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La recuperación de

tecnologı́as indı́genas:

Arqueologı́a, tecnologı́a y

desarrollo en los Andes

By Alexander Herrera Wassilowsky.
Bogotá, Colombia: Consejo
Latinoamericano de Ciencias
Sociales, Universidad de los Andes,
Instituto de Estudios Peruanos,
2011. xx + 183 pp. US$ 35.00.
ISBN 978-958-695-622-2.

This volume is authored by Peruvian
archaeologist Alexander Herrera,
who has researched pre-Columbian
agricultural and hydraulic technolo-
gies in the Andean region, among
other topics. While Herrera has a
Cambridge University PhD, the vol-
ume is not primarily targeted at an
academic audience, but at a broad
readership that could include ar-
chaeologists and anthropologists,
development practitioners and pol-
icymakers, as well as potential recip-
ients of agricultural development
projects in Andean communities.
Accessibility to this audience has led
to the publication in Spanish of a
volume that should be of interest well
beyond the Andean region, with
fewer footnotes and references than
would be normal in an academic
work. Nevertheless, this is a scholarly
volume. Herrera is concerned that
archaeology as a discipline should
seek not only to interpret the remote
past, but that its findings should also
be mobilized to address challenges
facing the present. He is certainly not
alone in considering that the ancient
populations of the Andean region
developed sophisticated strategies
for managing their environment that,
in many cases, were better adapted to
the sustainable exploitation of the
challenging ecological conditions of
the Andes than are many contempo-
rary initiatives. However, his volume
also responds to the numerous at-
tempts by national governments and
development nongovernmental or-
ganizations (NGOs) to revive ancient

Andean technologies—such as the use
of humid raised beds for agriculture—
that have, in many cases, failed to
fulfill initial hopes and expectations.

Herrera argues that many devel-
opment initiatives, whether they
involve the introduction of new
technologies or the recuperation of
ancient ones, do not achieve success
because the people and organiza-
tions behind them fail to acknowl-
edge that technologies do not
comprise solely material entities,
but are entanglements of objects,
people, social relations, and cultural
practice. This argument is set out in
the opening and key chapter of the
book. Herrera bases his argument
on scholarship from the anthropol-
ogy of technology and science
studies, and he posits that, as Bruno
Latour and Michel Callon might
have put it, the success of a tech-
nology depends on humans, materi-
als, environment, social relations,
and values coming together in ways
that align the interests of the various
human and nonhuman actors. De-
velopment organizations have too
often disregarded social relations
and cultural practice when at-
tempting to introduce innovations
to agricultural and other practices.
A further problem with existing
development projects is, Herrera
argues, their entrenchment in
Western thought, which makes a
conceptual and hierarchical separa-
tion between knowing—the mental
processes linked to intentionality
and design—and making—the prac-
tical skill involved in the execution
of design. This ethnocentric divi-
sion, he argues, has meant that many
attempts to recuperate old technol-
ogies have failed. All too often, the
intellectual work, the conceiving
and planning of a project, is carried
out by academics and technicians
who expect local peasants to supply
manual labor, but to have little
input into the overall project design.
It is little surprise then, he adds, that
these projects often encounter
resistance from their intended
beneficiaries. Notwithstanding the

limited success to date of the rein-
troduction of indigenous technolo-
gies, Herrera still believes
passionately that ancient Andean
technologies have much to offer
present-day Andeans and that
archaeology has a practical role
in aiding their recuperation.

The chapters that follow the
opening theoretical exposition give
examples of indigenous Andean
technologies in 3 separate fields:
agriculture, animal husbandry, and
forestry. Each chapter provides ex-
tensive examples of archaeological
evidence for instances of the re-
spective technology in different
areas of the Andean region, cover-
ing a wide geographical area from
Colombia to the north of Argentina,
together with rather more limited
discussions of attempts to recuper-
ate them in the different settings.
The chapter on agriculture is by far
the most extensive, covering both
techniques of cultivation—notably
the use of humid raised beds and
terraces—and ancient techniques of
irrigation and water management.
The discussion of pre-Hispanic
techniques in these chapters is
detailed, well informed, and schol-
arly. I found the section on water
management and the uses of dams
and reservoirs particularly interest-
ing. Here Herrera argues for the
advantages of pre-Hispanic water
management with earthen dams
over the present-day use of con-
crete. The former were built of local
materials, and hence were readily
repaired by local populations, and
seepage through such dams, rather
than being something undesirable,
had the knock-on effect of raising
the level of the water table in the
surrounding area, thus making the
surrounding land more produc-
tive—as pasture for camelids or as
agricultural land. Having recently
encountered Mark Carey’s (2010)
study of the threat of glacial lakes in
central Peru in the twentieth cen-
tury, largely countered by the con-
struction of massive concrete dams,
I wondered what potential
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application pre-Hispanic hydraulic
technology might have in this situ-
ation—and can only hope for future
dialogue or collaboration between
the 2 authors.

The book has some shortcomings.
As an academic, I would like Herrera
to have revisited and made more use
of the theory he sets out in the early
part of the book, and, as an anthro-
pologist, I would have liked him to
give more detailed ethnographic ac-
counts of the case studies of the—so
often failed—attempts at recupera-

tion of old technologies. I also found
his characterization of development
as inevitably top-down as oversim-
plified, when, with varying degrees of
success, development organizations
have made strides towards participa-
tory planning in recent years. Nev-
ertheless, this is an informative vol-
ume that should be appreciated by its
intended Spanish-speaking audience
in the Andes and might just have an
impact on future development prac-
tice in the Andes and other mountain
regions.
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