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"The moment just passed is 
extinguished forever, save 
for the thing made during 
it. " 
George Kubler: The Shape of Time 

What is the cultural significance 
of an object? Before answering 
this question it might be 
helpful to try to define. 
Looking in Webster's Collegiate 
Dictionary for the word 
"object" we fmd the following 
entries: 

objet d'art: An article of some 
artistic value. 
objet trouve: A natural object (as 
a piece of driftwood) found by 
chance and held to have 
aesthetic value; especially 
through the working of natural 
forces. 

With these two definitions in 
mind, we can easily create a 
third one: 

objet culture!: An article held to 
have value, especially through 
the working of cultural forces. 

Hannah Arendt has 
explored the meaning of 
"labour" vis-a-vis the meaning 
of "work" in classical antiquity 
as well as today. Labour is 
defmed as directed to the 
sustenance of the body and 
other necessities oflife. Such 
toil does not create products. 
Activities such as cleaning or 
cooking are repetitious: What 
results is quickly used up or 
undone. Disenchantment with 
everything that leads to 
nothing permanent was the 
source of the contempt felt by 
ancient Greeks for toil/. 

It is significant that in the 
Romance languages, the word 
for labour is directly linked to 
the English word for trouble: 
travail- trabalho - trabajo
travaglio - travaille - truditd. 

Real work ends in things 
that endure. Objects are made 
and then projected into the real 
world. Their profound fixity 
stabilises life. The ephemeral is 
made visible through the built 
object - tables, hoes, beds, 
cups or fish-hooks. 

But things made for 
everyday use have only limited 
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value in the here and now. 
Common objects quickly 
become invisible through daily 
usage through their routine 
presence. A cultural object 
working in its own culture and 
time is no more noticeable than 
the gear-lever in our 
automobile - its use becomes 
as habitual as breathing. 

Nevertheless objects can 
become profound measuring 
devices and diagnostic tools 
from which we can learn about 
other cultures. 

One of the ways in which 
we use objects is to assert our 
status . When someone drives a 
DS or a Mercedes Benz, or a 
Tuareg woman wears a dozen 
silver cross pendants around 
her neck, a bishop arrayed in 

Tuareg woman 's "Sahara Cmss" 
silver neck ornaments. Cmll"tesy Rene 
Cardi. 

surplice staff and mitre, or a 
village headman in Papua New 
Guinea with a hair-ornament 
of boars' tusks - all these and 
more are status symbols. But 
any single object can serve 
many different functions in a 
culture. 

A digging Hoe, as used by 
the Mumuye will exist 
primarily as an agricultural 
tool. There also exist smaller 
Hoes that are used 
simultaneously as toys and 
educational devices to teach 
children about their future 
agricultural work, tilling the 
fields for the tribe. Then there 
are Ceremonial Hoes, richly 
carved and painted - useless as 

tools - but of profound 
religious significance. Finally 
some Hoes owned by the 
wealthy, are so highly 
ornamented that they are 
difficult to use - still they are 
highly significant as marks of 
status2 

Sound familiar? 
Among the Kanw'i (in 

Chad, Niger, Cameroons and 
northeast Nigeria) many 
people wear a wristwatch. 
Their name for the watch is 
"Ka~fe Montre". Kaife means 
"better" in Hausa - Montre is 
French for "watch". This 
"better" timepiece either has 
the works removed so that it 
merely looks like a real watch, 
or else the watch part is 
cleverly made out of silver or 
tin with the hands painted on 
and static. Since the hands 
never move, it doesn't tell 
time. What makes this watch 
"better" is that one never needs 
to consult it, wind it or repair 
it. It is a good-looking wrist 
ornament but at the same time 
it doesn't impose Western 
values of time on indigenous 
people. In that sense Kaife 
Montre is in its culture
superior to any $10,000 Piaget 
worn for similar reasons of 
ostentation. 

Mankind also uses objects 
to say things about itself. Thus 
we use objects, tools and 
artifacts to validate memorable 
moments of our immense 
journey through time and life. 
In this sense objects become 
"souvenirs", that act as 
three-dimensional picture 
postcards. 

Throughout recorded 
human history, people in all 
parts of the world have 'been 
fascinated by objects from 
other cultures, collected them, 
exhibited them, and treasured 
them. 

From the viewpoint of 
history and archeology, o bj ects 
are often the only 
"time-binding" link we h a ve 
with cultures of the past3 . 

Artists, archeologists and 
philosophers have found that 
objects often give a better s e nse 
of another culture than wri tten 



records. (And in many 
cultures, written records don't 
exist or have been lost.) 
Cultural objects reflect not 
only the tools, materials and 
processes used but also the 
climate and priorities of the 
time and place from which 
they came. 

A split bamboo tea whisk 
from Japan can work as a good 
example: Sliced out of a single 
joint of bamboo it uses 

Ceremonial tea whisk.from Japan, circa 
1920. Author's collection. 

materials and processes almost 
unique to Japan. Its conceptual 
function is a limited ceremonial 
one of whipping water during 
the tea ceremony. Its symbolic 
use rests only partially in Zen, 
it has a stronger basis in Shinto. 
(And Shinto is a racial religion; 
that is: One can't be Shinto 
without being Japanese.) All 
this makes this tool 
prototypically Japanese. A few 
tea whisks have found their 
way as collector's objects to the 
West, but it remains essentially 
aJapanese cultural object. 

Even on a comparatively 
primitive level an object need 
not be made of materials native 
to the region. Navajo, Zuni 
and Hopi Indians in the 
Southwest of the United States 
have for a thousand years 
traded to get certain sea shells 
from the South Pacific. The 
shells are used routinely as the 
backing for turquoise amulets 
worn around the neck. The 
shell itself has no religious or 
symbolic significance. Indians 

merely feel that it is "the right 
size and shape". Throughout 
history this example could be 
duplicated hundreds of times as 
people traded for far-away and 
exotic things. We have the 
remains of Baltic amber 
trading paths, the Chinese silk 
routes and much else to remind 
us of that. 

In spite of this seeming 
confusion of where objects 
originate or how they are used, 
it is possible to "operationally" 
classify cultural .objects in a 
new way. This can be done 
because of a globe that is 
shrinking under accelerating 
trade patterns, improved 
transportation links and the 
growing electronic 
environment. 
• To begin with there are those 

objects like the Japanese tea 
whisk, that originate in a 
culture and are related to it 
through folkways, function, 
materials or processes. Such 
cultural objects spring out of 
the historical amalgam of a 
society. 

• Secondly there are objects 
that have been imposed on a 
culture from without. The 

"Airport Art"from Tanzania, made 
for tourists 
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introduction oflarge-scale 
and high-technology 
products into a comparatively 
unsophisticated culture has 
become a world-wide 
phenomenon. Thus the 
building of high-rise luxury 
apartment blocks in the 
deserts ofIran under the Shah 
is an example of 
greed-inspired Cultural 
Imperialism. 

• There is also an alarming 
increase in the production of 
'tourist art" or "airport art" in 
most Developing Countries. 

East African mask and stomach 
ornament, used in fertility ceremonies 
by the men ~fthe tribe. Collected by the 
author. 

Although native materials 
and techniques are used, the 
objects themselves end up as 
kitsch-souvenirs for tourists. 
The withering away of a 
robust indigenous 
wood-carving tradition in 
East Africa, at the expense of 
whittling nasty little 
sculptures for the traveller is 
well known 4. 

Less familiar is the fact that 

nearly all so-called Eskimo art 
was invented by the Canadian 
sculptor James Houston in 
1949, and is being produced by 
Eskimos carving in greenstone 
that has been specifically 
imported for that purpose. 
Houston and the Canadian 
government still run courses 
for Eskimos from time to time 
to make sure that their carvings 
remain "primitive" enough to 
please the increasingly jaded 
taste of foreign collectors5. All 
Eskimo sculpture before 1949 
was small enough to be held in 
the hand, light enough to be 
carried easily and 
non-directional. That is: A 
small sculpture would be seen 
and felt by the exploring hand 
turning the object over and 
over. The material would be 
ivory, bone or driftwood . 
Compare to this the 
900-pound, six-foot tall 
massive greenstone pieces 

Eskimo Tupilak made ~fbone and to 
be played with by the exploring hand. 
10cm long, weighs 30z. Author's 
collection. 

Typical Eskimo "art" made of 
greenstone. This piece is almost 30cm 
tall and weighs 4kg. 



confected by James Houston's 
Eskimo disciples, and ask 
yourselfhow an Eskimo 
would transport this on his 
yearly migrations without a 
large truck? 
• There are tools, objects and 

artifacts made in Developing 
Countries which incorporate 
scrap and discarded materials: 
the industrial garbage of the 
metropolitan countries. 

Upper-arm bracelets in 
North Africa are made from 
silver, raw tin, or else from 
flattened sardine tins. It takes 
drilling samples to tell the 
difference. 

The area around the eyes in 
Bombara masks from Africa, as 
well as in masks of the Seneca 
"FalSe Face Society" is 
emphasised with metal disks 
cut from coffee tins. These 
masks are used within the tribe 
for healing purposes and 
ceremonies - brass (imported 
from abroad) is used on masks 
intended for sale to tourists. 
• Finally there are those objects 

designed from the viewpoint 
of intermediate or alternative 
technology. Such objects are 
(or should be) commonly 
designed and made in the 
country in which they are to 
be used. They utilise 
indigenous tools and 
processes whenever possible. 
Such objects exist to become 
"enabling tools" that will 
temporarily assist people on a 
village level. 

The "Establishment" in 
Developing Countries 
frequently imports high 
technology and high 
technology rubbish on the level 
of national policy. The people 
in the Bush however, seek 
technical assistance that is 
simple and direct and will help 
them solve their own problems 
in their own ways. 

It must be pointed out that 
these are not five clearly 
separated or defmed areas: 
There is a reassuring amount of 
overlap. However these rough 
and "operational" definitions 
make it easier for us to examine 
specific cultural objects. 

Among objects that 
strongly reflect the cultural 
matrix from which they 
spring, the Japanese tea whisk 
has already been mentioned. 

Fashion and "style" exist in 
all societies. They are subjects 
to the same pendulum swings 
and cyclical changes as in 
technologically advanced 
countries. The pendulum 
merely swings more slowly. 
Shown is a photograph of a pot 
that is decorated with four 
bands of painted 
embellishment. Reading from 
top to bottom, first there is a 
line of parrots, then a line of 
flowers. Next comes another line 
of parrots and a second line of 
flowers. For those who have 
difficulties seeing the second 
line of birds, compare the 

Transitional Bowl. Mesoamerican, 
author's collection. 

emergent square in the 
stomach of the top parrots and 
their black beaks and legs with 
the squares and black 
enclosures in the second, 
abstracted line. This same 
metamorphosis has taken place 
with the two lines of blossoms. 

This clay vessel is a 
"transformation" piece. This 
means that a few hundred years 
ago all four lines consistently 
on all the clay vessels made 
in the society showed birds and 
flowers. Greater emphasis 
continued to be made on 
"naturalistic realism", and 
more ornate drawings. Finally, 
the society said in effect: "If we 
want to see parrots and blossoms, 
we can look at nature. Pottery 
should be simple and restrained. " 
Slowly the decorations became 
more and more abstracted. It is 
at this point that this particular pot 
was made. Soon all parrots and 
flowers will have become 
rectangular, then simpler, 
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finally the pot will be simple 
ochre-on-ochre. After a few 
score years some tastemakers 
in the society will say: "These 
things look too sterile: Let us find a 
natural, honest way of 
ornamentation in the beauties of 
nature." The pendulum swings 
back and forth. Historically 
these pendulum swings would 
take between 200 and 600 
years. Now the same process 
takes no more than 28 days: 
International design magazines, 
radio and television have given 
us a media-environment in 
which a style has a short life 
indeed. 

Frank Lloyd Wright once 
said that" The United States was 
the only nation to go Fom 
barbarism to degeneracy with 
nothing in between. " There are 
seven fish-hooks from Papua 
New Guinea that show this 
same move from simplicity to 
degenerate complexity
reassuringly the culture renews 
itself Going frrom left to right, 
the first hook is the simplest 
possible answer carved from 
bone. The second one uses a 
separate piece of bone and 
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connects this to the bent shaft 
with twine. This results in a 
"feathering" action that 
articulates the hook and makes 
it more effective in catching 
fish. The third substitutes 
tortoise shell for bone on the 
barb: With light shining 
through the tortoise shell, the 
articulated barb acts as a 
fish-lure and becomes more 
effective still. The fourth hook 
shows that the "aesthetic 
formalists" were in charge of 
the tribe. This hook is like the 
third one, except that the shank 
has now been made absolutely 
straight. 

This looks very elegant -
but the hook now hangs at a 
bad angle. The fifth hook 
consists of a large piece of 
tortoise shell, tied to a shank of 
mother-of-pearl. Barb and 
shank are no longer articulated, 
however this hook is by far the 
most powerful lure. In fact, 
fish come for many miles and 
stand in the water looking at it: 
It is too large for them to try 

Seven fish-hooks. Papua New 
Guinea, 19th and 20th Century, 
collected by the author. 

2 
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and swallow. The sixth is a 
pure status object: The shank is 
carved out of plastic from the 
canopy ofaJapanese fighter 
plane shot down in 1942. This 
plastic degrades in salt water in 
about two weeks, hence this 
last hook can only be wom as a 
symbolic neck ornament. The 
last hook in the series is also the 
most recent one. It 
demonstrates the tribe getting 
back to a basic reappraisal of 
how fish-hooks should work. 
The curved shaft is carved 
from teak to the precise angle 
needed. The barb is carved 
from bone and attached with 
tarred twine - it moves freely 
against the shaft when a fish 
has been caught. There is no 
extraneous decoration, but it 
achieves great beauty through 
its refined and elegant lines. It 
also works best. 

In indigenous societies the 
true impact of high-technology 
can often be sensed best 
through the images oflocal 
artists and craftsmen. People 
perceive designs that are new 
to them, as odd and strange. 
Kauage, an artist and 
printmaker from Papua New 
Guinea, first saw automobiles 
when he came to Port 
Moresby. His response as an 
artist is "Lady Driver" . He 
says: "In 1964 I didn't see any 
Papua New Guinean girls driving 
cars. Today there are plenty of 
drivers, all kinds of cars with all 
kinds of decorations, and chasing 
ajier rich men. In this picture she is 
driving her car with a radio, big 
lights, many buttons and aflag 
(Papua New Guinea, V.P.) on 
top. The engine is at the back." 

While we may enjoy this 
picture, that is both naive and 

"Lady driva". P,.int by Kauage, 
collected by the author, 1978. 

naif at the same time, we can 
also see how sensible and 
sensitive designers must be 
when introducing new 
concepts into a culture. 

The imposition of 
high-technology products is 
not restricted to luxury flats, 
airports or nuclear power 
plants. Disastrous results can 
emanate from the large-scale 
importation of technological 
rubbish. The illustration shows 
a clay vessel, used for carrying 
and storing water. These 
handsome pots are made by 

Guatemalan waterjar, molded plastic 
Fom Taiwan . Photo courtesy: Prof 
Peter NOJ1h 

farmers in Guatemala. Because 
of their porousity they keep 
water cool- their fragile 
beauty makes water seem 
important and almost holy -
clean, cold water is important 
in Guatemala. Such a pot, sells 
for about 50 cents (US) in local 
markets. 

The next picture shows 
blow-molded plastic water 
containers in garish colours. 
These are imported from 
Taiwan and are beginning to 
make their appearance in 
Guatemalan markets. In the 
containers, water is always 
tepid and unappetizing-

I some authorities think that 
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these containers also make 
water carcinogenic. The 
Taiwanese vulgarities sell for 
about (US)$S.50 each. It is a 
sad comment on the loss of 
cultural pride, engendered by 
world wide Coca-Colonialism, 
that most Guatemalan farmers 
hope to sell enough of their 
lovely clay-vessels to enable 
them to buy one plastic pot. 

It would be possible to 
write an entire book about the 
increase in "tourist art" and the 
simultaneous emasculation of 
native craft techniques. The 
examples already given of 
Eskimo and African carvers 
will suffice. 

In the province ofJalisco, 
Mexico, the family cooking 
stove is made out of used 
license plates. Selling for a 
fraction of a dollar, these stoves 
are used for years by a family, 

Family cooking stove.fi·om the province 
ofJalisco, Mexico. Author's collection. 

treasured, carefully maintained 
and repaired when they break 
down. They are a direct 
anonymous expression of need 
caught at the interface between 
recycled high teclmology and 
traditional ways offood 
preparation. 

In the Northeastern states of 
Brazil, used electric light bulbs 
are routinely transformed into 
oil lamps. The screw-in fitting 
is cut off, the empty bulb is 
then filled with oil. The top of 
the new lamp is the cap from a 
soft drink bottle, through 
which a wick has been pulled. 
A hanging "cradle" for the 
lamp is made from strips of tin, 
cut from used tin cans. The 
lamp can now hang from a 
hook on the wall. To 
appreciate the extraordinary 

Two light bulbs from Brazil. The one 
on the left has been "transformed" by 
the Nordestinos to bum oil. On the 
right a standard light bulb. 

creativity of the people in the 
Northeastern states of Brazil, 
we have to change our 
European conceptual frame of 
references. The poor from the 
Northeast have been heard to 
wonder why light bulbs need to go 
through an electrical phase first, 
bifore being used as oil lamps. 
This is not stupidity: The fact is 
that more transformed light 
bulbs are used in many areas, 
than "normal" electric ones6. 

In 1960, when designing a 
radio for Indonesia, powered 
by a candle, dried cow dung or 
wood, I justified this design 
intervention by saying: "Today 
(1960) there are more oil lamps in 
use thmughout the world than there 
were 100 years ago bifore 
electricity was used. The reason for 
this is simple: There are more 
people without electricity in 1960 
than there were human beings in 
1860. This callsfor someone, 
somewhere to fe-design oil lamps 
using new materials and new 

OillampJi'om Pakistan, 
contempomry. Author's collection. 



processes 7. " The Brazilian 
bulb-lamp is an example of 
great indigenous ingenuity. 
Together with the lamp from 
Pakistan (which also is made of 
recycled tins) it shows that on a 
decentralised and village level 
(away from technology-happy 
national bureaucrats) there is a 
need for alternative simplicity. 
Having been personally 
attacked by "Establishment" 
designers in the West for what 
they have called "garbage 
design", these two lamps, the 
Mexican stove and millions of 
other items around the world 
are a silent defense of my 
positions. 

It is the area of 
"Intermediate", "Appropriate" 
or "Alternative" Design that 
concerns us most. Before 
moving on to specific 
examples, it must be stated that 
all of the designs and devices were 
developed directly in the 
Developing Countries either by 
indigenous designers, or else 
working directly with "native 
counterparts". None of this work is 
the mult of 3-week experts! 

Looking at a typical 
squatters village in Mexico one 
feels at first helpless. There is so 
much to be done. In major 
cities in Latin America, often as 
many as two-thirds of the 
population live in squatters 
communes, BalTi05, and 
Favelas. 

Nonetheless it has been 
possible, through technical aid 
programmes to move into 
squatter towns and work 
directly with the people there. 
This has lead to the invention of 
a ceiling beam made of 
concrete, bricks and chains 
(squatters homes all over the 
world tend to be small, no 
more than six feet across. By 
developing this flexible 
chain-"beam" it is now possible 
to give squatters more space as 
well as the luxury of greater 
visual distance). This has lead to 
a reinforcement of the family 
structure, more possibilities for 
cottage industry, and a great 
pride in ownership. Gerhardt 
Kunze from Austria and his 
Mexican wife Patricia, have 

given technical help to these 
people and worked directly 
with them. 

A simple chair has been 
developed from a traditional 
Mexican chair. It consists of 
five wooden pieces and a dowel 
made of vegetable ivory. In its 
re-design it has become a 
knock-down piece that will 

The same Mexican chair, 
disassembled. 

come apart (to lie flat in a 
tourist's suitcase) and thus bring 
"foreign exchange" money 
back to the squatters' 
settlement. 

All over the world women 
and young boys spend seven or 
eight hours a day, 
day-after-day, flailing or 
beating com and other cereals 
to mash them and obtain both 
flour and vegetable oils. 

It is a backbreaking job. 
Taiwan has developed a 

handy-dandy little electronic 
grain-grinder to "help" with 
this problem. There are some 
difficulties: most villages in the 
bush have no electricity. If they 
did, they don't have the hard 
cash to import an expensive 
gadget. But even if electricity 
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and cash were made available, 
the little Taiwanese model 
would grind the entire tribe's 
harvest in two or three minutes 
- thus destroying the socially 
important grouping of 
gossiping women around the 
work place, which is the glue 
that binds the tribe together. 

Christine Lock, a 
post-graduate student from 
Britain, while working with 
me in Denmark decided that as 
a designer she had the 
obligation to help, but to help 
through minimal intavention. 
Instead of designing and 
building still another grain mill, 
she developed a sketch book, 
sort of like a Whole Earth 
Catalogue, containing hundreds 
of simple blow-apart sketches 
of primitive grinding devices 
used historically all over the 
world. We printed several 
hundreds and mailed them to 
people in Third World 
countries. The result today, ten 
years later, is that about 80 
people in different developing 
countries are designing their 
own unique hand-grinders, 
each developed for the specific 
harvest, materials and social 
working mores in the country 
in question. Minimal intavention 
has lead to true decentralisation 9 

(For illustration see the author's 
Design For Human Scale pp. 
99-103). 

Nearly seven years ago one 
of my Guatemalan 
post-graduate students, 
developed a muscle powered 
"truck". The vehicle will catry 
the weight of the man pedalling 
it, as well as a playload of6oo 
pounds over relatively uneven 
terrain. With two people 
pedalling, it will carry their 
weight and 850 pounds. The 
"truck" was designed to keep 
emission fumes out of areas 
where coffee is grown, since 
coffee plants are unusually 
susceptible to pollution from 
internal combustion engines. 
The vehicle has been specifically 
designed for decentralised 
means of production: no 
factory makes it. Instead it is 
made by dozens of small 
bicycles shops that are able to 
"customise" each vehicle for the 

Muscle-powered truck designed by the 
author's graduate student.fi'om 
Guatemala. 

specific lay of the land where 
the vehicle is to be used, the 
customer's height, etc. It is 
made of used bicycle parts, 
motorcycle parts, square 
tubing, golf cart wheels and 
bicycle transmissions. 
Approximately 6,000 
reportedly are now in use in 
Guatemala and Cuba. Since 
Papua New Guinea also has an 
excellent coffee crop in the 
Highlands, investigation is now 
going on to also manufacture 
the "bicycle trucks" on a 
decentralised level there. 

Quite recently 
experimentation has begun 0n a 
solar-powered food-cooler for 
developing countries. The 
conceptual basis and the 
experimentation result in the 
design of the first two 
prototypes: LiBrA 1 and LiBrA 2. 

In Papua New Guinea, there 
are also housing problems in 
poor areas around cities. Many 
of the homes are made of old 
cardboard, flattened tin cans, 
etc. More disturbingly, 
relatively "wealthy" squatters 
are now building copies of 
white men's bungalows within 
the villages. Although these are 
made of new wood and particle 
board, they are wrong for 
life-styles and climate of Papua 
New Guinea. It has been 
possible to demonstrate to the 
people that, by returning to 
traditional materials and modes 
of building (weaving and 
plaiting of dried plant fibers , 
etc.), homes can be built that 



LiBrA 2 solar-powered bulkJood 
cooler. 

LiBrA 2 solar-powered bulkJood 
cooler, all parts readyJor installation. 

are more "air conditioned", 
healthier, vermin-safe, longer 
lasting, cheaper and provide 
more local determination and 
pride. The re-introduction of 
thatch-roofmg for squatters 
villages has been accompanied 
by the use of shake-shingling 
on roofmg for private homes; 
thus eliminating corrugated 
n1etal roofing: an expensive 
import. 

The work of the National 
Arts School under the 
leadership of Tom and 
Margaret Craig in Boroko, 
Papua New Guinea, has 
provided a strong stimulus for 
both state and industry to 
return to indigenous art and 
native patterns and combine 
them with contemporary 

technology in the planning of 
museums, government 
buildings and industrial 
facilities. The use of sculpture, 
graphic arts, posters, dance,. 
building murals and much 
more, all rely on tradition made 
a living reality once more. The 
people are surrounded by 
evidence each day that their 
vital past has been continued 
into the present without 
becoming watered-down; 
pseudo-ethnic or "cute". Tom 
Craig's working and living 
experience in Papua New 
Guinea of some 16 years 
guarantees an absence of 
patronising fake-revivalism. 

Under the auspices of the 
governments of Nigeria and 
Tanzania, I developed a tape 
cassette player to bring 
information to people in the 
bush that deals with such topics 
as: water resource management 
and irrigation; birth control and 
abortion; public health and 
nutrition; agriculture and much 
else. While many citizens of 
these countries buy normal 
"off-the-shelf' cassette players 
in the cities, the people in the 
bush are unfamiliar with such 
devices. Nigeria, like Tanzania 
has chosen English as the 
official language. Nonetheless 
238 native dialects are spoken 
and many of the people in the 

Batta-K6ya, alternate case oj woven 
and plaited reed and straw. 
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bush are illiterate. There 
information has been based for 
thousands of years on an oral 
story-telling tradition. Hence 
we took several dozen Philips 
cassette tape players into the 

Batta-Koya, "The Talking 
, Teacher", designed by Victor Papanek 
and Mohammed Azali Bin Abdul 
Rahim. 

Batta-Koya, alternate case in hamboo 
and calahash. 

bush to see how soon the 
people could "learn" the device. 
Overcoming their only 
pre-literate leaming disability: 
unsureness in telling a (+) sign 
from a (-) sign (a necessary 
skill for aligning batteries 
correctly) we developed a 
self-aligning battery case. The 
Philips 3302 has been greatly 
simplified so that it now 
becomes a self-contained 
play-back unit only and no 
longer records. All our 
necessary circuits and parts have 
been eliminated, to make 
Batta-Koya less confusing, 
there are only two controls: A 
tuming knob for volume and a 
T-shaped switch for "on" and 
"off'. The housing is important 
since much tropical vermin is 
attracted by the insulation 
around electronic wiring. 
Everything is designed for 
present-day manufacturing 
capabilities in Tanzania and 



Nigeria. Mass-production cost 
is estimated at about $8.00 each 
(including working parts, 
speaker, housing, battery case, 
and assembly). It is called: 
Battta-Koya (Hausa for: 
"Talking Teacher"). Now the 
tape player has become the 
hardware of the system. Tapes 
giving the relevant information 
in many tribal languages 
become the software 
components, bridging the gap 
betweeen pre-literate and 
post-literate information 
systems and societies 10. 

Papua New Guinea which 
has the highest concentration of 
differing tribal languages of any 
place in the world, with nearly 
800 different dialects and patois 
being spoken by less than four 
million people, is studying the 
same device, with keen interest 
for local adoption. 

Chad has little that is useful 
in today's terms: little 
agriculture, few raw materials, 
virtually no industry and 
almost no skilled workers. The 
country as a whole is the result 
of French Colonial partition. 
By studying the crafts 
indigenous to Chad, we located 
the stunning patterns and 
designs used by nomadic 
Zande, Azande, Fulani and 
Tuareg leather workers and 
saddle makers. While I was part 
of a design team from four 
countries, I was able to translate 
some of these patterns and give 
Chad a tile making industry. 
The tiles with their 
authentically strong native 

Fulani leather pattern used as design 
inspiration for the tile designs. 

One of dozens of tile patterns 
developed by the author to be made in 
Chad. 

Another Chadienne tile pattern. These 
tiles are used architectumlly by many 
black Aji-ican states. 

colours and patterns are now 
exported and used by architects 
for state buildings, consulates 
and embassies by many black 
African states. 

As we have seen,. the 
cultural object takes on many 
different forms. It is my strong 
conviction that we will see 
greater indigenous irmovation 
and greater cultural diversity in 
the field of alternative energy. 

Living in a world 
desperately trying to develop 
new and better energy sources, 
we are presented by a startling 
cultural, political and 
geographic paradox. If we list 
all the possible alternative 
energy sources now known, 
we find: wind power, water 
power, the power generated by 
massive falling rain, geothermal 
power, tidal power, solar 
power, biomass conversion and 
methane digestion. Forgetting 
the last one for a moment, it 
be_comes clear that the most 
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powerful concentration of all 
alternative energy sources exist 
south of the equator, in the 
Southern Hemisphere. Here 
monsoons, typhoons, rainy 
seasons, geothermal and 
volcanic power sources, and 
continuing, often unvarying 
sunlight, as well as extreme 
temperature differentials 
between day and nightime, 
usable for temperature
exchange-based power, exist in 
giant clusters of concentration 
there. 

Nevertheless most 
alternative energy research is, 
oddly enough, being carried on 
in the Northern Hemisphere. 
Such interesting experiments 
like an "Autonomous House'; 
in Cambridge, England are, 
because of climate, doomed to 
succeed marginally at best. 

When the breakthrough in 
alternative energy comes, it will 
be in the Southern half of the 
globe and I call for massive 
funding of design and research 
experiments through the World 
Bank and from research funds 
in developed countries to 
support such investigations in 
the Third World. This is where 
designers, architects, and 
engineers from the North and 
South can cooperate to make 
the biggest contribution. 

The LiBrA 1 and LiBrA 2 
solar-powered bulk food 
cooler, which I developed with 
David Pennington, begins to 
point the way toward low 
energy usage. Much more is 
needed. Energy efficiency is 
metal-cultural, however all 
alternative energy systems seem 
reassuringly small in scale. 
Thus, eventually energy 
efficient design will take on 
even stronger local cultural 
identity. 

As designers we need to 
preserve the identity oflocal 
cultures as much as we can. A 
mono-cultural world would be 
unbearably bland and boring. 
The vitality of cultures depends 
on continuous cross-fertilisation 
from other and different 
cultures. In this context the 
cultural object is both a 
diagnostic tool and a directional 
sign indicating the future. 

Notes 

lAs quoted by: Yi-Fu Tuan: "The 
Significance of the Artifact" in 
Geographical Review, vol. 70, no. 4, 
October 1980, The American 
Geographical Society of New 
York. 

21 am indebted to Mette Bovin, an 
anthropologist from Denmark, for 
some of the observations on 
Mumuye Hoes. I have continued 
investigations on this in Chad, 
Nigeria and the Cameroons. 

Yrhe word "time-binding" is used 
here in the sense of Alfred 
Korzybski, my teacher at the 
Institute of General Semantics. For 
further clarification see his Science 
and Sanity. Library of General 
Semantics, Chicago, 1984. 

41 have observed this trend in many 
Developing Countries in the past 20 
years. See also: Nelson HH 
Grabum: Ethnic and Tourist Al1S. 
University of California Press, 
Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1976. 

51 worked in Canada for five years 
in the early fifties (including work 
with Eskimos) and watched the 
"birth" of Eskimo tourist art. My 
friend Ed Carpenter has written 
about this same phenomenon 
amusingly and from the viewpoint 
of anthropology. See Edmund 
Carpenter: Oh, What a Blow that 
Phantom Gave Me!. Holt, Reinhart 
and Winston, New York, 1973. 

6Joao Grij6 dos Santos leads a 
research team about the recycling of 
materials in Brazilian Popular Art. I 
am indebted to him for first 
drawing my attention to the 
paraffin lamp made from a light 
bulb. 
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Victor Papanek: Design pour un 
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Brhe oil lamp from Pakistan was 
made available to me by John 
BaIIyn of the Pakistan Design 
Centre, Muslimabad, Karachi. 

9Christine Lock: Some Notes & 
Suggestions on Hand-Milling & 
Making Handmills. Royal Academy 
of Architecture, Copenhagen, 1972. 

IOVictor Papanek: "Project 
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