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ABSTRACT

The relationship between American house form and culture was 

examined by interviewing 14 female home owners and 14 college students. 

The participants were shown models of houses that systematically varied 

from a standard three bedroom house. Two questions were examined:

1) Is there a relationship between house form and culture and 2) What 

is the specific relationship between house form and family structure? 

Results indicated 1) reaction to the models focused on physical features 

rather than subjective impressions of the floor plan and 2) house form 

was intimately connected with family structure and its spatial needs. 

Discussion focused on two topics: 1) the implication of this culture's 

tendency to emphasize objective space at the expense of. subjective space 

and 2) the Integral relationship between social relationships and their 

physical settings.

vi



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

The present paper is an exploratory study of house form in 
American culture. The research is based on two central themes. First, 
the important relations within a culture cannot be seen by examining 
individual parts but rather only in relationship between the parts. As 
these relationships are tied together» patterns will emerge which 
represent the orientation or attunement of the culture. Thus, instead 
of looking at the causes of actions, the focus is on convergent patterns 
of action and thought.

An analogy of this form of investigation can be found in music. 
In music, when different instruments are playing, their interplay 
creates harmonic overtones, which neither of the two could create 
individually. It is these harmonic overtones which create the subtlety 
to a musical score.

In a similar vein, when looking at. social research, the particu
lar topic is not as important as the relationships between topics. 
Whether one is concerned with language, family structure or personality, 
the subtlety is in exploring the harmonic overtones as represented by 
their interrelationships (see Ittelson and O'Hanlon, 1975 and Levi- 

Strauss, 1963 in this regard).
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2
A second underlying assumption is the relationship between 

experience and cultural expression. As people move through their daily 
lives, they experience life on many different levels. Culture rein
forces some of these experiences, giving them value and meaning by 
integrating them with the rest of life. Conversely, other levels of 
experience are suppressed of discouraged by the culture and are stranded 
in a nether land of existence.

The house form incorporates both of these aspects. The house 
(the physical structure) and home (the psychological concept) are 
important parts of our phenomenological world. For example, literature 
provides many common English sayings tied to the home, such as ’home.is 
where the heart is’, ’a house is a man’s castle’, ’there’s no place like 
home, ’ and ’home sweet home’.

In addition, house and home are fertile ground for the imagina
tion. Bacbelard (1964) takes us through this area in The Poetics of 
Space, He notes that the idealized home takes into account "the two 
extreme realities of cottage and manor...our need for retreat and 
expansion, for simplicity and magnificence.” He further notes, "Thus 
the dream house must possess every virtue. However spacious, it must 
also be a cottage, dove-cot, a nest, a chrysalis,"

The house as such is a highly symbolic entity. It is much more 
than just four walls with doors and windows as appendages. For example. 
Cooper (1976) suggests, following Jung, that the house is a symbol of 
the self, the total consciousness of the individual. She notes, in this 
regard, "For most people, the self is a fragile and vulnerable entity;
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we wish therefore to envelop ourselves in a symbol-for-self which is 
familiar, solid, inviolate, unchanging."

What is the symbolic nature of the house arid home in American 
culture? Hayward (1977) began to answer this question by taking sample 
word descriptions of home from a middle class sample and asking other 
middle class samples to soft them. Using a cluster analysis procedure, 
he found the concept of home was largely a social concept linked to such 
ideas as relationship with others, social networks, self identity and a 
place of privacy.

Cognitive anthropologists have been concerned with, similar 
issues in other cultures, Their goal is to understand the organizing 
principles which hold together the semantics of their languages, One of 
the central ideas underlying this study is that language reflects the 
differential importance of different aspects of culture. For example, 
Berlin, et al (1966) show that in the Tzeltal taxonomy of plants, the 
more important plants in their culture are overdifferentiated and the 
less important ones are underdifferentiated when compared with western 
taxonomies,

The cultural categories of house form tell much about what is 
important in the respective culture. For example, in the Atoni house 
(Cunningham, 1973) the blueprint of the universe is laid out. The 
Atoni house is ordered on the notions of unification and differentia
tion, As with other preliterate societies, the moral and spatial order 
are highly interrelatedi Spatially, the world is ordered using four 
cardinal directions. The four cardinal directions are ne'u (right),
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all (.left) » neosaen (sunrise) , and neonates (sunset) , In the moral 
order, the left represents good and the right evil. This fourfold schema 
is carried into other aspects such as color and roles in society. Within 
the house itself, the four layers of the house are defined hy the four 
compass points, four comer posts, four objects which define the internal 
space, and four mother posts.

The spaces within the house have definite relations to other 
categories within the culture. The inside of the house and the lower 
part of the house are associated with the female and secular aspects of 
culture while the outside of the house and its higher portions are 
associated with the male and spiritual aspects of the culture.

The Atoni house illustrates four basic principles. First,, many 
cultures, order their space in relation to nature by dividing space into 
four cardinal points. This division occurs in several Native American 
societies, in China, India and Africa in addition to the western 
concepts of north, south, east and west (Raglan, 1964), By orienting 
and ordering the Atoni house as it is, the house is now within the 
context of the natural order.

The Atoni house illustrates a second principle: the inters
relationship between house form and culture. In his extensive 
investigation of subsistence cultures, Rapoport (19.69) notes, "Hy basic 
hypothesis, then, is that house form is not simply the result of 
physical forces or any single causal factor, but is the consequence of a 
whole range of sociocultural factors seen in their broadest terms," For 
example, the family structure, although important, is not determinant.



The communal family structure leads to such divergent house forms as the 
Iroquois long house and the Inca marea. He further points to the great 
diversity of house forms given the same climate, geography, economy and 
religious forms.

A third principle of the Atoni house is that of opposition.
This notion of opposition in cultural categories is especially important 
to French Structuralists (see Levi-Strauss, 1963). They argue that the 
fundamental element in any system of thought, however complex, is the 
notion of opposition. Dog and cat may be opposed as kinds of pets. It 
is out of opposition that more complex logical structures are construct
ed, such as analogies and homologies. ''Kitten is to cat as puppy is to 
dog" is an example of analogical construction using two oppositions 
which are homologous, Bourdieu (JL970) furnishes an analysis of house 
form in the Berber culture. The cultural categories within the house 
of high/low and light/shadow form homologous relationships with the 
placement of fire and water in the house and the designation of male and 
female parts of the house. He found that, "As a microcosm organized 
according to the same oppositions which govern all the universe, the 
house maintains a relationship with the rest of the universe, which is 
that of homology. But from another point of view, the world of the 
house taken as a whole is in relation to the rest of the world, which is 
one of opposition. The principles which govern the house are none other 
than those which govern more generally, all areas of existence,"

This brings up a final point; that is, in many cultures, the 
house form reflects the order of society and the cosmos in general.



Eliade (1959) in his studies of myth and folklore of non-r-westem origin 
comes to a similar conclusion. He notes, "By assuming responsibility 
for creating the world that he has chosen to inhabit (the oriental) not 
only cosmicises chaos but sanctifies his little cosmos by making it like 
the world of the gods...the house is not an object, a ’machine to live 
in’, it is a universe that man constructs for himself by imitating the 
paradigmatic relation of the gods, the cosmology,"

Turning back to the American house, to what extent do these same 
principles apply? Does the house form reflect an order which is based 
on some principle of nature such as spatial orientation? Does this same 
principle apply to the house relation with the cosmos? With society?

Schneider and Smith 0-972 ) form the starting point of a more 
specific relationship; that of house form and family structure. They 
propose that the house is the sanctuary for love relationships in this 
culture. This love relation is in opposition with the outside work 
relationship. Hieb (1976) extended this analysis to the nature of the 

house form.
The house form has two general areas; the private area where 

the family is differentiated through specific rooms for husband-wife, 
brother-son and sister-daughter; and a more public area serving as the 
area of unification of the family and receptacle for non-family members. 
If a house violates these spatial norms, then the house will be seen as 
either an uncomfortable or unlivable house in today’s society.
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From this background, two structural rules, of house form have 

been suggested. The more general one concerns what prominent relation
ships exist between house form and culture. The more specific 
hypothesis relates house form with family structure, Schneider and 
Hieb’s work suggest that the basic three bedroom house is designed based 
on the following rules:

1. Separation of adults and children for sleeping
2. Separation of brothers and sisters in sleeping quarters
3. Separation of formal and informal public space
4. Separation of public and private space.

When these rules are violated,, the house will be seen as uncomfortable 
or unlivable.

These two structural rules were tested by designing floor plans 
to violate one or more of these rules. These floor plans were shown to 
college students and female homeowners who were interviewed using an 
open-ended questionnaire. Questions ranged from general impressions of 
the floor plans to tap the more general questions of house form and 
culture to questions more narrowly focused to explore the specific 
relationship between house form and the American family.



CHAPTER 2

METHOD

Population; Two samples of 14 people were used. The first 
population was college students from introductory psychology courses. 
They.were given extra credit for participation. The second population 
was female homeowners in a middle class housing development in Tucson, 
Arizona. Their time was solicited by phone and in person at their 
residence.

Stimulus material; Fifteen housing floor plans were drawn up. 
Models were then made of the floor plans using styrofoam and cardboard. 
The models were 12" x 16" x 3". Slides were then taken of the models 
and a color photo print 8" x 10" was produced (aee Appendix X),

The floor plans were developed in the following manner, A 
’standard1 three bedroom house for the Tucson area was drawn up. Next, 
houses were designed to violate, one of four rules; 1) separation of 
adults’- and childrens’ sleeping quarters, 2) separation of brothers and 
sisters, 3) separation of formal and informal public space and 
4) separation of public and private spaces. Figure 1 gives the breaks 
down by room. Ten other designs were developed by combining these 
violations. A total of 15 floor plans were developed, Appendix XX 
shows each of these designs.

9
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Procedure: The participants were told they would be participa

ting in a study on the perception of houses. They would first see three 
models of house floor plans and would be asked a few questions. Next, 
they would be shown 15 floor plans (college students) or pictures of the 
model (female householders) and asked to make judgments about their 
comfort as a living space* The participants were then shown a model of 
the ’standard’ three bedroom house and told that this house was cut at 
windown level. They were then asked the following questions. The first 
three questions were open-ended to try to get at the more general 
questions and provide elaboration for the more specific questions,

1, What is your overall impression of the house?
2, Please label the spaces in the house.
3, What do you like and dislike about the house design and why?

The final four questions were specifically tied to the more specific 
hyposthesis.

4, If you were a stranger, where would you likely be taken in the
house? Where couldn’t you go in the house?

5, If you were a friend of the family, where would you likely be 
taken in the house? Where couldn’t you go in the house?

6, How would a family with a boy of age 5 and a girl age 3 fill 
the space? Where would the family sleep?

7, How would a family with a boy of age 14 and a girl age 16 fill 
the space?
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These same questions were then repeated using two of the other 

house models.
The participants were then shown the 15 designs in either drawn 

form (college students) or photo-copy form (female householders), They 
were asked first to go through them once and then to repeat this. On 
the second time, they were to rate them from 0 to 9 on comfort as a 
living space for themselves, where 0 was the worst possible living space 
and 9 was the best possible living, space.'



CHAPTER 3

RESULTS

Two questions were examined. The first concerned the general 
area of what participants indicated as the most important relationships 
of house form to other aspects of culture. This was examined by looking 
at what they liked about the house design and why.

The results indicate a tendency for this culture, the Anglo- 
American middle class, to judge the house from the point of view as a 
'machine to live in'. The most predominant categories in the overall 
impression of the house were small-spacious (24%), like-dislike (24%) 
and strange-practical (18%). When participants were asked to be more 
precise in what they liked and disliked about the house, over 38% 
mentioned the size of the rooms,* with practicality of overall design and 
liking or disliking of a room next most frequent. Thus, in evaluating 
the house, the predominant mode of explanation dealt with the objective 
and practical world.

In labeling the houses, the same tendencies manifested them
selves, In over 90% of the cases, a sleeping area, a cooking area, a 
bathroom and a living room area were present, regardless of whether there 
were walls separating the areas or not.

12
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In the houses with fewer rooms, the house was matched to a 

smaller family. This was indicated by the room designations that were
dropped. The first to be dropped were the third bedroom and second
bathroom, followed‘by the second bedroom and the dining room. When this 
expectation was not met, the house was seen as uncomfortable. When 
asked how a family with two teenagers of the opposite sex deal with 
houses labeled by them with two or fewer bedrooms, over half said the 
house was unlivable.

The second set of hypotheses were more precise. It was 
postulated that the house was designed to separate 1) adult and child
sleeping space, 2) brother and sister sleeping space, 3) formal and
informal public space, and 4) public and private space.

The two rules of sleep separation were the most necessary, In 
none of the houses were the adults allowed to sleep with the children.
The separation of children by sex differed with age. With younger
children-(ages 3 and 5), most felt the children could sleep together
(.70%), but a minority either rearranged the house to create a third

/bedroom (.17%) or said that the house was unlivable for such a family 
(10%).

With teenage children (age 14 and 16), the separation was much 
more important, With female homeowners, 57% said such, conditions were 
unlivable and 33% changed the house to create a third bedroom. Only 9%
thought it was appropriate for the two to sleep together. College
students, were less strict with this rule. Fifty-six percent of the
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Table 1: Participants perception of various house spaces:
of time label used.

Female College
Room . homeowners students Combined

bedroom
(first) 100% 100% 100%
kitchen 100% 94% 98%
bathroom
(first) 93% 100% 96%
living
room 100% 84% 91%.

bedroom
(second) 73% 73% 73%
dining
room 81% 60% 70%
bathroom
(second) 61% 48% 55%
bedroom 
(.third) . 50% . 50% . 50% .

family 14% 21% 18%
storage 12% 19% 15%
den 9.% 16% 13%
other 14% . 20% 17%

percentages
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college students changed the house to create a third Bedroom, while 
22% said the family couldn’t live in such a house. Twenty—two percent 
put the teenagers in the same room.

This spatial division within the private area was further 
clarified with questions dealing with accessibility of spaces by 
strangers and friends of the family. Over 75% of the respondents, felt 
that the master bedroom was off-limits to strangers and only slightly 
less considered it true for all bedrooms in the house. With friends of 
the family, respondents allowed for significantly freer access. About 
35% of the people gave friends of the family access to rooms anywhere 
in the house, while over 50% would not allow friends into the master 
bedroom, and over 40% felt it inappropriate for the friend to enter any 
bedroom.

The separation of the public or family space into formal and 
informal spaces was clearly recognized by respondents. This id 
evidenced by the fact that strangers were taken to the living room 
significantly more often than friends of the family C 13,5 p < ,01). 
Over 70% of the respondents agreed that as a stranger they would be 
most likely taken to the living room while less than one-third felt 
that they would be taken to the living room if they were friends of the 
family. Rather, the most frequent response (42%) was to take the friend 
to the kitchen.

The conceptual separation of this space is further supported by 
the labeling of the spaces. Both the kitchen and living room were 
mentioned as labeled spaces in over 90% of the houses. The physical



16
separation seemed important but not necessary. No one said they could 
not live with a house which did not separate these spaces. Conversely, 
with female homeowners, it seemed important as evidenced by the high 
correlation ( = .79) between the number of rooms in the house and the
scaled values of that house. However, college students liked more open 
plans (. r2 = . 28) . ,

The separation of public and private space was also important 
but not necessary. Of all the houses labeled, less than 20% violated 
this norm. Again, however, no one said they could not live in a house 
which violated this norm.

One rule which emerged was that the bathroom was always walled 
in. This is not surprising given sanitary considerations. But the 
bathroom plays an additional social role in the family structure, as 
will be discussed later. For tables of results see Appendix III.

i



CHAPTER 4

DISCUSSION

The present results strongly support the specific contention 
that the house is predominantly a shelter for the love relations for 
middle class Americans. Furthermore, the nature of this relationship 
is rather specific. Like the Atoni house form, the American house form 
is one of unification and differentiation. The private area of the 
house differentiates the family into specific spaces for husband-father/ 
wife-mother, son-brother and daughter-sister.

Conversely, the public area is where the family unites. This is 
where the family comes together as a whole for such activities as. 
eating, recreation, or entertainment. It is only when a non-family 
member comes into the space that it becomes differentiated. The family 
area then becomes a receptacle to the outside world while creating a 
protective layer for the rest of the house.

The differentiation or separation of spaces has different 
priorities in the house. The strongest wall separation is that of the 
bathroom, which in all cases requires a separate, walled space. This is 
understandable on sanitary grounds, but as Kira CL966) has noted, it has 
other uses. In particular, the bathroom is a sanctuary away from the

17



rest of the family. This is especially so for children who must share 
spaces.

The most protected relationship in the house form is that 
between husband and wife. Their room, the master bedroom, is the 
furthest away from public access. In addition, social sanctions, 
discourage entrance. It is the least accessible place for non-family 
members. And if the master bedroom is infringed upon by children, the 
house is usually seen as unlivable.

The next least accessible space in the house is the children's 
room. Two factors seem to be at work here in separating children of the 
same sex from informal conversations. First, there is a strong incest 
taboo. But equally, if not more strong, is the sense that at a certain 
age the children need their own autonomy. If separate spaces are not 
made for teenagers of the opposite sex, the house is generally seen as 
unliyable.

The public area is where , the family meets itself and the rest 
of the world. Houses were labeled so that this area was separated off 
from the private area. The area is conceptually divided into a formal 
meeting area and an informal eating area. This separation doesn't 
require physical barriers but at least for female homeowners it seemed 
to be important.

This whole discussion points to a more general conclusion. The 
sense of place and its relation to activities is intimately connected 
with the meaning of that experience. That is, the sense of family is 
highly connected with the shelter of the family, the house, When
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spaces are created, they set the tone for social relationships. One 
such relation here is the intricate balance between being a part of 
family activities and a distinct and individual entity within the house. 
The house allows for this dance of being a part of and being away from 
the family while still being within the enfoldment of the family, the 
house.

And, indeed, when after moving put of a house, when we come 
back, we often find ourselves playing the same roles to our parents even 
though we have symbolically left by moving out,

In looking at the more general question of house form and 
culture, the results suggest that American view the house from a 
pragmatic, objective framework. In giving overall impressions of the 
house, the objective features were most often verbalized; i,e., size and 
practicality. Further, in looking at houses with less room, practical 
considerations lead to matching the same sized house to a smaller family. 

Other areas of research support this view of the western Anglo- 
American culture’s tendency to objectify space. For example, Edgerton 
(.1976) and Ittelson, et al (.19.74) point out the influence of objectifying 
space in western art and its effect on the development of science. 
Similarly, Piaget (.1967) sees the final development of space in childhood 
as that of a Euclidean, objective world.

Much has been made of the great strides in knowledge by such 
objectification of the physical world. These results suggest that there
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are costs to such a world view. One of the effects is that space is 
dehumanizing. The cognitive categories do not encourage exploration 
into personal space.

This is especially so when the spaces in opposition to the 
house, work and nature are considered. The world of work and of nature 
have become in opposition to the love relations in the house, This 
object space orientation then leads to I-It relationships between these 
two important facets of our lives and potentially exploitative behavior 
by man. Rapaport characterizes the exploitative relations as when "Han 
is the completer and modifier of nature (or work), the creator, and 
finally the destroyer of the environment." This is in contrast with the 
symbiotic relationship which is when "Man and nature (pr work) are in a 
state of balance, and man regards himself as responsible to God for 
nature and the earth, and as steward and custodian of nature,"

By not encouraging the individual to tune into the subjective 
interrelations of man with nature and work, this culture has missed much. 
Current research suggests a shift in attitude is occurring at least with 
regard to nature and its importance. For example, Zimmerman (1980) 
found that solar users were characteristically people who are trying to 
create an overall lifestyle consistent with a symbiotic relation to 
nature. Similarly, Hecht (1975) documented the change in the view of 
nature over the past 50 years in Tucson.

This research suggests that concurrent with a symbiotic relation 
as viewed from an objective point of view (such as ecology), a
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subjective and symbiotic relationship is necessary. This type of 
attitude is perhaps best described by Black Elk (McLuhan, 1971) who 
notes:

You have noticed that everything an Indian does is in 
a circle, and that is because the Power of the World always 
works in a circle, and everything tries to be round,,,The 
sky is round and I have heard that the earth is round like 
a ball and so are all the stars.

The wind in its greatest power, whirls. Birds make 
their nests in circles, for theirs is the same religion as 
ours. The sun comes forth and goes down again in a circle.
The moon does the same, and both are round,

Even the seasons form a great circle in their changing, 
and always coming back again to where they were. The life 
of man is a circle from childhood to childhood and so it is 
in everything where power moves. Our tipis were round like 
the nests of birds and these were always set in a circle, 
the nation*s hoop, a nest of many nests where the Great 
Spirit meant for us to hatch our children.

It is such a subjective, symbiotic relationship which social 
science can contribute to awakening man to the sacredness of all life.
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APPENDIX II

1, Intermixing of sexes
2. Intermixing of public and private spaces
3, Intermixing of children and adults
4. Intermixing of kitchen with other public spaces
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APPENDIX III

Answers to question.
1. Overall impression of the house,

Female College
Dichotomy_____ homeowners  students Combined
spacious-
small 28% 20% 24%
like-
dislike 28% . 22% 25%
strange-
practical 28% 10% 19%
other 15% 45% 30%

39



2. Label the spaces in the house.
A. Percentage of time room label used

Female College
Room . ; homeowners students Combined
bedroom
(first) 100% 100% 100%
kitchen 100% 94% 98%
bathroom
(first) 93% 100% 96%
living
room 100% 84% • 91%
bedroom
(second) 73% 73% 73%
dining
room . 81% 60% 70%
bathroom
(second) 61% 48% ■ 55%
bedroom
(third) 50% 50% • 50%
family 14% 21% 18%
storage 12% 19% 15%
den 9% 16% 13%
other 14% 20% 17%
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3. What is good and bad about the housing design?
Female College

Dichotomy homeowners students Combined
big-
small 47% 33% 38%
like-
dislike 10% 0% 4%
practical 10% 14% 11%
other 33% 53% 47%

Entering the "American house.
4A. If you were to enter the house as a stranger, whei

likely be taken?

Rooms
Female
homeowners

College
students Combined

living
room 89% 66% 78%
kitchen 2% 16% 10%
other 9% 14% 12%

5A. If you were to enter the house as a friend of the
would you likely be taken?

Rooms
Female
homeowners

College
students Combined.

kitchen 46% . 42% 44%
living
room 42% 29% 35%

other 12% 29% 21%



Comparison of places to take friends of family and strangers. 
Female homeowners

stranger
friend of 
the family

kitchen
1

24

living room 
34

22
x2 = 29.26 p .01 
College students

stranger
friend of 
the family

kitchen
7

21

living room 
29

14
x2 = 13.5 p .01

Access to rooms in the house,
4B, If you were a stranger, where couldn’t you go in this house?

Room
master
bedroom
bedrooms
nowhere
other

Female
homeowner

77%
64%
11%
12%

College
students

79%
59%
8%
13%

Combined

78%
62%
10%
12%
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5B. If you were a friend of the family, where couldn’t you go in the 

house?

Room
master
bedroom
nowhere
bedrooms
other

Female
homeowners

College
students

57%
38%
37%
5%

43%
34%
24%
23%

Combined

50%
36%
30%
14%

Comparison of access to rooms: a friend of the family vs, a stranger. 
Female homeowners

bedrooms nowhere
29 " 5stranger

friend of 
the family

College students

stranger

17

bedrooms
23

= 14.01 
p 5 .01

16

= 15.56 
nowhere p < .01

friend of 
the family 17 16
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Livability of houses for 4 person families with fewer than three 
labeled bedrooms.
6. How would a family with a boy age 5 and a girl age 3 fill this 

space? Where would they sleep?

Children
sleep
together 73% 69% 71%
Can’t live
in house 4% 17% 10%
Partition 
or relabel
room 22% 13% 19%

7, How would a family with a boy age 14 and a girl age 16 deal with, 
this space? Where would they sleep?

Female
homeowners

College
students Combined

Female
homeowners

College
students . Combined

Partition or 
relabel room 56% 33% 44%
Can’t live 
in house 22% 57% 41%
Children
sleep
together 22% 9% 15%



Scale values for house: by rule violation.

Rules broken
Main house
1
2
3
4
1 + 2 
1 + 3
1 + 4
2 + 3 
2 + 4
1 + 2 + 3
1 + 2 + 4
2 + 3 + 4
1 + 2 + 3 + 4

Female
homeowners
.626
.172
,332
.372
,267
.206
.624
.554
-.209
.083
.487
.334
,737
,824

College
students
.951
.536
.667

-.532
.334
.647

-.332
-.272
.196
.131

-.071
.538
.829
.471

Correlation between number of rooms and scale values for the house 
Female homeowners r^ = .795'
College students r% = .285
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