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ABSTRACT 

Longhouse architecture is a vernacular residential typology found in a variety of cultural and climatic contexts 

around the world. Despite its wide distribution, existing studies often discuss longhouse traditions within a 

limited regional or disciplinary framework. This article presents a literature-based review of longhouse 

architecture in the Austronesian region in a global context, examining how spatial organization, construction 

systems, and climate adaptation shaped the social role of longhouses in Scandinavia and North America. The 

study uses a narrative literature review. The synthesis in the study focuses on building morphology, spatial 

continuity, material use, and environmental strategies. The study shows that Austronesian longhouses are 

characterized by flexible and continuous collective spaces, lightweight and renewable building materials, and 

passive design strategies that are closely integrated with communal social practices and rituals. In contrast, 

longhouses in temperate and cold regions tend to prioritize structural efficiency, enclosure, and functional 

segmentation. These findings suggest that the significance of Austronesian longhouse architecture lies in the 

integration of vernacular knowledge, social organization, and environmental responses as interconnected 

systems. By placing Austronesian longhouse architecture within a global framework, this literature review 

contributes to the broader discourse on vernacular architecture and offers insights relevant to contemporary 

discussions about socially informed and climate-responsive architectural design. 
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INTRODUCTION 

A unique vernacular home typology known as "longhouse architecture" has independently developed in many 

different cultural and climatic regions of the world. Longhouses, which may be found anywhere from 

Scandinavia and North America to Southeast Asia and the Pacific, are frequently linked to communal living 

arrangements, shared social customs, and context-specific building traditions (Bukkemoen, 2025). Despite this 

wide worldwide spread, longhouse traditions have mostly been studied within disciplinary or regionally defined 

boundaries in architectural studies, which has led to a lack of comparative knowledge of their socio-spatial and 

environmental relevance (Nguyen et al., 2019). Rather, vernacular architecture plays a crucial role in 

understanding how traditional societies shape the built environment in response to local social, cultural and 

environmental needs. Among the diverse typologies of vernacular dwellings that exist around the world, the 

longhouse is an important form of collective dwelling due to its emergence in different geographical and cultural 

contexts (Pardo, 2023; Dunn et al., 2024), including in the Austronesian, Scandinavian and North American 

regions. While sharing the basic elongated form and the function of group dwelling, variations in longhouse 

architecture reflect profound differences in the social organization, climate adaptation strategies and construction 

logics that shape the life of their respective communities (Hjelle et al., 2017). 

According to Fox (2006), longhouses are a significant example of vernacular architecture in the Austronesian 

region, which reflects the intimate connection between indigenous construction expertise, environmental 

circumstances, and social structure. Rich anthropological and architectural data has been produced by previous 

research on Austronesian longhouses, with a focus on communal living, cultural symbols, and climate responsive 
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building techniques (Yang et al., 2022). However, rather than placing Austronesian longhouses within a larger 

architectural discourse, a large portion of this material continues to be descriptive and context-specific, 

frequently considering them as culturally distinctive products. However, environmental determinism or 

structural efficiency have been prioritized in comparative debates of longhouse architecture in global contexts, 

especially in studies of longhouses from temperate and frigid climes. Even while these studies provide insightful 

information about building logic and climate adaptation, they hardly ever systematically address the social and 

geographical aspects of communal living (Victoria et al., 2017). Understanding longhouse architecture as an 

integrated architectural system is hampered by the division of environmental, social, and spatial studies (Moosavi 

et al., 2025). This article offers a narrative literature review that places Austronesian longhouse architecture into 

a global comparative context in order to address these shortcomings. The review synthesizes important 

architectural and anthropological works to investigate how spatial organization, construction techniques, and 

climatic adaptation interact to form the social significance of longhouses across regions rather than offering a 

comprehensive database of longhouse types. To elucidate contextual distinctions and common architectural 

principles, comparative comparisons to longhouse traditions in North America and Scandinavia are used.  

RESEARCH OBJECTIVE  

1. To synthesize and critically evaluate existing literature related to longhouse architecture in the 

Austronesian region in a global context.  

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this study, which is a narrative literature review, is to compile and evaluate the body of knowledge 

regarding longhouse architecture in the Austronesian region within a global context. Using terms like "longhouse 

architecture," "Austronesian region," and "global context," Martin-Martin et al. (2018) a thorough search was 

carried out across scholarly databases like Connected Paper, Dimensions AI, & Scopus. The study includes peer-

reviewed literature published in English between 2021 and 2026. To uncover and arrange important findings, a 

theme analysis was done on a few chosen papers. This approach was selected due to its efficiency in combining 

a range of interdisciplinary sources to create a shared knowledge of this intricate conceptual subject and to 

pinpoint areas that require further investigation. 

Table 1: Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

Criterion Inclusion Exclusion 

Time line 2021 - 2025 < 2021 

Publication type Research articles (empirical 

data) 

Book series, review articles, proceedings 

paper, paid articles, published before 2021 

Language English Non english 

Table 1 show the inclusion criteria for this study include the use of English-language articles and the exclusion 

of publications written in languages other than English. Items published prior to 2021 are not included in the 

article chronology, which spans from 2021 to 2025. Additionally, the publications that are included were selected 

by researchers from databases that contain empirical data; book series, review articles, progress papers, and paid 

pieces are not included as primary sources. 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

2.1 Vernacular Architecture and Longhouse Typologies  

Vernacular architecture has been widely discussed as an expression of the interaction between cultural practices, 

environmental conditions and locally available resources, rather than as a static or pre-modern building tradition 

(Lamzah, 2025). Fundamental scholars argue that vernacular buildings embody systems of accumulated 

knowledge that respond to social organization and ecological constraints. In architectural research, vernacular 
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dwelling typologies are increasingly being studied as spatial systems that encode ways of life, rather than as 

isolated formal artifacts (An et al., 2023). Among these typologies, the longhouse occupies a unique position due 

to its presence across a variety of cultural and climatic contexts, including Southeast Asia, the Pacific, 

Scandinavia and North America (Sand-Eriksen, 2023). Existing architectural studies have documented 

longhouses primarily through morphological descriptions and construction analyses, often focusing on regional 

specificities. While this body of work has contributed to the preservation and understanding of vernacular forms, 

it has tended to prioritize physical features over analytical interpretations of spatial logic and social function. For 

architectural discourse, this limitation underscores the need to reposition longhouse architecture as a comparative 

and analytical subject within the built environment. 

2.2 Spatial Organization and Social Structure in Longhouse Architecture 

The relationship between spatial organization and social structure is a central concern in the study of the 

architecture and anthropology of communal dwellings. Built form is increasingly understood as an active 

medium through which social relations, collective identities and cultural practices are produced and maintained 

(Steckley, 2021). According to Olayinka et al., (2025), in longhouse architecture, spatial configurations often 

reflect kinship systems, patterns of collective life and ritual hierarchies, revealing the inseparability of 

architecture and social life. In communal and longhouse settings, built form is an active medium that creates and 

maintains social relations, identities, and ritual orders, making architecture and social life analytically 

inseparable, according to research from the fields of archaeology, vernacular architecture, and housing studies. 

Longhouses have been characterized as socio-spatial institutions in the Austronesian context where ongoing 

communal interactions are facilitated by spatial continuity and flexibility (Khatibi, 2021; Gapor, 2022). While 

geographical differentiation frequently corresponds with familial or symbolic distinctions, shared spaces 

facilitate everyday activities (Huber, 2024) and ceremonial practices (Asmal, 2023; Moosavi, 2025). On the 

other hand, longhouse customs in cool and temperate climates frequently show a more distinct functional 

division, reflecting various climatic and social preferences. Nevertheless, the majority of current research 

examines these connections in a constrained cultural setting, providing little comparative insights. This gap limits 

more comprehensive ideas of how communal spatial systems function under various socio-climatic conditions 

from the standpoint of the built environment. 

2.3 Environmental Adaptation and Construction Logic  

The longhouse was the predominant domestic form during the Neolithic and Iron Age periods, according to 

archaeological and architectural studies from Scandinavia and Central Europe. Compact plans, earth fast 

structural systems, south-facing orientations, and sturdy roof and gable configurations allowed for adaptation to 

cold temperatures and strong winds (Suhrbier & Scharl 2023; Bukkemoen 2025). Variations in longhouse form 

over time such as the transition from two-aisled to three-aisled layouts and changes in building outline have been 

linked to broader socio-economic transformations and long-term climatic shifts (Sand-Eriksen, 2025), indicating 

that longhouse morphology evolved in response to both environmental and social pressures (Maréchal & Heuzé, 

2021). 

In contrast, longhouse traditions in Southeast Asia, particularly among Indigenous communities in regions such 

as Sarawak, Malaysia, are characterized by linear communal dwellings that accommodate multiple family units 

beneath a shared roof (Stia et al., 2023; Gapor et al., 2023). These structures are closely attuned to humid tropical 

climates and riverine or roadside environments, employing lightweight timber construction, elevated floors, and 

continuous circulation spaces to enhance ventilation, thermal comfort, and protection from flooding (Shou & 

Xu, 2023). Here, architectural form is closely integrated with patterns of collective living and mobility rather 

than enclosure or insulation. According to Gray (2022), longhouses along the Pacific Northwest Coast of North 

America further illustrate the social embeddedness of this typology.  

Moreover, across Coast Salish and other Northwest Coast peoples, longhouses or plank houses functioned as 

more than shelters dan they were core institutions of social, political, and ritual life (Ritchie et al., 2024). In fact, 

longhouse also constructed as large plank-built winter dwellings by hunter– fisher–gatherer societies (Friesen, 

2022), these longhouses exhibit significant regional variation structured by language groups and kinship systems 

(Hamon & Gomart, 2021. Comparative analyses emphasize their role as collective architectural traditions in 
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which building form expresses social organization and cultural identity alongside environmental adaptation. At 

a broader scale, cross-cultural macro-studies of vernacular housing patterns confirm that elongated communal 

dwelling forms such as longhouses correlate not only with climatic conditions but also with social variables 

including sedentism, kinship structure, and degrees of political complexity. These findings challenge 

environmentally deterministic interpretations and reinforce the view of longhouse architecture as a socio-spatial 

typology shaped by the interaction of environmental constraints and social organization. 

2.4 Anchoring theoretical insights in lived experience 

This study also reviews Rapaport's Vernacular Architecture Theory (Mohamed et al., 2025), socio-culture, and 

cultural ecology to understand the Austronesian longhouse as a manifestation of the relationship between 

humans, the environment, and the social system. The approach from previous studies also allows the longhouse 

to be analyzed not only as an architectural object, but also as a cultural space that contains symbolic values, 

rituals, and collective identity among the community (Mora, 2022). Therefore, the vernacular architecture theory 

explains how the form of the longhouse developed through adaptation to the local context, including the use of 

natural materials such as belian wood, bamboo, rattan, and nipah leaves as well as high-pillared designs and 

open ventilation that are suitable for the humid tropical climate (Dayaratne, 2024). The approach in previous 

studies shows that the longhouse is a product of local knowledge inherited from generation to generation and is 

closely related to the life of the Austronesian community. 

In addition, socio-cultural and cultural ecology approaches are used to examine the relationship between spatial 

organization, social structure, and environmental adaptation in Austronesian longhouses. Longhouses are not 

just dwellings, but also social institutions that reflect the family system, rituals, and collective interactions of the 

community. According to Zeng (2023), spatial divisions such as ruai, tanju, and family rooms demonstrate 

public, semi-public, and private functions that strengthen community solidarity. In a global context, a cross-

cultural comparative approach allows Austronesian longhouses to be compared with longhouse traditions in 

Scandinavia, the Amazon, and North America (Antonio, 2022). Although sharing community functions and 

elongated forms, Austronesian longhouses have their own uniqueness that is related to the cosmology, cultural 

identity, and life experiences of Austronesian maritime societies. 

CONCLUSION  

In order to highlight longhouse architecture's architectural relevance beyond region specific or descriptive 

descriptions, this narrative literature review has synthesized recent studies and looked at longhouse architecture 

in the Austronesian region within a larger global perspective. The review shows that form, climate, or symbolism 

alone are insufficient to fully comprehend longhouse architecture in a variety of climatic and cultural contexts. 

Rather, the literature consistently presents longhouses as integrated socio spatial systems that are influenced by 

the interplay of environmental reaction, social organization, and vernacular knowledge. The results show that 

although longhouse types are common throughout the world, Austronesian longhouses stand out due to their 

close integration of household, social, and ritual practices, emphasis on spatial continuity, and flexible collective 

space. Austronesian examples demonstrate how common spatial structuring serves as both a social institution 

and a climate-responsive approach, in contrast to longhouse traditions in temperate and frigid climates that 

frequently stress enclosure and functional separation. This supports recent academic claims that vernacular 

architecture should not be viewed as a static typology but rather as an adaptive process. 

This review adds to the current conversation on vernacular architecture and the built environment by placing 

Austronesian longhouse architecture within a worldwide comparative context. It emphasizes the value of 

Austronesian longhouses as sources of architectural intelligence for tackling contemporary issues with group 

living, social sustainability, and climate-responsive design. The review emphasizes the importance of narrative 

literature synthesis in exposing theoretical links and research gaps that are hidden in studies that are limited by 

geography or discipline. In order to further clarify the connection between communal life and architectural form, 

future research may build on this synthesis by doing more thorough cross-regional comparative analysis utilizing 

consistent analytical frameworks or by fusing empirical spatial analysis with anthropological understanding. 

Overall, the studied literature attests to the long-lasting significance of Austronesian longhouse architecture as 

both a cultural legacy and a significant addition to the body of knowledge about architecture worldwide. 
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