manipulated to bring about desired social reproductive outcomes, in-
cluding production, time allocation, reproduction, socialization of chil-
dren, inheritance, human capital, marriage, and consumption, among
other possibilities. Goody (1990) summarizes a vast literature on the
“mechanisms by which property and status were passed on” in the
preindustrial societies of Eurasia (cf. Selby and Hendrix 1976, and
Selby, Murphy, and Lorenzen 1990, on Mexican households; Bourdieu
1976: 23-24, passim, on marriage strategies; Strathern 1982: 40-42
uses the phrase “family interests” rather than household social repro-
duction). In using terms like strategies and manipulation, 1 do not
mean to imply that household social reproduction always involves
envy, competition, or status seeking, although I will point out that
these behaviors may occur in any society, not just “capitalism.” Below
[ illustrate some of the kinds of situations that might precipitate such
behavior. I proceed from the premise that, in all human societies,
individuals, households, and other social groups endeavor to attain
and maintain what they regard as desirable social statuses in society,
employing a host of social reproductive strategies to that end. In all
societies there are many contexts within which social reproductive
strategies are played out, including individual, household, and com-
munity contexts, among others. For purposes of this study 1 am
focusing on the household alone, while remaining cognizant of the fact
that by thus isolating and bounding households as units of analysis, I
am restricting myself to developing an incomplete picture of the nature
of social reproductive behavior in general. The writings of our African-
ist colleagues, in particular, stand as a reminder that social reproduc-
tive strategies as defined here (including production, socialization of
children, and consumption, among others) are not necessarily played
out primarily in household or domestic contexts (e.g., Sanjek 1982).
(In fact, in his discussion, and others like it, household social repro-
duction is reduced to little more than just housework.) However, in
the peasant villages and regions I investigate in this book, households
are a major, in fact probably the major, arena in which social repro-
ductive strategies are played out, as is true in many societies.
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INTRODUCTORY COMMENTS

Before developing a method that can be used for the cross-cultural
and diachronic comparison of houses, I first need to contextualize
the approach I use here within comparative studies in anthropology
and related disciplines. The central methodology of comparative stud-
ies in anthropology is cross-cultural analysis, which has developed a
powerful means for the evaluation of theoretically derived hypotheses
through statistical tests of association among variables coded from
discrete cultural units (e.g., Pasternak, Ember, and Ember 1976, dis-
cussed below). In contrast, the subject matter of this book is ethno-
graphically described peasant households, houses, and communities,
many of which display shared cultural features embodied in a small
number of major civilizational patterns (e.g., Chinese, Islamic, Meso-
american). Given the resulting potential for cultural similarity among
some of my cases, there is less “sampling independence” in my data
than is desired in traditional cross-cultural research (e.g., Naroll 1970).
I am thus faced with an unusual set of methodological constraints that
require me to depart in some ways from the conventional cross-cultural
method. Most of what follows can be regarded as being comparative in
orientation, rather than cross-cultural, strictly speaking, although I do
make qualified use of some elements of traditional cross-cultural analysis.

In this work, the two methodological orientations, comparative
and cross-cultural, are used in a complementary fashion as follows: 1

23
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first develop and apply a comparative method that allows me to identify
and describe patterning in the data of several of the major world
regions where a peasant way of life is found, based on well-described
case studies (houses, communities, and regions), like the “comparatively
oriented case studies” in Ragin (1987). From the inferred patterning,
1 provisionally explain variation in house form by reference to features of
household structure and function, community context, and regional
context, stated as a series of hypotheses. I then evaluate these, along
with hypotheses drawn from other sources, using a statistical cross-
cultural method, although I do this in a qualified sense that maintains
an awareness of the degree to which cultural similarities among cases
might influence statistical outcomes. The latter is less of a problem than
might be imagined, because communities sharing common cultural
backgrounds are not, in fact, identical. Because the cases I am coding
are not “cultures,” but rather particular houses and communities, be-
tween-case variation reflects, in part, the consequences of localized
economic and political factors. Cultures could not be coded as analyt-
ical units because variation is found within the major cultural spheres
represented in my data. For example, Chinese houses, although influ-
enced by a common cognitive code everywhere, do not express that
code equally in all communities, owing to variation in local economic
and political contexts found within the larger cultural arena. Thus, to
some degree, my cases (houses and villages) can be regarded as inde-
pendent social entities that permit limited hypothesis testing in a cross-
cultural fashion. Additionally, where the data permit, it is possible to
compare cases found within particular cultural areas, to comprehend
how local social factors influence the playing-out of cognitive codes
(“intracultural analysis,” e.g., Harrell and Dickey 1985: 114; Pelto and
Pelto 1975). 1 return to evaluate the efficacy of the latter approach in
my concluding comments. Next I introduce a set of methods for the
comparison of houses and use the method to characterize the major
regional differences and similarities found within my coded data.

A GRAPHICAL METHOD BASED ON FLOOR PLANS

In later chapters, several specialized measures are described and uti-
lized for comparing particular aspects of houses, for example, a mea-
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sure of external decoration that is used for the testing of hypotheses
about social and indexical communication in Chapter 4. Here I de-
scribe the basic comparative measures of house form that will serve as
the starting point for all later discussions of variation in my sample.
Once this method is established, I then describe my sample (and how
I selected it) and use the method to illustrate the main patterns of
variation both within and between the regions and communities 1
studied. In what follows, 1 employ a methodology, grounded in graph
theory, that allows me to derive measures of scale, complexity, and
integration of houses, in a manner facilitating cross-cultural com-
parison, and which could be applied to diachronic comparison. I
have been influenced in my thinking about the utility of graph theory
and method, as applied to houses, through several sources from re-
gional analysis and architectural analysis, especially Hillier and Han-
son (1984), but also through general works like that of Hage and
Harary (1983), who apply graph theory to the analysis of a wide range
of social, symbolic, and cognitive structures (cf. Hage 1979). Foster
(1989), Gnivecki (1987), Hopkins (1987), and Plimpton and Hassan
(1987) have done interesting exploratory analyses of house architec-
ture using a similar methodology.

Architects have pioneered techniques of spatial analysis of build-
ings, including in some cases dwellings, but for the most part these
have been oriented to the creation of optimizing plans for public and
commercial buildings (e.g., March and Steadman 1971). A similar
tactic was taken by Friedman (1975) in his analysis of dwellings.
These techniques have minimal applicability for the subject matter of
this research for two reasons. First, data on frequencies of trips be-
tween points of interest in the structure are required, data that are
rarely if ever available in the ethnographic accounts of the houses that
are the subject matter of this work. Second, unlike the commercial and
public settings where least-cost solutions for spatial organization often
make sense in terms of efficiency of use, dwellings tend to exhibit
a wider range of strategies for the use of space in addition to those
that entail movement optimization. As a result, although I have bor-
rowed extensively from the writings of architects (especially Hillier and
Hanson 1984), much of what is described here is by necessity new
methodologically.
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The method described below was developed with the idea of
flexibility of use prominently in mind. It was designed to achieve
the broadest possible applicability by employing the most elementary
source of data, namely the floor plan of the dwelling. Thus a variety
of sources of information can be used for diachronic and comparative
analyses, including archaeological excavations, descriptions of houses
that might be found in historical documents such as diaries, or the
crude house plans occasionally included in general ethnographic ac-
counts. The method can be expanded where more data are available,
including, for example, room dimensions (yes, archaeologists, archi-
tects, and ethnographers sometimes publish floor plans without di-
mensions!), room functions, decoration, and building materials, some
of which I discuss below. But as much as possible, 1 discuss variation
in terms of variation in floor plans alone so that other researchers
using more limited data sources will be able to relate their materials to
the broad sample discussed in this volume. For example, like “model”
life-tables used to elucidate demographic characteristics of poorly cen-
sused populations (e.g., Weiss 1973), the data presented in this study
could be used by an archaeologist as a well-understood, ethnographi-
cally and regionally connected data source that can be a basis for
comparing his or her excavated, less well-understood data.

FLOOR PLANS AS GRAPHS

The analyses that follow require that the floor plan of the house or
dwelling compound be reduced to a planar graph consisting of nodes
(or vertices) and edges. Nodes are, normally, rooms, whereas edges
denote passages between rooms. The advantage of this simplified
graphical representation lies in the possibility of elucidating the essen-
tial structure of the relationships between rooms, then expressing these
relationships in simple quantitative measures suitable for comparative
purposes. According to the method developed here, the nodes of the
graph are architectural spaces bounded by walls or other boundary
markers, such as change in floor level (with one exception described
below). Nodes are usually roofed rooms, but included also are un-
roofed areas such as animal pens, courtyards, or comparable unroofed
bounded spaces. Although rarely described in my sample, it would be
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possible to regard activity areas within rooms as nodes, even when
such activity areas are not bounded by walls. Kent (1991: 451), for
example, identifies “cognitive barriers” that separate gender-specific
spaces in the Navajo hogan. But if we proceed with the idea that the
most frequently available source of information will be the floor plan,
nodes defined in this way might present problems for comparative
analyses. But there is a further and obvious additional rationale for
using physically bounded spaces as basic units of analysis. Walls or
other physical boundaries involve a cost. Thus the construction of a
physical boundary to demarcate an architectural space implies a strong
desire to constrain movement between spaces and thus to constrain
social interaction within the limits set by the architectural form.

In what follows, walls are regarded as walls so long as they
constrain movement, even if they do not extend entirely floor to
ceiling, or are not entirely opaque. Edges are passages between nodes
and include openings, doorways, and doorways with doors. The floor
plans in Figure 2-1 have the same graph. Had the data been consis-
tently available in the sources 1 coded, I would have distinguished
edges with and without doors because the use of doors implies a
higher construction cost and could thus be used as a comparative
measure of costliness.
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Figure 2-1. Three floor plans with identical graphs.
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Because my theoretical framework is grounded in a communica-
tions approach, an important dimension of the analyses to follow
concerns how the layout of the house constrains the way a visitor
approaches the residence, enters it, and is directed to various spaces
within, providing the visitor with selected knowledge of the occupants
of the house. In other words, visitor/resident interactions as well as
resident/resident interactions are viewed as important elements influ-
encing the layout of the dwelling and its distribution of activities in
space. Thus one other kind of space will assume the status of “node”
in the analyses to follow, namely the outside (cf. Hillier and Hanson
1984, p. 148, who refer to it as the carrier). The most important
outside space for analysis will be the front space (leading to the formal
entrance), from which guests would normally enter the structure in
“formal” visiting, and the analyses that follow will proceed with this
front-to-back spatial perspective. A back entrance (or service entrance)
will be indicated on the graph as an edge connecting back to the
outside node.

Within the structure, three kinds of nodes are distinguished, one
of which is the node representing the outside (indicated as a circle
with a cross). “Transitional spaces” that function to link rooms (halls,
passageways, stairs, landings, etc.) are shown as darkened circles (cf.
Hillier and Hanson 1984: 155). All other architectural spaces (other
than the outside) are shown as open circles and are referred to as
primary rooms or primary nodes. The distinction between primary
nodes and transitional spaces is a methodological departure from more
customary practice in graphical analysis and is done in order to facil-
itate an understanding of the comparative costliness and complexity of
houses, as is illustrated in the following discussion of the floor plans
in Figure 2-2.

Figure 2-2 illustrates relationships among cost, connectivity, ac-
cessibility, and privacy in floor plans. Graphs with more edges per
node imply a higher cost to builder because passageways, particularly
those with doors, hinges, frames, and lintels, are costly (Baker 1986),
and because passageways occupy space that could have alternate uses
(doorways that are simple openings in the wall without lintels, frames,
or doors avoid some cost, but limit privacy and take up space). Figure
2-2(b) illustrates a plan that maximized connectivity while minimizing
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Figure 2-2. (a) Planar graph showing maximum connectivity among four nodes. (b) Floor plan
illustrating maximum connectivity without a transitional space. (c) Maximum connectivity among
four rooms requires a transitional space and three doors per room. (d) Graphical representation
of (c); transitional spaces are indicated by filled-in circles. (¢) Maximum connectivity while
maximizing room privacy. (f) Graphical representation of (e). (g) A floor plan that minimizes cost
to builder.

building cost because it requires no transitional space and requires
only one door per room (plus one entrance door). However, the plan
sacrifices privacy because three of the four rooms must at times double
as transitional spaces. The floor plan in Figure 2-2(e) permits an
increased degree of privacy while maintaining only one door per room
but represents a higher building cost since a transitional space is
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required (assuming, of course, that the house maintains a single en-
trance; another low-cost design would give each room its own exit to
the outside, but that degree of disconnectedness of the rooms of a
house is rarely seen; the only example known to me is from highland
New Guinea, and reported in Pospisil 1963: Figure 35). Figure 2-2
(a, ¢, d) would represent a relatively high cost of construction, re-
quiring a transitional space at the intersection of the interconnective
edges, and three doors per room (plus the entrance door). How-
ever, this design maximizes the degree of choice possible in moving
between rooms and allows movement between distant rooms by pass-
ing through a transitional space rather than through another primary
room. Thus, although its cost of construction is high, it embodies
what is referred to as “least cost to user” (compare the analogous
reasoning applied to systems of roads in Haggett and Chorley 1969:
Figure 3.4). It also maximizes privacy. Plans that save construction
costs will sacrifice privacy and/or ease of movement (“least cost to
builder”). Figure 2-2(g) would save the most on construction costs for
this configuration of four rooms, but sacrifices connectivity, movement
choices, and privacy.

The graphical representation of dwellings is dimensionless. It
does not distinguish between spaces of differing sizes, hallways of
differing lengths, or sizes of courtyards. Normally this makes sense in
the analysis of domestic architecture because the distances involved in
the movement through domestic spaces or between spaces is small,
and thus “distance costs” are a minor consideration (even regional
systems of roadways are at times reduced to a graphical representation
for certain kinds of analyses, ignoring distance costs, as is illustrated
in several cases in Haggett and Chorley 1969). The method of graph-
ical representation I employ includes another kind of simplification in
that it considers transitional spaces as single nodes, even though they
may contain several different points of “crossover,” that is, points
where one passes by a doorway along a route to a more distant door.
For example, in Figure 2-2(e), the long hall is reduced to a single node
in its graphical representation in 2-2(f). This convention precludes the
possibility of ranking the relative access of rooms by reference to the
“distance” from the entrance expressed in terms of numbers of cross-
overs. Crossovers (“pseudonodes”) are points of possible conflict in
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movement and are points of decision to the person passing through
the structure (Friedman 1975: 62-63) and thus could be important
additions to certain architectural analyses, particularly in the case of
very complex structures. 1 simply mention this possibility, although I
did not make use of this distinction in my analysis of rural dwellings
described below.

MEASURES OF SCALE, INTEGRATION,
AND COMPLEXITY

My comparative discussion begins with a consideration of the most
elementary spatial characteristics of houses, based on measures derived
from the graph of each house I coded. These elementary characteris-
tics, which can be derived from a minimum of information (the floor
plan alone), are expressed as measures of scale, integration, and com-
plexity of the house. As my comparison proceeds, more detailed
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