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Abstract
The architecture of two geographically isolated, pastoral communities was compared to illustrate
how unrelated societies with similar lifestyles can exhibit architectural convergence. The
Himba, a semi nomadic tribe in northwestern Namibia, and the Navajo, a Native American tribe
located in northern Arizona, were the groups I selected due to their comparable cultures, climate,
and lifestyle. Photographs of village structures as well as the overall village layouts were used to
make comments on the architectural similarities. The results reveal remarkable village
associations, specifically the uniformity regarding the orientation of the livestock enclosures and
important huts. The development of similar cultural and architectural adaptations by different
communities in response to similar environmental conditions implicates the influence of cultural
convergent evolution (Haviland 2010).
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Introduction
Geographically isolated cultures with similar lifestyles can often have related practices and
characteristics. By studying these similarities in culture, we can understand: how the world
evolves and changes, how people react to changes in different circumstances, and how people
learn from these changes (Haviland 2010). Through comparing cultures we can also identify the
differences in humans and the aspects that may have a more universal application. Studying
cultures can provide a better understanding of where we come from as well as improving our
ability to understand others (Haviland 2010).
The study of architecture is a great indicator of culture. As societies grow and expand, the forms
and shapes of the architecture evolve as well to reflect these changes. Investigating architecture
allows for an unbiased analysis of the culture as the history and observations are not skewed by
personal opinions and perspectives (Larson 1998).
In this project I compare the architecture of two unrelated pastoral communities, attempt to
illustrate the architectural similarities between these societies, and make inferences regarding the
intention behind the structures. The Himba, a Herero speaking community in northwestern
Namibia and the Navajo, a prominent Native American tribe in northeastern Arizona, are the
communities I selected due to their similarities in lifestyle. Both of these groups are pastoral
communities in arid regions and have adopted similar strategies to related problems suggesting
the possibility of convergent cultural evolution (Haviland 2010).
Himba
Depending on the time of year, Himba may reside in permanent or semi nomadic settlements.
During the rainy season, Himba build relatively permanent structures located on lands deemed
sufficient by their ancestors. However when precipitation is scarce, the location of the village
depends on the availability of water and other resources as well as the family-specific grazing
strategies (Bollig 2000). These settlements are made to last several years and the first structures
built are the cattle corral and the grand house, the home of the village leader (Bollig 2000).
In between the grand house and the cattle enclosure, there is a shrine erected to honor the
ancestors. This shrine, a ritual fire, represents the intimate relationship between the living and
the deceased members of a family (Malan 1995). Contrary to popular belief, the fire does not
always have to be burning in order to glorify the memory of the ancestors. In some cases, the
ritual fire is not even present. The presence or absence of the fire is not the important feature of
the shrine but rather the spatial configuration between the enclosure and grand house. As long as
the shrine lies along the physical and metaphorical line connecting the enclosure and grandhouse,
there is a healthy link between the living and dead (Bollig 2000).
In addition, strangers or women from outside the village are not allowed to cross this line
between the grand house and cattle pen without the explicit permission of the village elder. This
can be largely attributed to the pivotal role the configuration plays in Himba life. Designating a
spot for animal slaughter and food preparation, determining the location of ceremonial rituals,

and reserving a place for ancestors to ‘sit’ are just some of the important functions that this line
performs (Bollig 2000).
After constructing the cattle enclosure, the grand house, and the ritual fire, the Himba build
structures necessary to maintain the settlement. The goat pen is easily constructed and the
process can be expedited by building the structure around a tree. Storage huts and storerooms
are built to house different types of supplies and are constructed in ways to minimize scavenging
by small animals. In addition, houses for the other individuals in the village are created. Two
key aspects unify all of the structures in the settlement: 1) the buildings are mostly oriented
toward the cattle enclosure. 2) mopane is the wood used as the framework for these structures
(Bollig 2000).
Livestock ownership and the rules of inheritance can be complex. Older herders typically own
all of their animals while younger herders have to borrow up to ninety eight percent of their
cattle. Research studies demonstrated wealth and cattle number have little correlation (.23)
while age and cattle number (.67) have a more significant association. Life stages appear to be
one of the best indications for the herd size (Bollig 2000).
There are several established inheritance guidelines designed to facilitate the transmission of
cattle to successive generations. Unlike most Herero groups, Himba livestock are inherited
through a matrilineal line. Some scholars attribute this to the Himba’s unusual definition of
sacred cattle since in other Herero groups sacred cattle are inherited through the father’s line
(Bollig 2000).
Navajo
The Navajo lifestyle was revolutionized due to the influence of the Spanish during the early
1700’s. Livestock quickly became an integral component of Navajo culture as shepherding
superseded hunting in some places. Semi-permanent settlements later known as hogans
developed into the focal point of Navajo life and allowed for frequent movement necessary to
find sustenance for livestock (Downs 1972).
These hogans are easily constructed and can be vacated just as quickly allowing for the
flexibility inherently necessary for nomadic cultures (Hoover 1931). Variation between hogans
is extensive due to the herder’s differences in wealth and culture as well as fluctuations in
resources and seasons. For example, huts based against a stone face or in caves are considered
hogans (Hoover 1931)
In the summer, the Navajo Hogan was very basic, consisting of logs and tree brush. To avoid
flies, snakes, and other unwanted wildlife, hogans were built away from trees and bushes that
could provide food or shelter for animals. Barren environments with very little surrounding
grass were usually the site for construction. In addition, the Hogans were scattered across a
wider area in the summer to provide more expansive grazing opportunities (Downs 1972).
Winter Hogans are the more recognized structure consisting of a circle of logs and branches
coated with mud in the shape of a dome (Hoover 1931). Navajos strategically placed their
winter hogans in an environment that affords shelter as well as being near to a fuel source.

Another key difference involves the orientation of winter settlements as the hogans were built in
tight, clustered arrangements. When temperatures fell, Navajos took measures to limit the
amount of time spent outside the Hogan (Downs 1972).
Sweat lodges were another structure of deep tribal significance and cultural identity. Navajos
participated in these sweating ceremonies for a number of reasons including fostering kinship
and spiritual/physical cleansing (Bruchac 1993). Although the smoke hole was absent, the sweat
lodge resembled a miniature version of a typical winter Hogan (Bruchac 1993). Fires were lit
outside and then carried into the lodges using special tongs. In relation to the village, the sweat
lodges were typically located at a distance to other settlements (Downs 1972).
The relationship between the family unit and livestock is consequential on many levels.
Livestock are regarded not only in an economic sense but are treasured as an indication of the
wealth, success, and well being of the family unit (Downs 1964). As a result, herding is usually
a shared responsibility and depending on the village the livestock ownership can be communal.
This collective ownership is seen more frequently in smaller livestock such as sheep and goats
whereas cattle ownership is clearly individual (Downs 1964).
Herding also is an indicator of the societal stability of the group as it promotes social
interactions. For example, the sheep pen is an important component of daily conversation as the
women discuss their activities while waiting for the herd to return (Downs 1964). When there is
a conflict between the group, livestock care suffers reflecting the group tensions (Downs 1964).

Methods
Himba
Site Description: Kaokoland is approximately 50,000
and is located in the northwestern
portion of Nambia. Rainfall varies greatly depending on the proximity to the western coast from
roughly 35-5 cm on average. The desert climate is arid and water is scarce despite numerous
springs and the Kunene River to the north. Sporadic vegetation in the region is the result of sea
fogs that travel from the Atlantic (Malan 1995).
In 2012, I visited five Himba compounds on the following days: June 19, June 21 (2 villages),
June 23 (2 villages). On June 20, I visited the villages of the Zemba and Hakaona, two other
tribes of the northwestern region of Namibia referred to as Kaokoland. These villages were
approximately ~35 kilometers outside of Epupa Falls, Namibia and ranged in size from about 4
to 30 people. My group hired a local translator named Anita who was raised in the Himba
culture and customs. She acted as a negotiator at the markets and facilitated conversation while
visiting the compounds. At her suggestion, we set out for the compounds at six in the morning
so we could arrive after the villagers had performed their duties and could spare some time to
answer questions. Each visit lasted roughly an hour.
Prior to entering the village, we presented gifts including corn meal, sugar, and tea to the
villagers in exchange for the opportunity to explore the village and ask questions. After gaining
permission, I attempted to record the village layout by photographing each building or structure.
To ensure I had sufficiently archived the village, I drew a detailed sketch of the general layout of
the compound in a field notebook. This recording approach was valuable when I was
reconstructing the villages as I was able to compare my sketches to the images to verify my
recordings.
In addition to investigating the villages, I asked the villagers various questions regarding the
buildings and architecture through the aid of our translator. The villagers being interviewed
were almost exclusively women as the men were usually away with the cattle. Depending on the
dialect, I had to phrase my question in different ways to get an answer. However, the questions
listed below are representative of what I asked to the tribes:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Which hut is the main hut?
What are the houses made out of?
Why do you/do you not have a wall?
Where is the holy fire?
What is the first structure you build for a new village?
What is the difference between a storehouse and storeroom?
Also, I would ask them to identify certain structures I was unfamiliar with.

After collecting the data, the sketches were uploaded and represented as computer schematics.
Each of the compounds was compared to a general layout provided in the book Peoples of
Namibia (Malan, 1995) to establish if there were universal similarities of the village architecture
among the pastoral tribes of northwestern Namibia and to the general layout of the Native
American tribes to see if the similarities could be extended to other pastoral communities.

Navajo
Site description: The Navajo lands are approximately 70,000
and are located in
Northeastern Arizona, Southeastern Utah, and Northwestern New Mexico. Elevation fluctuates
from 3,000-9,000 feet above sea level as a result of the nearby mountain ranges. Precipitation is
limited, rarely exceeding ten inches a year. The lands are dry and underground water sources are
the basis of the desert ecosystem (Downs 1972).
There are not many Native Americans who still live in traditional homes and villages (Downs
1972). Unlike the African tribes residing in some of the most remote regions of Kaokoland,
Namibia, it can be very difficult for Native American tribes to escape or resist the overwhelming
influence of western society. However, herding livestock, sheep in particular, remains an
important aspect of one Native American tribe, the Navajo (Downs 1972).
Through a combination of the data I accumulated while examining various literature sources and
the information I’ve discovered via online research articles, I developed a general layout
depicting a traditional Navajo village. Although the schematic is not comprehensive, it contains
all the features that could be expected in an traditional village. The final product was compared
to the final product of the Himba excursions in order to determine if there exists any similarities
in village layout between pastoral communities located over 14,000 kilometers apart.
Since the sample size for both portions of this observational study are small, there is a certain
degree of error in this experiment. Data from direct observations is always ideal but since this is
not always possible, I relied heavily on literature sources to reconstruct the Navajo village. For
the purpose of analysis, I used a mixture of quantitative (# of houses, livestock, average
occupancy) and qualitative measurements (interviews, conversations) while interpreting and
evaluating the results.

I created symbols to represent the various structures encountered in Himba and Navajo
settlements. I have compiled a list of these symbols below
Symbols found in both Himba and Navajo Settlements

Female Village Hut

Male Village Hut

Cattle Enclosure

Main Hut

Sheep Pen

Drying Pen

Chicken Enclosure
Goat Pen

Sweat Lodge
Ritual Fire

Fence
Storeroom

Cornfield
Storage

Log House

Results
Key Components of Himba Villages
The following is a list of key components I compiled after visiting each of the compounds.
Many of the features were included in the generic outline provided in Peoples of Namibia while
others were not. All pictures were taken from my camera.
1) Wood Fencing –Mopane (Colophospermum mopane)
The majority of the compounds we visited
were not enclosed. The villagers with
fences explained that it serves as a barrier
to keep black backed jackals (Canis
mesomelas) and other predators away from
livestock.
The villagers without fences still
experience the same problems with
predators but the ancestors forbid the
construction of fences (Bollig 2000).

2) Cattle enclosure

Cattle enclosures were found in every Himba compound. When building a new village,
the corral is always one of the first structures created illustrating the importance of cattle
in Himba culture

3) Goat’s pen

Villagers put small goats in these enclosures when they want to get milk from the mother.
These structures were seen in most villages.
4) Ritual fire
Most of the villages had a
designated space for the holy fire.
However, it was often not lit either
because the chief was absent or
deceased.
This is the only example I
encountered where the wood for
the fire was piled on a special
stone.
5) Main Hut
The main hut is the building where
the chief or leader stayed. When the
village chief was absent, the hut was
often barricaded as seen in this
picture.
If the chief had died, the main hut
was inhabited by the women in some
cases.
The main hut always faced the holy
fire.

People, Cattle and Land (Bollig 2000)

6) Other village huts
The huts for the villagers were
made from a mixture of cow dung,
wood, sand, and water.
The huts did not always face away
from the holy fire as specified in
the book. Most of the huts faced
in toward the cattle corral.



Some huts had doors while others
were open depending on the
village
Storage

Storage vs. Storeroom
It is important to make a distinction
between storage and storeroom
structures.
Storage areas are places where
villagers stock their meat and other
perishable supplies. The temperature
can be more controlled in comparison
to the storeroom.
These structures are placed on stilts to
help prevent small animals from
scavenging through the supplies.
Storerooms

Storerooms are places for everyday items. The storeroom is more accessible and
sometimes can serve as a resting place for a guest. As can be noted by the pictures,
storerooms can vary somewhat in their design.



Drying building
In some of the villages, there was a
small structure with stilts and
branches that was used for drying
clothes and beef.
Some villages used huts and
storerooms as their drying stations.
Sometimes, drying stations were
constructed simply by attaching a wire
to a nearby Mopane tree.



Male hut vs. female hut



Some villages had very specific rules regarding living arrangements. Pyramid shaped
huts were erected for males while cupcake shaped huts were for the females.
Chicken enclosure

These foot tall structures were built for villages raising chickens. Like the goat
enclosure, the tiny chicks could be isolated from their parents by cooping them up inside.



Cooking fire
The book neglects to mention
designated areas for cooking fires
which are important components of
himba life. If the village chief was
gone, this was the only fire in the
compound.



Designated place to kill cattle
Although this was encountered in only one village, I thought it was important to include.
Cattle were taken to a very specific location before being killed due to ancestral reasons.

The Entire Compound

People, Cattle and Land (Bollig 2000)

People, Cattle and Land (Bollig 2000)

Through these pictures I am attempting to illustrate how the components of the compound fit
together. Although the resolution may be of poor quality, the corral, huts, and fences can be seen
in a somewhat circular arrangement in the first picture. The ritual fire, special ritual stones, and
cattle enclosure are conveyed in the second picture.

Key Components of Navajo Villages
The following is a list of key components of Navajo Villages. This collection was compiled
through literature sources.
1. Winter Hogans

The Navajo

Pictorial History of the Navajo

Pictorial History of the Navajo

During the winter, the Navajo constructed structures consisting of stone, earth, and wood
as shelters (Downs 1972). In general, these hogans were conical and supported by log
poles with forked ends (Hoover 1931). Typically, the structures were built in an area that
afforded some protection from the weather such as near a mountainside (Downs 1972).
2. Summer Hogans

The Navajo

Pictorial History of the Navajo

The summer Hogan is frequently more simple than its’ winter counterpart. These basic brush
structures were easily built and abandoned as the Navajo followed their herds (Hoover 1931).
As discussed previously, the summer hogans were built on barren environments mainly to avoid
unwanted predators (Downs 1972).

3. Sweat Lodge
The sweat lodge is a place of
cultural identity for the Navajo.
Through this process, the Navajo
are cleansed physically and
spiritually. In general, men visited
these lodges more than women

People, Cattle, Land

4. Cattle Pen.
Although sheep are the most
predominant livestock of the
Navajo, there are some homesteads
that specialize in cattle.
These corrals were made of logs
and forked ends. These pens were
not always observed in the village
settlements.
Utah American Indian Digital Archive

5. Sheep Pen

Northern Arizona University Special Collections

Northern Arizona University Special Collections

The sheep pen is a simple structure consisting of log poles and forked ends. These corrals were
usually located in the center of the village reinforcing the considerable importance of
sheepherding to Navajo identity

6. Fire
From cooking meals to rituals, fire
played a pivotal role in Navajo
culture. Although there are not
designated places on the maps for
fires, they can be predicted based
on the sweat-lodges and the Hogan
locations

Photo Courtesy of Ancestral Art

7. Cornfield
Every Navajo homestead has at
least one cornfield(Downs 1972).
These fields tended to be located at
a short distance from the clusters
of Hogans

Photo Courtesy of U.S. National Archives

8. Other Important Structures

Pictorial History of the Navajo

Pictorial History of the Navajo

These are two structures that are not included on the maps but are important components of
many Navajo homesteads. In certain cases, a specific structure is built to accommodate the
loom. However, often the loom simply rests against the side of a Hogan. The picture to the right
is that of an early Navajo blacksmith station outside of the Hogan.

Typical Village Layouts: Himba
Himba Village -6/21-Notes
-The village elder had died and the holy
fire would be relit with a new chief.
-The ancestors did not want a fence to be
built.
-There was a designated spot for
slaughtering animals.
-The goat pen was more removed than
previously observed.
-

Himba Village- 6/21-Notes
-This village was much larger than the
other compounds
-The storage buildings outnumbered
sleeping huts. This was the only
compound where this occurred.

Himba Village- 6/23
-This was a relatively small village
because they recently relocated.
-The main hut and fence were being built.
-There were several small chicken
enclosures. Not many Himba villages I
visited had these structures.

Typical Village Layouts: Navajo
Navajo Village 1962
-This homestead has two separate
cornfields.
-The sweat lodge and the
cornfields were located at some
distance from the Hogans
-Three Hogans encircle surround
the sheep pen

________________________________________________________

Navajo Village- Black Mesa
Society
-The information presented here
represents a very specific
population of Navajos referred to
as the Black Mesa Society
-The sweat lodge and the cornfield
were located at some distance from
the cluster of Hogans
________________________________________________________

Navajo Village- 1960
-This was one of the villages with
a cattle enclosure. However,
unlike the Himba, the corral was
located on the fringes of the
settlement.
-The Hogans appear to be
encircling the sheep pen

_______________________________________

Discussion
In ecology, convergent evolution refers to the process where genetically unrelated organisms
adopt similar strategies (often the evolution or loss of a trait) to address the same problem. This
process can also occur at the cultural level. When individuals from different societies implement
similar cultural adaptations as a result of parallel environmental conditions this suggests the
influence of convergent cultural evolution (Haviland 2010).
In this study of the Himba and Navajo, there are many examples of similar cultural adaptations.
In these communities, the health and protection of the livestock is paramount since this is the
basis of the groups’ lifestyle. Although the Himba prefer cattle and the Navajo appear to favor
sheep, the livestock enclosures for these respective animals are located in the center of the
compound. In both cases, huts surround the corrals in a protective function underlining the
relative significance of the livestock in each culture.
Despite not being explicitly illustrated in the Navajo diagrams, cooking fires are integral
components of both cultures. Both groups had specific rules regarding who could start cooking
fires and who could use them. In addition, structures that were not as important to the compound
such as the sweat lodge, drying station, or storeroom were often situated farther away from the
center of the compound. This highlights how the groups place the highest priority on livestock
protection.
The huts and the Hogans have remarkable similarities in appearance and function. They are both
easily constructed from the resources in the environment such as wood and clay. These
buildings can also be quickly abandoned and reconstructed which is an imperative characteristic
of a nomadic, herding lifestyle. Although the Navajo data may be skewed due to limited
information, the Hogans seem to be gender specific as with the Himba. Even on opposite sides
of the world, societies can have developed the same strategies to adapt to environmental and
social conditions.
Despite the numerous similarities, there were some structures that highlighted the cultural
differences. Among the Navajo, there was a sweat lodge where individuals would go to cleanse
themselves physically and spiritually. For the Himba, the ritual fire is a major component of the
compound as it signifies the association with ancestors. These architectural differences do not
arise from functioning aspects of a society but are due to different religious practices and
customs.
As noted in the village layouts, the Himba were more inclined to build fences while the Navajo
did not. When I interviewed the Himba regarding the reasons for building a fence, they
responded that the main goal was to prevent predators from reaching the livestock. Although my
results could stem from a lack of information for the Navajo, the lack of a fence for the Native
Americans likely is a result of the differences in predation. In northwestern Namibia, the
Himbas have to battle with lions, jackals, hyenas, leopards, and cheetahs in order to protect their
livestock. For this reason, the creation of a fence seems warranted. However, in northeastern
Arizona, the only predators the Navajo have to contend with are coyotes and the occasional
mountain lion.

One important distinction between the two groups relates to agriculture. During my visits
to the Himba tribes, the primary lifestyle revolved around livestock herding. The Navajo are
primarily a herding community as well, however, they also rely on cornfields for some basic
functions. This is a key difference in cultures that may be a result from outside influence. The
Himba have been able to resist western influence due to the nature of their geographic isolation.
The Navajo, on the other hand, are surrounded by other cultures and influences which may have
led to this cultural adaption. Slightly different environmental conditions may account for these
architectural differences.
For future research, it would be interesting to discover the orientation of the Navajo huts. It is of
common knowledge that Navajo Hogans faced east to greet the sunrise (Nabokov 1989).
However, the generalized map description may diverge from the actual orientation as found with
the Himba and Peoples of Namiba description. If the Hogans all faced in toward the center of
the homestead and the livestock enclosure, this would be another example of the remarkable
similarities between cultures.
These results illustrate the remarkable cultural similarities and architectural parallels of two
unrelated ethnic groups. These pastoral communities from opposite sides of the world
encountered similar environmental constraints and adopted related strategies to address these
issues. The easily constructed livestock enclosure and quickly abandoned living huts are two
key examples where the architecture reflects the semi-nomadic culture of the pastoral groups.
Despite the differences regarding western influences, the Himba and the Navajo developed
similar approaches to related environmental problems indicating the role of cultural convergent
evolution (Haviland 2010).
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