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T RA N SMI TTI N G T E C HN O LOGIES 
Paul Oliver analyses how traditional technologies 'percolate' down through society. 

Since the 1960s, our awareness of 
the diversity and quality of 
traditional building types has 
been enriched by many articles 

and books. More attention has been paid 
to their visual appeal than to their 
meanings. A greater emphasis is placed on 
the impact of structures than on the means 
employed in building them. The worst 
effects of this increasingly widespread but 
still largely superficial recognition are to 
be seen in the desperate attempts to devise 
a 'regional architecture' based on mimicry 
or interpretation of their forms. However, 
there is now, belatedly, a growing 
realization that the traditional buildings 
of many societies have an importance that 
extends beyond their forms and 
decoration. One aspect of this awareness 
is a new appreciation of the technological 
achievements of traditional, or 
'vernacular' builders. 

With the failure of western-derived 
technology to meet the demands of world 
housing, and the continuing rise in the 
costs of the manufacture and supply of so
called modern materials, some of those 
concerned with appropriate and 
affordable housing have turned their 
attention to vernacular methods. 
Particular consideration has been given to 
techniques of earth construction and the 
use of bamboo, but there is much to be 
learned about timber and stone 
technologies, the preparation of materials, 
techniques of assembly and the 
application of indigenous skills. 

Traditional methods are being 
examined for a number of reasons. Studies 
may reveal the details to make future 
vernacular-inspired architecture appear 
more authentic. Other surveys are more 
worthy, considering, for example, how 
vernacular methods may be usefully 
employed in future low-cost housing 
developments, where imported or 
manufactured materials may be 
uneconomic. Some methods are being 
scrutinized with a view to improving 
traditional techniques in preparing 
foundations, cladding roofs, or providing 
effective systems of sanitation. Further 
studies are committed to the transfer of 
new, and sometimes more sophisticated 

1. Under the guidance of his father a 
young man applies kar-gel (mud and 
straw) plaster to an outside wall; his young 
son watches and learns. Isfahan, Iran. 

building methods and materials in order 
to make the benefits of recent 
technological developments available to 
local people. 

Such aspects of vernacular technology 
may be recorded by architects and 
engineers through methods quite alien to 
those employed by traditional builders. 
The fundamental contrast in their 
approaches is evident in professional 
drawings by architects of indigenous 
structures. From the plans and sections 
and even the dimensional systems used, 
to the analysis of the structural principles 
employed, such studies are expressed by 
graphic conventions that are totally 
foreign to those used by vernacular 
builders to conceptualize their structures 
and communicate their techniques. 

Self-built, or community built 
structures are frequently based on 
inherited designs which relate to local 
climatic, environmental and economic 
conditions. More importantly, such 

designs reflect or express social structures 
and cultural behaviour. The interplay of 
these factors is far more complex than has 
often been assumed in the past, but it is 
becoming increasingly evident that a key 
element in understanding them lies in the 
transmission of building traits. Many 
anthropologists would broadly agree that 
more than one process is at work here. 
In particular, a broad distinction may be 
made between tradition, or transmission 
of ideas within one culture to diffusion, 
or transmission from the members of one 
culture to other, often adjacent, cultures. 

Tradition is usually understood to be 
'handed down' within a culture, though 
where building is concerned there have 
been few studies of precisely how this 
takes place. Children may be instructed 
by parents, grandparents or elders in a 
society, such teaching often being 
restricted by age and gender: father to 
son, grandmother to granddaughter. The 
young may be encouraged to assist in 
successive stages, gathering resources and 
preparing materials for use, until they are 
strong and able enough to share in the 
heavier work . When they are sufficiently 
adept, young people are instructed in the 
building of walls, the use of tools, the 
making of lashings, or laying of plaster. 
How they learn to achieve the level of 
skill and the quality of workmanship 
required by the society in which they live, 
requires close examination. 

In non-literate or partially literate 
societies, instruction is largely by 
example, the skilled demonstrating to the 
unskilled. Such practical information is 
frequently augmented by verbal 
instruction in the form of maxims and 
axioms, mnemonic phrases by which the 
craftsperson can learn and practise 
techniques. Proverbs and other formulaic 
devices help the novice to acquire 
standards, while legends and cautionary 
tales illustrate the values and expectations 
of the society. Rules of measurement, 
means of designing within the constraints 
of required form, criteria in the selection 
of materials, practical methods of 
assembly, roles in communal effort and 
individual workmanship, and much else 
are acquired and refined over decades of 
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practice. Of particular importance is the 
learning of the names of building 
materials and components, the 
terminology of construction and use. By 
the use of shared terminology, the errors 
of children and initiates may be corrected, 
repairs can be undertaken and spatial or 
structural constraints respected. Through 
the language of building, technologies are 
sustained and changed, and can be 
accommodated where it is seen to be 
beneficial. Though in many cases all 
members of a society acquire vernacular 
building skills, specialization frequently 
takes place, sometimes associated with 
initiation into the mysteries of a craft, or 
with the support and control of guilds . 

Whereas tradition maintains continuity 
and is likely to inhibit or control change, 
diffusion tends to induce change and 
promote innovation. Diffusion operates 
where inter-cultural contact is 
maintained. Sometimes the flow may be 
mutual, with tools and techniques 
exchanged between contiguous societies, 
but more often the flow is from a 
dominant or expanding culture, whose 
building types are adopted and details 
copied by its neighbours. Yet the 
processes are by no means simple; 
conservatism, chauvinism and pride in 
identity often obstructing direct influence. 
·On the other hand, admiration, envy or 
the recognition of more effective solutions 
to shared problems may lead to 
emulation. 

Such diffusion radiates slowly, like 
ripples on a pond, reaching more remote 
regions last, but other factors playa part 
in hastening the process. For example, the 
migration of peoples may disperse 
elements of their material culture, while 
military conquest and colonial domination 

2. A Rajput family rebuild their house 
after flood damage. The children prepare 
the materials, the father does the main 
work and supervises the family. 
Pakistan Punjab. 

may induce profound changes, though 
not necessarily with the willing 
participation of subject communities . 
More subtle and often more enduring in 
their effect, returning travellers stimulate 
curiosity about foreign buildings, the 
movement of traders can introduce tools, 
and the visits of journeying craftsmen 
may spread techniques. These may appeal 
most to specialists or to guilds who , 
conversely, may also be interested in their 
restriction or suppression. In general, 
though, technological influences may be 
adopted where they meet perceived needs 
more efficiently or economically, and 
where they are in keeping with the 
traditions of the new cultural context. But 
the more specialized the training they may 
require and the more refined the elements 
introduced, the less likely they are to be 
effectively diffused. 

While the essence of tradition is that it 
is temporal, the essence of diffusion is that 
it is spatial. In practice, both apply and 
interact: traditions may be adopted by 
contiguous cultures and diffusion takes 
time to have its effect. Of course, these 
are not the only forces at work which help 
sustain vernacular traditions or induce 
changes . Of great importance is the 
stratification of societies, with the upper 
echelons of power frequently 
perpetuating traditions. It is therefore no 
surprise that the oldest traditions of 
building form and technology may be 
found in the seats of religious or secular 
authority. But these may also be 

instruments for social change, compatible 
innovations being adopted and, by decree 
or persuasion, percolating through the 
strata of society. Less conspicuous, and 
perhaps much rarer, is change from 
within and below, as innovation rises 
from the grass roots of a culture. 

Where in such processes is there a place 
for the technical adviser, let alone the 
student of vernacular technologies? In 
times of decline in rural communities, of 
massive urban expansion, of depleted 
resources and gross economic inequities, 
both have important roles to play . There 
is a desperate need for technical guidance 
in the use of modern materials and 
methods where these are being adopted, 
just as there is immense potential in the 
recognition and reappraisal of traditional 
technologies, where these have made 
efficient and lasting use of accessible or 
renewable resources. Those engaged in 
the building process are usually outside 
the cultures in which they briefly work, 
either by nationality, by privilege or by 
education. If their efforts are to be of any 
lasting benefit, they need to understand 
in depth the internal processes whereby 
traditions are transmitted and enduring 
changes are adopted . Otherwise, 
'traditional materials', 'traditional 
technologies' and 'technological transfer' 
will remain mere catch-phrases with 
little significance except to their 
proponents. 
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