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ABSTRACT: The traditional community house of the Katu, an ethnic minority in Vietnam, named 
Guol plays an important role in their lives and functions as a place for common activities. It is also a 
spiritual and cultural symbol and is regarded as the pinnacle of creativity. However, since the Doi Moi 
period began in 1986, the state’s policies on mountainous and rural regions and the influence of vari-
ous cultures have led to changes in the Katu identity, including traditional community houses. Recently, 
because reconstruction projects using new materials have caused the rapid disappearance of traditional 
community houses in Nam Dong, some traditional, modified and modern types have coexisted in each 
hamlet until now. This paper, then, focuses on clarifying the existing forms of the community house by 
analyzing relationships among construction methods, policies, natural resources, and budget. Moreover, 
this research aims to contribute to the overall view of the Katu community house in the present context.

usually had a wide yard in which there was a pillar 
for buffalo stabling festival.

The Guol is the most essential architectural 
work of the Katu and the symbol of the village. 
In the past, each village used to have Guol house. 
Depending on economic conditions and resident 
terrains, each Katu village had different methods 
of building the Guol in size, materials, art of sculp-
ture and so on; however they were conformed to 
the general pattern which was house on stilt, not 
so high ridge, arched roof in the two gables and 
they were the fruit of the villagers themselves. The 
unique and special feature of the Guol house in 
comparison with the community house of the 
other ethnic groups are the central pillar, called 
father pillar, surrounded by 6 mother pillars and 
6 children pillars. One more specific trait is the use 
of even number: even compartment, even pillars, 
even ridge lever, etc. Since in the Katu’s concep-
tion, the even number brings about the good for-
tune. This means that the conception in number 
of each group is diverse. The art of decoration in 
Guol house attains high level. The components are 
meticulously carved with greatly precise decorative 
patterns and copious motif, which manifest their 
own characteristic. The Tring bird or Grooc bird 
(the birds expressing close cement and rally) were 
frequently fixed in the ridge gable or the animals 
which have strong attachment with the life of peo-
ple like dragon, tiger, buffalo and scenes of daily 
life were engraved in the wall, pillars and beams of 

1 INTRODUCTION

The Katu are one of Vietnam’s 54 officially rec-
ognized ethnic minorities and, according to the 
2009 Vietnam Census, the biggest ethnic minority 
group in Central Vietnam with a population of 
around 61,588 people. They live primarily in the 
mountainous inland of Central Vietnam, includ-
ing Quang Nam Province and Thua Thien-Hue 
Province (Nam Dong and A Luoi District) along 
the border with Laos. In the past, it was custom-
ary for the Katu people to locate their village 
adjacent to water sources and to engage mainly in 
slash-and-burn cultivation. The Vel, a Katu tra-
ditional village, is the basic social unit that exists 
independently. When establishing the village, the 
village people frequently chose the high and dry 
position and the riverhead. Each Vel had from 
20 to 30 households with the quantity from 150 
to 250 members. Among them, depending on the 
terrain, the houses of every family in the Vel were 
arranged in the closed circle or oval shape with the 
front directed toward the Guol house. The sur-
roundings of the village were encompassed by high 
fence and there was a village gate to restrict the 
infiltration of the outsiders and wild beasts. The 
Guol, a traditional wooden community house that 
came into prominence with large size and beauti-
ful shape, was frequently situated in the centre of 
Vel where higher lands provide a good observation 
place. In the front, the outside of the Guol house 
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the house. Unfortunately, the influence of various 
other cultures and the changes in settlement and 
livelihood are the primary reasons for changes in 
the traditional characters of the Katu ethnic group. 
Until recently, many Katu hamlets have been los-
ing their identity and Guol houses have also been 
deformed and have gradually disappeared.

This paper aims to identify forms of Katu com-
munity houses that exist in Nam Dong through 
analyzing the relationships among construction 
methods, related policies, natural resources, vil-
lagers’ participation and awareness, funding and 
other factors that influence the type of community 
house in each hamlet.

Since our focus was on the Katu community 
house, we chose hamlets inhabited by the Katu 
people or hamlets where the Katu people are the 
majority. After creating a preliminary survey of 68 
hamlets in a total of 11 communes and Khe Tre 
Town of Nam Dong District, we chose 36 ham-
lets of 6 communes that satisfy the above criteria; 
the 32 remaining hamlets were the Kinhs’1. During 
the survey of selected communes, hamlet leaders, 
patriarchs and skillful local people were inter-
viewed while their community houses were meas-
ured and photographed.

2 OVERVIEW OF KATU ETHNIC GROUP 
IN NAM DONG

A mountainous district located in Southwest Thua 
Thien Hue Province (Fig. 1), Nam Dong has a 
significant number of ethnic minorities, making 
up around 43% of the total population; among 
them, the Katu people account for the overwhelm-
ing majority. Presently, they live mainly in 6 com-
munes: Thuong Lo, Huong Son, Thuong Nhat, 
Huong Huu, Thuong Long and Thuong Quang. 
The origin of the Katu people in Nam Dong is 
closely related to the Katu people in Quang Nam 
and Laos. Besides the Katu people who have lived 
in Nam Dong for a long time such as in Thuong Lo, 
Thuong Quang and Huong Huu, a number of Katu 
people have settled in Thuong Nhat and Thuong 
Long since the early 1970s; some came from Quang 
Nam Province, while others came from Laos, for 
example, Huong Son. The 4 remaining communes 
and Khe Tre Town are the main living areas of the 
Kinh people, who have settled since 1975 under the 
New Economic Zone Planning Project. Because 
the Katu people in Nam Dong have lived in the low 
mountainous areas, they have neither lived far from 
the Kinh nor from the center of the district capi-
tal; thus, they have been much affected by modern 
living styles and they can inquire about the latest 
farming techniques as well. In addition to tilling 
and hunting, their main income in recent years is 

from wet rice, other food plant cultivation, cattle 
breeding, and afforestation, so their quality of life 
and intellectual standards are higher in compari-
son with other areas. Changes in lifestyle have led 
to changes in the means of residence. The hamlets 
in the Nam Dong are currently located near the 
roads and on even and flat terrain. Consequently, 
traditional dwelling houses on stilts are no longer 
necessary and have been replaced by the houses on 
the ground floor (such as the Kinhs’), which are 
built with new materials. Therefore, the hamlet-
dwelling people must not mind collecting replace-
ment materials; furthermore, this type of house is 
suitable for modern furniture, which is why, until 
now, the Katu people in Quang Nam have been 
preserving their identity, while the Katu people in 
Nam Dong have been losing theirs.

3 TYPOLOGICAL EVALUATION ON 
EXISTING COMMUNITY HOUSES 
IN NAM DONG

In the past, most of the hamlets in Nam Dong had 
a Guol house and the scale and condition of each 
hamlet determined its size, structure and materials. 
Some hamlets with a large population and suffi-
cient conditions, for example, could build a large, 

Figure 1. Typological distribution on existing commu-
nity houses in Nam Dong. (Credits: The authors).
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traditional Guol house with a central symbol pillar 
using precious, solid materials. Other hamlets with 
limited capabilities could build Guol houses on a 
smaller scale; some might not have a central pil-
lar and would be constructed with popular wood 
materials.

These materials can only be used short term, 
which means these houses are high maintenance, 
and materials must be replaced often. 

According to the results of the surveys, until 
2000, many traditional wooden community houses 
in the hamlets were dismantled because there were 
no materials resources to use for replacements. 
Although some still existed, most of them were 
degraded. Given the fact that people need commu-
nity houses to maintain the hamlet’s community 
activities, several policies have been implemented 
and projects have been initiated to construct or 
restore the community houses funded by different 
sources.

Some projects have employed the traditional 
construction method and the participation of the 
community has brought about positive changes. 
Nevertheless, the number of restored Guol houses 
was inconsiderable and maintenance in those 
erected proved to be difficult. According to the 
local leaders and the Katu people, the restoration 
of Guol houses in accordance with the original 
was difficult to carry out by many reasons.

First, to restore the community houses, it is 
necessary to have a great quantity of wood, leaves, 
bamboo and other materials. Yet, the government’s 
current policies on afforestation and forest protec-
tion, as well as the rapid decline of the primeval 
forest area, make it difficult to locate timber and 
leaves to construct traditional-style Guol house.

In addition, because these materials are not 
durable, there must be a reserve of abundant 
resources for use at any time. For this reason, some 
projects of building community houses that imi-
tate traditional using modern materials funded by 
the government and NGOs with local community 
participation and support has been deployed and 
carried out since 2003. Depending on the condi-
tions of each project and of each commune, the 
number of hamlets of these communes partici-
pating in these projects is different. One common 
characteristic of these projects is the participation 
of many stakeholders like local authorities, NGOs 
and local people. However, the participation level 
in construction processes of these stakeholders is 
different.

Table 1 shows the typology of existing com-
munity houses in Nam Dong. Of the 36 surveyed 
hamlets, 33 community houses were found out in 
6 communes. Among them, 4 types are identified 
based on the criteria of forms, usage materials and 
construction methods. The first type (Fig. 2–3) is 

traditional wooden community house, which was 
constructed in accordance with the traditional 
materials and construction method, including 
houses in A Xang-Thuong Long, A Ka-Thuong 
Quang, and Doi-Thuong Lo. These are subprojects 
belonging to the Guol house restoration project of 
the government and partially funded by ICCO, 
NAV and SNV. Regarding the method of con-
struction and collection of materials, the hamlet 
community is the key factor in its organization and 
construction. The roles of the commune, district, 
and other organizations, such as NGOs, are lim-
ited to orientation, supervision, and financial sup-
port. The patriarch frequently designs the houses; 
meanwhile, the inhabitants themselves search for 
and collect materials for 3 to 6 months, maybe 
even one year, depending on each hamlet’s capabil-
ity. Then, under the supervision of the patriarch, 
the Katu builders erect them in the traditional 
method within one month. According to patriarch 
Ra Pat Grooc, until recently, these houses have 
been degraded, especially the roofs and floors and 
it has been difficult to collect replacement materi-
als. It is especially difficult for the Guol house in 
A Ka-Thuong Quang. According to the hamlet 
leader, when the house was in use (before 2007), it 
was one of the most beautiful Guol houses in Nam 
Dong. After 2007, however, the appearance of the 
adjacent community house in the government’s 
reduction project funded by the ADB, along with 
the difficulty in collecting traditional replacement 
materials, has rendered this Guol house useless. 
Presently, only this house’s frame remains and it 
may collapse at any time. The hamlet leader has 
pointed out that some people have asked to buy the 
frame, but the hamlet should remain as it stands 
until it decays. They still hope for support from an 
organization that would allow them to restore this 
house.

The second type mentioned in the research is 
modified wooden community house (Figs 4–5). For 
this type, the hamlet people are active in design-
ing, collecting materials and constructing, with the 
financial support of NAV and ICCO; neverthe-
less, there are changes in the shape and materials 
in some parts of the house, like the Guol house 
in U Rang Hamlet-Huong Huu with square pillars 
and tiled roof (before 1996 it was a thatched roof) 
or the Guol house in Thuong Long’s ownership 
(though built with traditional materials, the roof 
was replaced by tiles in 2009). At present, it has 
degraded, despite its repairs, due to infrequent use 
and lack of maintenance. An absence of the cen-
tral pillar and traditional May leaves was replaced 
in 2011 in the Guol house of A Rang Hamlet in 
Thuong Quang.

One of the most popular types of community 
houses in Nam Dong is the community house on 
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stilts mainly built with concrete and simulated 
a traditional type, with traditional materials for 
some parts such as the roof, purlin, roof beam 
and floor (Fig. 6). These are the houses in 4 com-
munes, including La Hia, A Mut, Ka Che, A Lot, 
Ba Duoc and A Den in Huong Son; A Sach and 
La Van in Thuong Nhat; A Gon, Te Vac and A 
Chieu in Thuong Long; and Ta Rau and A Ro 
in Thuong Quang. These are also the subprojects 
within the scope of the government’s CBRIP 
Project3 that have been deployed since 2002, cost-
ing 80 to 150 million VND per house, depending 

on the construction time and ability of each ham-
let. Among them, WB is the primary financial sup-
port, accounting for 80% of the total capital, 15% 
of which is the corresponding capital of the gov-
ernment; the hamlet people contribute 5%.

For the CBRIP Project, the hamlet first organ-
izes a meeting to collect ideas for the prior work of 
small projects. After that, they submit the report 
to the commune. The work chosen will be the 
first priority. Next is a meeting at the commune 
level to decide which work to construct. Finally, 
they submit to the district to make the last deci-

Table 1. Classification on typology of existing community houses in Nam Dong. Credits: The authors.

Typology No
Hamlet 
(ownership) Commune

Construction  
year

Main 
Funding

Traditional wooden 
community house

 1 A Xang Thuong Long 2003 ICCO
 2 A Ka Thuong Quang 2000 NAV
 3 Doi Thuong Lo 2004 SNV

Modified 
wooden community 
house

 4 Commune 
ownership

Thuong Long 2000 ICCO

 5 A Rang Thuong Quang 2002 NAV
 6 U Rang Huong Huu 1990 NAV

Mixed concrete 
community 
house on stilts

 7 La Hia Huong Son 2004 WB
 8 A Mut 2006 WB
 9 Ka Che 2005 WB
10 A Lot 2004 WB
11 Ba Duoc 2006 WB
12 A Den 2005 WB
13 A Xach Thuong Nhat 2004 WB
14 La Van 2004 WB
15 A Gon Thuong Long 2005 WB
16 Te vac 2004 WB
17 A Chieu 2005 WB
18 Ta Rau Thuong Quang 2004 WB
19 A Ro 2004 WB

Concrete community 
house on stilts

20 Cha Mang Thuong Lo 2006 ADB
21 La Ho 2006 ADB
22 Commune 

ownership
Huong Son 2012 State

23 Ta Ring Thuong Nhat 2008 ADB
24 Lap 2007 ADB
25 A Tin 2007 ADB
26 Ta Lu 2008 ADB
27 Commune 

ownership
2010 State

28 Con Gia Huong Huu 2007 State
29 Ka Dong Thuong Long 2007 ADB
30 A Xang 2008 ADB
31 Cha Ke 2008 ADB
32 A Dai 2007 ADB
33 Ap Rung 2008 ADB

State: Guol rebuilding program of the State
NAV: Nordic Assistance to Vietnam
WB: World Bank
ADB: Asian Development Bank
ICCO: Interchurch Organization for Development Coop-eration; Netherlands
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Figure 3. Guol house in Doi Hamlet Thuong Lo Com-
mune, Nam Dong (Credits: The authors).

Figure 4. Guol house in A Rang Hamlet, Thuong 
Quang Commune, Nam Dong (Credits: The authors).

Figure 5. Guol house of Thuong Long Commune, 
Nam Dong (Credits: The authors).

Figure 2. A traditional wooden community house in 
Doi Hamlet, Thuong Long Commune, Nam Dong Dis-
trict. (Credits: The authors).

Figure 6. Guol house in Ba Duoc Hamlet, Huong Son 
Commune, Nam Dong (Credits: The authors).
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sion. An outside design company, guided by the 
ideas of the hamlet’s commune leaders but not the 
hamlet people, designed these houses. The Kinh 
workers built the main frame, simultaneously 
coordinated with the hamlet people in contribut-
ing traditional materials, such as wood and leaves 
and also participated in erecting the floor and roof 
(some households could contribute from 200,000 
to 300,000 VND instead of the materials). These 
houses were deployed between 2003 and 2006, 
first in two hamlets of Thuong Nhat and then to 
Huong Son, Thuong Long, and Thuong Quang. 
Through usage, some parts of a few houses have 
been replaced by more durable materials, such as 
leaves to corrugated iron or bamboo to wooden 
boards. The expenditure for repairs was partly cov-
ered by the Poverty Reduction Project under the 
government’s Program 135.

Another type of popular community house imi-
tated the traditional community house; however, 
it was built completely with modern materials and 
construction method from all components (Fig. 7) 
with construction costing from 150 to 250 million 
VND, including the following hamlets: Cha Mang 
and La Ho in Thuong Lo; Ta Ring, Lap, A Tin, 
Ta Lu in Thuong Nhat; Ka Dong, A Xang, Cha 
Ke, A Dai and Ap Rung in Thuong Long. These 
are the subprojects under Central Poverty Reduc-
tion Project of the State, deployed from 2005 to 
2009, with essential financial support from ADB 
and 5% from the hamlet people. These houses were 
designed by an outside design company and built 
by Kinh workers, with few references to the hamlet 
people, who only participated in contributing shut-
tering, support pillar, and material transportation 
labor. According to the hamlet and commune lead-
ers, the houses sponsored by ADB were deployed 
later and, at that time, it was harder to mobilize 
the hamlet people to collect traditional materi-
als because of the government’s forest protection 
policy and the hamlet people no longer assume 
responsibility for the project.

In addition, eight remaining hamlets, including 
Mu Nam in Thuong Lo, Ka Dang in Huong Son, 
Rong Ghenh, Ra Rang, Ba Tang, Ra Dang, Ga 
Hin in Huong Huu; and Hop Hoa in Thuong Nhat 
have a community house only on the ground floor 
like that of the Kinh people. The hamlet leaders 
offer two main reasons: the lack of construction 
area and the limited capital.

Besides the community house for hamlets, 
presently, in Nam Dong, there is a large-scale 
community house that accommodates higher-
level activities (commune, district) with different 
methods of construction (Fig. 8). The community 
house built in 2010 that uses modern materials is 
the community house in Thuong Nhat Commune 
with an expenditure of around 2 billion VND sup-
ported by Bach Ma National Park. In 2011, the 
thatched roof was replaced by corrugated iron. 
Another house built entirely of modern materials 
was inaugurated in 2012 and is going to be used 
to hold community activities in Huong Son Com-
mune, with an expenditure of around 4.9 billion 
VND from the national budget. In general, these 
housing models are much larger than traditional 
community houses because of their purpose. For 
these houses, the project management board of the 
commune and district contracted out the design 
and construction and there was no community 
participation in any of these projects.

4 CONCLUSIONS

First, the life of the Katu in Nam Dong has changed 
rapidly. At present, Katu hamlets in Nam Dong 
are located in lowland and next to road instead of 
locating in slope of mountain with round shape 
village as in the past. The changes in livelihood 
have improved the life of the Katu people. The 
Katu people no longer have self–contained lives 
and they are greatly affected by the outside world, 
especially by the Kinh people.

Figure 7. Guol house in Ta Lu Hamlet, Thuong Nhat 
Commune, Nam Dong (Credits: The authors).

Figure 8. Guol house of Huong Son Commune, Nam 
Dong (Credits: The authors).
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Second, the typologies of existing community 
house in Nam Dong are varied in forms, material 
and construction method. Among them, the tra-
ditional community houses continue to deteriorate 
due to the lack of replacement materials caused 
by the exhaustion of forest resources and forest 
protection policies implemented by the govern-
ment. Thus far, the community houses of govern-
ment projects with the financial support of NGOs 
using modern materials and industrial techniques 
have replaced them. At present, all existing com-
munity houses in Nam Dong are completely or 
partly funded by outsides and most of them were 
built after 2000 (32 among 33 houses). Of the 33 
community houses in 36 hamlets of Nam Dong 
District, a few (6 houses, making up 18.18%) are 
purely traditional Guol houses or partly modified; 
however, most of them have been dilapidated and 
it is very hard to maintain. The most current popu-
lar type of community house is built in accordance 
with the modern method imitating the traditional 
house. This type of house is completely used, or 
partly used, with modern materials, including 27 
houses (accounting for 81.82%). There are 8 Katu 
hamlets that do not have, or only have, a commu-
nity house like the Kinhs’ house on ground floor.

Last, the gradual decrease of the Katu people’s 
role in construction process of community house 
can be seen through their decreasing participation 
in all steps. For type 1 and 2, the hamlet people 
play a main role in designing, colleting materi-
als, constructing and using, while outsides play a 
minor role as financial donors. For type 3 and 4 
due to the local authority’s organizing and imple-
menting the projects, outsides holds the primary 

role while the hamlet people are passive in every 
step. As a result, the community house is no longer 
central in their lives.

In short, Guol houses must be preserved and 
restored as unique cultural and architectural values 
while, simultaneously, transforming them to adapt 
within the present context.
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