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INTRODUCTION: THE ROLE OF TECHNOLOGY AS A and the use of available tools.3 Integration of cultural
MEDIATOR values with technology not only sustains the culture but

strengthens it within the global perspective of progress
and modernization. An understanding of a culture’sA conflict of values currently exists between globaliza-
relationship with the earth creates a rational and value-tion and local cultures. The coexistence of the two is
oriented filter for the application of technology. Tech-fundamental to further advancement of civilization
nology is inseparable from values and culture. It canwhile still allowing for the expression of individual
never be neutral.cultures. One means to find common ground for

globalization and cultural particularity is through tech-
In looking to the root definition of technology, technenology. Technology is an essential part of local culture
has often been defined as simultaneously meaning bothand is the means by which universalization is imple-
art and craft. However, in examining the Greek originsmented. Unfortunately, global technology had often
of the word techne, the twentieth century philosopher,led to the marginalization of local cultures. Not only
Martin Heidegger states,have global technologies often been used in place of

traditional practices, they have been applied with a
universalizing attitude. While technology is critical to techne signifies neither craft nor art, and not at all
global progress, it is also essential to local cultures. the technical in our present-day sense; it never
Using an anthropological model of cultural analysis, means a kind of practical performance.. .The word
Richard Critchfield states one ‘‘. . .can’t separate the techne denotes rather a mode of knowing. To
ideas from the tools; all culture has a technological know means to have seen, in the widest sense of
basis.’’1 These tools, whether global or local, traditional seeing, which means to apprehend what is present,
or contemporary, passive or active, technics or high as such.. .Techne, as knowledge experienced in the
tech, are the means by which human beings create their Greek manner, is a bringing forth of beings in that
relationship with the earth and express cultural ideas. it brings forth present beings as such beings out of

concealedness and specifically into the unconceal-
edness of their appearance.. . 4Often, there is a misconception that technological

choices are predetermined by quantitative logic, there-
by becoming reductive in character. There is no single As such, the essence of a place is only truly comprehend-
correct solution to a technical problem. In fact, any ed through this knowledge system or ‘‘techne.’’ In this
choice that is made concerning the use of technology, is way, technology becomes a method to comprehend the
a cultural choice and thereby, a choice about values. site environmentally, as well as enhance the legibility of
According to the nineteenth century architectural theo- its essence and culture. Thus, it has the ability to
retician, Gottfried Semper, ‘‘to the tool belongs, in the transcribe the land’s history. This means of compre-
first place, the hand that leads it and a will that guides hending phenomenologically connects culture to place.
the hand.’’2 In this scenario, the tool, as such, is not In contrast, because of the emphasis on the universal
willful, but rather the individual who uses it imposes a and disconnection from the senses, global technology
value by the choices made concerning its development has tended towards abstraction and placelessness. How-
and implementation. The philosopher, Paul Ricoeur, ever, contemporary technology can take on the values
defines culture as ‘‘a complex of values’’ that relates to of the local culture and reveal those values. In fact, the
attitudes concerning tradition, change, social behavior nature of the place can inspire technology systems as
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well as maximize the efficiency of energy systems. This separatist means of inquiry. The third phase is our
reflects the approach used by many indigenous and current phase, a ‘‘virtual re-contextualization that is not
vernacular cultures. Their technology is a comprehen- a return to the pre-modern.11 This framework in based
sion of the land. on an evolving and fluid sense of time, with a re-

evaluation of the current condition.
Another important aspect in Heidegger’s early writings

The last twenty years in the philosophy of technolo-is his attempt to re-establish the nature of the human
gy has been an attempt to think technology ascondition without resorting to dualities, i.e. man versus
something we do. The next twenty years must benature or mind versus body. As a result of this, he turns
an attempt to think of meta-technology as some-away from the anthropocentric attitude of placing man
thing that we are a part of.12as the master in a dichotomy of master-slave position-

ing held in Western philosophy. There is the suggestion
Mitcham is obviously referring to Marshall McLuhan’sthat knowledge exists, it is a matter of uncovering it,
notion that the medium is a prosthetic device, withnot creating it. This thought process dispossess humans
technology an extension of both the body and mind.of a hierarchal position. It allows for technology to
What is to be revealed here is the techne itself. Asbecome part of the ecological system to be revealed.
political theorist, George Kateb, has written, ‘‘ . . .mo-The contemporary German philosopher, Peter Sloter-
dern technology is not applied science, it is philosophydijk, furthers this concept of the obsolescence of the
or theology enacted.’’13 Existing within a certain cultur-master-slave, subject-object, and culture-nature duali-
al paradigm, technology develops within that paradigmties in the twenty-first century, thus developing an idea
and reflects it. Humans establish the level of meaningof anthropo-technology.5

with which to imbue technology, and thereby deter-
mine its essence as well.However, Heidegger does make a distinction between

modern technology and the technics that precede it.
According to Heidegger, modern technology ‘‘puts to
nature the unreasonable demand that it supply energy CASE STUDY: TJIBAOU CULTURAL CENTER
which can be extracted and stored as needed.’’6 In
opposition to vernacular technics, instead of working As the twentieth century moves to a close, there
with nature in terms of renewable resources, modern has been a gathering awareness nearly everywhere
technology expends the resources of nature, thus dis- of the lines between cultures, the divisions and
rupting the innate rhythm of nature. Due to an issue of differences that not only allow us to discriminate
‘‘enframing’’ as identified by Heidegger, all existing one culture from another, but also enable us to see
entities, including human beings become resources to the extent to which cultures are humanly made
be used to maximum efficiency, thus denying man’s structures of both authority and participation,
essence.7 However, he is very specific that technology benevolent in what they exclude and demote.14 —
itself is not dangerous.8 He also suggests that a return Edward W. Said
to the previous way of life is impossible, but that the
answer to the danger of technology is to be found in In the French territory of New Caledonia in the South
the essence of technology rather than the mechanics of Pacific, tensions still exist as the result of colonialism,
technology. Technology and poiesis should not be two ensuing globalization, modernity and continued French
separate elements, but rather coincidental characteris- rule. These stresses that exist as a qualitative issue in the
tics. midst of daily discourse are the result of the overlay of a

sometimes repressive, colonialist culture upon an indig-
enous society within a region. The recently completedAccording to the philosopher, Carl Mitcham, the philos-
Jean-Marie Tjibaou Cultural Center in New Caledoniaophy of technology can be defined in three phases. Pre-
can be examined through technological terms as amodern technology or technics does not require a
hybrid of indigenous and global technologies. The issueseparate area of philosophy because it is inextricably
of certain dualities, i.e. settlers and indigenous people,interlocked with the world view as such.9 In terms of
globalism and local culture, modernity and tradition,building, this can be seen in the vernacular tradition.
has helped to create internalized physical and virtualHowever, modern technology has been part of a
boundaries, communally and individually, between cul-‘‘decontextualizing process,’’ which has occurred
tures that physically co-exist.throughout the realm of the study of knowledge,

resulting in separate fields of science, sociology, politics,
art, theology, et al, with each becoming an ‘‘autono- The twentieth century witnessed an emphasis on univ-
mous pursuit.’’10 There has been a tendency towards a ersalization, resulting in globalism, as a stride forward
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for civilization. Globalization is primarily based in the distinction between the subject and object.20 In this
Western tradition. According to the philosopher, Paul way, the Kanak ‘‘grasps his or her own being as a series
Ricoeur, universal civilization has been positive because of natural events identical to organic rhythms and
it has made available to the masses ‘‘the freedom from substances.’’21 This is in direct contrast to the often
want,. . .access . . . to certain values of dignity and typical Western disconnection between self, body and
autonomy’’ and ‘‘the fight against illiteracy and the the cosmos.
development of means of consuming.’’15 Ricoeur also
examines the unfortunate tendency of globalization For the Kanaks, a sense of cultural identity is directly
towards a culture of mediocrity and responds with the connected to the landscape in which they live. The
need for people to take part in modernity while still Kanaks ‘‘believed in a mythic origin, a time and place
maintaining a sense of their own culture. Typically occupied by spirits, which gave birth to the first man,
inherent in local cultures is the tension between the also considered a mythic figure. The identity of the clan
aspiration to modernity and the preservation of culture. is based on their territory, totems and traditions.

Through the physical marking of the land with mythic
Colonial Relationship and historic events, they are able to read their social

identity relating to their place within their community,
as well as their geographical identity relating to theirIn 1774, James Cook, a British explorer, discovered New
place of origin.22 Due to its mythic time-space character-Caledonia. Acquired by France in 1853, it became a
istics, the terrain of the land contains the identity of thepenal colony in 1864, thus providing inexpensive labor
individual. By living in the landscape, history andfor settler farmers and the ensuing nickel industry. From
ancestry becomes an animated part of daily life.the beginning, the European settlers saw the native

Melanesians (or Kanaks16 ) as the ‘‘other’’ and had little
regard for their inherent culture and rights to their own Because the natural surroundings are an important,
land. This resulted in exclusion, differentiation, subjuga- dynamic part of the cultural heritage, the priorities
tion, containment and conflict. In this way, they were relative to the land are different than the typical
disallowed the opportunity to take part in progress. globalist approach. The Kanak relationship to the land

is not based on the earth as a commodity. Land is
neither property nor a means of production.23 In fact,The indigenous New Caledonians, the Kanaks, have
because of its importance as the ‘‘incarnation of myth’’intermittently expressed a desire for independence,
and that myth’s importance to identity, the Kanakwith a great effort and ensuing conflict occurring
culture does not allow the alteration of the land’sparticularly since the 1980s. Adding to the complexity of
physical nature without the permission of the ancestorthe situation, within their own homeland the Kanaks
in order to not disrupt the myths residing in the land.24are in the minority, composing forty-four percent of the
Landscape becomes the mediator between the invisiblepopulation of approximately 200,000 people. Thirty-
and visible worlds, providing a ‘‘dynamic interweavingseven percent of the population are European settlers
of nature, society, myth and technology.’’25 The individ-with the remainder being migrant groups of Indone-
ual’s association with the universe is ordered by myth,sians, Vietnamese, New Hebrideans, Tahitians, Wallsis
particularly that of the individual’s own clan.and French Polyneisans, along with others.17 Although

the United Nations has called for a decolonization of
the territory, the question has become not whether Culture Reflected in Building
New Caledonia should have autonomy, but which
group has the right to self-determination.18 Prior to The technology of the Kanaks is integrally linked to
1998, in referendum votes that included the entire their value system. The traditional construction of the
population, independence from France has not been village and house (or case) developed relative to both
the winning count. climatic and cultural conditions. The basic layout of the

village is based on the origins of the clan. The main
Kanak Culture spine of the village is the ceremonial alley with trees,

secondary paths and cases on either side. This alley is a
The Kanaks believe that they are made of the same public space. While the trees provide shade, the alley
material as all other phenomena. Thereby, there is an allows for breezes. At the end of the alley is the hut of
equivalency between all things, including humans and the big chief. The enclosed case with a top, central
nature, the visible and the invisible, as well as life and opening and flexible structure responds to the natural
death.19 The anthropologist, James Clifford describes elements. (Fig. 1) All the materials are local, perishable
this as ‘‘cosmomorphism,’’ a belief that the same and renewable. There is a contrast between the ethere-
essence flows through all things with no perceived al fragility of the materials and the strength of the
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means of construction. This also allows for a community
ritual of re-cladding of the cases. Huts are not passed on
from generation to generation, but the techne or
knowledge of building them is. In the construction of
the cases, the initial step is to create a circle of stones. In
response to the humidity, the ground is covered in sand.
Resting on top of a cylindrical, earthen base, the case
has an outer ring of vertical, thin structural ribs made
from palm saplings that curve together towards the top
where they connect to the center pole. These totems
are essential both structurally and mythically. This main
post is symbolic of the big chief and often has natural
imagery that has been passed down from the main
ancestor. Sometimes these totems are adorned with
shells that represent the sea, where the spirit goes when
the body dies. The outer ring of posts symbolizes the
small chiefs protecting the big chief. Representing their
relationship through spirit, horizontal crosspieces are
strapped between the vertical posts. This allows for the
attachment of either a thick layer of thatch or a thinner
weave depending on the desire for permeability. The
women are responsible for the rope of coconut fiber
that holds together the structures, and thus, symbolical-
ly the men, as well as the men and the spirits.26 The
traditional case can be up to nine meters in diameter
and twelve meters tall.27 The interiors are relatively
bare and unadorned. Once again, the cultural priorities
of the group as a collective and the land as animated
suggest that there isn’t an emphasis on the interior as a
place for living. In fact, the landscape is home. Unfortu-
nately, the colonial power maligned the huts as ‘‘unsan-
itary’’ and efforts were made to replace them with ideas Fig. 1. Traditional Kanak Case. From Kankaé: The Melanesian
about construction that had nothing to do with the Way.
climate or culture.28 However, there has been renewed
appreciation of the cases’ character. Jean-Marie Tjibaou, ‘‘the return to tradition is a myth.. .

No people has ever achieved that. The search for
identity, for a model, I believe lies before us. . .OurMeans Towards Cultural Identity: Tradition and
identity is before us.’’30 Also, according to Tjibaou, ‘‘WeModernity
want to resume the dialogue to rebuild to tell the world
we are not escapees from prehistory; still less are wea confused and limiting notion of priority allows
archaeological fossils.’’31 Having been disallowed andthat only the original proponents of an idea can
bounded for so long, this expresses the desire of theunderstand and use it. But the history of all cultures
Kanak people to take part in the contemporary worldis the history of cultural borrowings. Cultures are
on their terms. A culture needs to evolve in order tonot impermeable; . . .Culture is never a matter of

ownership, of borrowing and lending with absolute continue to survive. Inherently, there is a cultural
debtors and creditors, but rather of appropriations, component to any political struggle, in which a strong
common experiences, and interdependencies of all sense of identity needs to exist. Culturally, the Kanaks
kinds among different cultures. This is a universal have a non-linear or cyclical understanding of time. In
norm. Who has yet to determine how much the the same way that the past, present and future reside in
domination of others contributed to the enormous their landscape forming a concurrence of time and
wealth of the English and French states?29 — Ed- space, their approach to an engagement with the
ward W. Said contemporary world can take the same character. Their

modernity has the opportunity to develop differently
Tradition and modernity need to be embraced for from the Western conception. In a positive interpreta-
cultural identity. According to the late Kanak leader,
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tion, boundaries can be seen as the point from which Kanak people. The building is the result of techne
revealing the logic of the place.something begins.

Jean-Marie Tjibaou Cultural Center

In the Jean-Marie Tjibaou Cultural Center in Nouméa,
New Caledonia, Renzo Piano Building Workshop inte-
grates global technologies with local traditions and
nature. (Fig. 2) The sociopolitical background for this
project exemplifies the tension that can exist between
the local and the global, especially when exacerbated
by the issue of colonialism. For this project to be
successful, it was essential that the design not be a form
of colonialism. In the design of the cultural center,
Piano uses a similar valorization system towards tech-
nology as the Kanaks in their indigenous buildings.

I can share with a non-Kanak of this country what I
have of French culture, it is impossible for him to Fig. 2. Aerial view of Tjibaou Cultural Center. Courtesy of Renzo

Piano Building Workshop.share with me the universal part contained in my
own culture.32 — Jean-Marie Tjibaou

Spurred by the death of the Kanak leader, Jean-Marie
Tjibaou, the French government agreed to funding of
the project during the negotiations for independence as
a means of subduing internal tensions resulting from
years of colonialism in return for the Kanaks postponing
independence.33 In an international competition, the
Agence de Developpement de la Culture Kanak, which
is composed primarily of Kanaks, chose the proposal of
an international architect, Renzo Piano, who had
turned to the native culture for inspiration. (Fig. 3) In
doing so, he elevated the perceived value of the local
culture and its techne beyond their borders to the
global level. According to Piano,

a mistaken concept of universality would have led
Fig. 3. Competition entry by Renzo Piano Building Workshop.me to apply my mental categories of history and Courtesy of Renzo Piano Building Workshop.

progress outside the context in which they devel-
oped, a grave error. True universality in architec- In examining the three finalists’ competition entries,
ture can be attained only through connection with they reflected on the existing border conditions in
the roots, gratitude for the past, and respect for the various ways: either as a continuation of the colonialist
genius loci.’’34

situation or as an engagement of the issues. Interesting-
ly, the other two competition finalists, Henri Ciriani and

As an international architect, Piano brought knowledge Aurelio Galfetti, approached the project in a less
of advanced technologies, as well as a process for culturally relevant manner than Renzo Piano. The jury
understanding place rather than a method of cultural responded to Ciriani’s project as economical and func-
imposition. Working with the anthropologist, Alban tional, but the complexity of the articulations as diffi-
Bensa, Piano studied the culture, the site, and the cult to read.35 The project correlated positively with the
corresponding relationships. Piano attempts to under- landscape by interacting with the slope, taking advan-
stand the existing culture to a degree deeper than a tage of the breezes, using projections to optimize
cursory replication of forms. Because of the level of views, and using pilotis to raise the building above the
detail, the final building is not a pastiche of ideas, but ground. However, there was no reference to the
an attempt to understand the depth of logic of the indigenous culture. The entry by Galfetti did not
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respond to either the culture or the site, and in this way
was deemed inappropriate.36 It is an example of a
universalist and colonialist attitude. The design was
extremely monumental and had little hierarchy to the
pieces. The project was based on the notion of the
Western precedents of the Acropolis and Greek stoa,
which have connotations of power associated with
them. This has little meaning to the native people. This
basic premise assumes many Western values that are
not a part of the Kanak culture. In fact, it is an
expression of the Western paradigm that subjugated
them.

Of course, although Piano’s project looks to the region
for inspiration, he cannot deny his previous experience.
For example, the same logic that he used for developing
the details of the IBM Traveling Pavilion, he uses here as

Fig. 5. Case Detail of Jean-Marie Tjibaou Cultural Center.
well. The structure of a leaf inspired the aluminum Courtesy of Renzo Piano Building Workshop.
connector and wood strut joint. Piano finds the expres-
sion of the organic in the exploration of nature and The building evolves from the nature of the site
current technology. This is similar to the detailing logic (existing location of trees, the ridge, the climatic
used in the cultural center. (Figs. 4 and 5) elements), as well as the essence of the culture. Inspired

by the Kanak culture, the form and organization of the
building looks to the logic of traditional construction as
well as the socio-cultural origins. The project examines
the logic of traditional construction, but still allows for
adaptation. This permits for an interaction that en-
hances the vitality of both the local and the universal.
The cases of the cultural center rise out of a forest of
Norfolk pines, which was not originally part of the site,
but adds to the drama of the building and relates to the
trees that surround a typical village.

Derived from the Kanak means of endowing the
landscape with meaning, the main path from the
parking lot to the Center is referred to as the ‘‘path ofFig. 4. Detail of IBM Traveling Pavilion, by Renzo Piano Building
history.’’39 Because it is impolite to directly approachWorkshop. Drawing by author.
one’s host, the path meanders towards the entry. The
path tells the story of human evolution with the fiveIn general, the Kanak people are not builders other
sequences of life — creation, agriculture, habitat, deaththan of the ephemeral huts. In their culture, ‘‘Eternity is
and rebirth — represented through the vegetation andnot the building itself, but the way of building it.’’37 For
the terrain. Rebirth is followed by entry into thethe Kanaks, the continued life of a village depends not
building.on the permanence of the physical building, but rather

the sustained preservation of the topology and the
The building is laid out along an enclosed, ceremonialunderstanding of the process of construction.38 This
alley resembling the native village. The functions are toephemeral character is resonant in many aspects of
each side of this path, with forms resembling the casestheir culture with action being culturally more signifi-
to one side and modernist boxes to the other. Each sidecant than artifacts. This prominence of action signifies a
attempts to respond differently to either the trademode of communication that is interactive with their
winds of the lagoon or the calmer laguna. In a sense, byenvironment. Appropriate as a means to represent their
walking the corridor, one straddles the line betweenculture, the typology of the cultural center allows for a
tradition and modernity, as well as the local and globalcombination of the archiving capabilities of the muse-
without it ever being truly clear which is which. In someum with the real time event character of the festival.
ways, the visitor is concurrently immersed in both.
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Heightening the indigenous understanding of the wind prior votes. Some have attributed this to the Jean-Marie
and sun, the curving facades of the case-like buildings Tjibaou Cultural Center and its ability to increase
are formed by the winds off the lagoon allowing for solidarity between the Kanaks and educate the non-
airflow, lighting and shading. Piano uses his experience Kanaks concerning the territory’s history.43 The building
from designing other double skin walls, but completely capitalizes on the local understanding of place while
allows the culture and site to determine the form. still implementing global technologies and construction
Because of the characteristics of the materials and practices, as well as non-local materials. It acknowledges
construction, the interaction between the natural ele- the attributes of the modern day world while still
ments and the structure can be heard, which is similar celebrating tradition and the aspects of the local.
to the action of the native huts. At a certain point in the Piano’s design begins to reveal the complexity and
design process, the resemblance to the local huts was substance of the Kanak culture, as well as exposes its
relaxed (due to wind tunnel testing) resulting in a dignity, vitality and readability. In this way, the culture
greater effect of wind ventilation through the build- is elevated to its proper status within the global
ing.40 This form is closer to the initial sketch by Piano perspective and allows for interaction at that level. In
that was inspired by site conditions. In this way, the opposition to a violent solution, the building helps the
cases maintain a balance between tradition and moder- process of decolonization by employing a possible
nity. However, unlike the vernacular huts, construction method that includes a response to the various colonial
of the cultural center was not a delicate operation. conditions. There have been many criticisms of the
Because the building section goes relatively deeply into building including the alleged disregard for the desire
the ground at certain points, the initial excavation must of many Kanaks for the environmental path to be
have been similar to the razing of the native landscape primary to the choice of non-native architect. However,
by the settlers for the nickel mines, although on a much a certain hybridity occurs that is mutually enriching, as
smaller scale. Yet, in this instance, instead of destroying the global and the indigenous look to each other’s
the landscape and the accompanying myths, the project techne for inspiration.
almost becomes built topography and does not degrade
the environment, but rather, creates a symbiotic rela-
tionship.

NOTES
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277 (Oct, 1991), p. 12.12 Ibid., p. 6.

36 Ibid.13 George Kateb, ‘‘Technology and Philosophy,’’ Social Research,
37 Miyake, ‘‘From Vernacular to Universal,’’ p. 107. Perhaps theVolume 64, (Fall 1997), p 4.
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often was used in a derogatory manner to refer to the exploited and 40 Piano, The Renzo Piano Logbook, p. 180. The engineers, Ove Arup,
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