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Abstract 

Vernacular earthen architecture presents a series of relevant conservation challenges that involve designing solutions 
for different kinds of alterations and degradations. Other challenges of a social nature simultaneously arise and are 
related, among other factors, to the participation of local communities and the actions of different institutional actors. 
Understanding these phenomena has generally been approached from perspectives that take technical considera‑
tions and social dynamics as separate fields. The current global context has resulted in an acceleration of changes in 
these dynamics, in terms of both techniques and management models, giving rise to the need to develop compre‑
hensive conceptual and methodological approaches through which these challenges should be addressed jointly by 
recombining the technical and the social.

This paper will analyse the main problems affecting vernacular architectures in three communities in northern 
Argentina, where earthen techniques have been very relevant. We will reflect on various potentially useful theoretical 
frameworks, incorporating concepts from the anthropology of technology and methodological approaches from an 
ethnography of conservation as a way to work with multiple ontologies.
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1 Introduction
The meanings and social representations associated with 
the technical in construction and in other fields have been 
part of the disciplinary debates in anthropology since the 
beginning of the 20th century; these debates have centred 
around the understanding of the technical as a social fact 
(Lemonnier 1992; Dietler and Herbich 1998). This has 
allowed a perspective to emerge that questions the objec-
tivity of the technical in order to recognise how techni-
cal choices are affected by diverse subjectivities that are 

socially modelled over time. Indeed, every material fact, 
and the technological decisions relating to its production 
and maintenance, are immersed in complex networks of 
diverse actors marked by asymmetrical power relations 
within changing contexts.

Certainly, this view of the technical as a social fact is 
relevant for thinking about architectural conservation, 
and recent theoretical debates have featured such ques-
tions. Within the framework of these debates, it is pos-
sible to recognise two fields of discussion relevant to this 
article. On the one hand is cultural and social signifi-
cance, and its corresponding diversity, in the determina-
tion of heritage value (Bluestone 2000), and on the other 
hand are the criteria for the intervention to be applied, 
as expressed first in the Burra Charter (1975) and, more 
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recently, in the Nara Charter (1994) centred on the con-
cept of authenticity (Correia 2007).

Any problematisation of cultural significance necessar-
ily involves looking at the various temporalities associ-
ated with architecture and its durability and thus how the 
concept of change is analysed (Jones and Yarrow 2013). 
This is a particularly important issue for earthen heritage 
in relation to the durability of this material and the need 
for periodic intervention to ensure its proper mainte-
nance (Correia 2007; Tomasi and Barada 2020).

The second and related field of discussion has been 
very relevant in the last decade; it refers to the par-
ticipation of local actors in defining both heritage itself 
and the criteria for related interventions (Johnston and 
Myers 2009; Alonso González 2015; Watkins 2019). The 
observation of other actors’ ontologies, more than sim-
ply various points of view, necessarily implies a recogni-
tion of the social networks in which they are employed, 
complex power relations operate, and social representa-
tions of technology are established (Lemonnier 1992). As 
Alonso González stated, heritage “emerges from social 
relationality” (2015: 183) with differential appropriations 
and constructions. This implies that there are discussions 
of the institutionalised idea of heritage as an object or a 
place that concentrates certain essential values to be pre-
served or to considering it, in the words of Smith (2011), 
as a cultural process in which memories, identities and 
senses of belonging are negotiated. These negotiations 
operate between actors who are embedded in asym-
metrical power relations, so it is necessary to consider 
the interaction contexts in which they operate (Alonso 
González 2015). It also implies a reflection on the place 
occupied by professionals who work with communities 
to conserve their heritage, on our institutional belonging 
and on which criteria we use and often naturalise. These 
approaches and critical heritage studies have contributed 
to the discussion of the concept, the complexification of 
heritage processes, the development of methodologies 
for incorporating other ontologies, and the establishment 
of alternative management models. However, beyond 
strictly technical studies, the technological universe 
related to architectural conservation efforts has not been 
specifically considered as an integral part of heritage 
discussions. This leads to a certain fragmentation of the 
research, stranding the technical in a plane of objectivi-
ties, and not as a field of dispute regarding heritage nar-
ratives in and of itself.

Considerations of the temporalities of architectural 
heritage, technical choices for its conservation, and the 
participation of multiple actors within the network of 
relationships require incorporating theoretical and meth-
odological tools for the social understanding of these 
processes. Anthropological approaches to technique 

and ethnographic perspectives offer the possibility of 
deepening analyses of the social condition of technologi-
cal choices within conservation by observing the way in 
which these aspects emerge from relationships between 
diverse actors, including those with different local points 
of view. In this way, it is possible to reflect on the tempo-
rality of architecture as a general framework for conser-
vation practices, problematizing the meaning of change 
as an inherent social fact. This allows us to question the 
place that change has had in conservation theory in occi-
dental terms through the meanings that it can assume 
from the conceptions of local communities.

In this paper, we analyse earthen heritage conservation 
through three case studies of emblematic architectures in 
Uquía, Yavi and Tabladitas in northern Argentina (Fig. 1). 
This will allow us to observe the technical and then social 
dimensions linked to the conservation of these architec-
tures through the interactions between different actors 
and recognise the emerging material implications of 
these relationships. At the same time, looking at these 
architectures over time will allow us to analyse the pro-
cesses of change by discussing the meaning of their trans-
formations in terms of both local and institutional actors 
and their own temporalities. Ultimately, we seek to reas-
semble the understanding of technical actions with their 
diverse social representations in the terms in which they 
are deployed in these three case studies.

References to local and institutional actors do not imply 
the consolidation of antagonism or the existence of com-
pletely independent or autonomous social collectives. 
In contrast, throughout the text, multiple interactions 
and changes in their relative positions will be observed. 
The construction of institutionality includes state agen-
cies and international organisations, among other actors, 
which constitute a heterogeneous group with diverse and 
even contradictory interests that have historically shaped 
relationships with the various surrounding communi-
ties. These groups frequently also participate in institu-
tionalised discourses and actions, while in the same or 
other contexts, they deploy a universe of tactics to resist, 
appropriate or manipulate the actions of the states. In 
this way, the work carried out in the Church of Uquía 
allows us to observe the technical problems emerging 
from the changes in materiality resulting from the action 
of state institutions during the 20th century. The Church 
of Tabladitas reveals the dynamics of change within the 
local community itself in the context of the regular con-
servation practices for the building. Finally, Casa del 
Marques, in the town of Yavi, helps us analyse the inter-
sections between local communities and state agencies in 
the social representation of roofing techniques within the 
framework of the various interventions that have been 
carried out in the building. In this way, these three cases, 
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which will be described technically and socially, allow 
us to think about change according to different social 
contexts and the different action patterns of the actors 
involved.

In methodological terms, the material used in this arti-
cle emerges from research that was carried out during 
architectural intervention projects, involved collabora-
tive work with various local and institutional actors, and 
took a general ethnographic approach. In the cases of 
Uquía and Yavi, our participation arose from a request to 
a provincial state institution responsible for architectural 
conservation that the diagnostic and intervention work 
should involve local communities. In the case of Tabladi-
tas, on the other hand, our participation emerged from a 
request from the community itself, given the observable 
damages in its church. Thus, we were not external observ-
ers; we come from the academic field and we are part of 
that relational constitution of heritage, in the words of 
Alonso González (2015). This type of work requires con-
sidering one’s own position in the field in relation to an 
ethnographic reflexivity emerging from relationships 
between different social subjects, including ourselves, 
that are no longer separate. The fieldwork involved tech-
niques such as participant observation and the develop-
ment of a set of participatory workshops with different 
local and institutional actors as a way to implement diag-
noses and projects assuming a multiplicity of ontologies 

along with their assemblages, tensions and points of con-
tact. Using this approach, the set of technical decisions 
made by the different actors about the buildings can be 
integrated into their trajectories and intersections. This 
article, then, is not oriented around the analysis of the 
state’s impositions on the communities but rather around 
understanding the way that the technical emerges from 
the complex relationships among the actors.

2  Anthropologies of technology 
and ethnographies for conservation

In the course of the conceptual discussions within con-
servation theory, certain universal principles have begun 
to be relativised through the incorporation of ideas 
regarding the diversity of cultural meanings (Correia 
2007). These debates, at least in doctrinal texts, imply a 
revision of the culturally and socially defined temporali-
ties of architecture as well as its duration and change as 
an inherent fact of its existence. The meanings histori-
cally associated with the development of architecture 
are inseparable from the set of practices and techniques 
related to its conservation in different social and cul-
tural contexts. This leads to questions about the status 
of techniques as social facts, the reasons that motivate 
technological choices, and the possible approaches to the 
analysis of these other possible conceptions of conserva-
tion. As Dietler and Herbich proposed, “both things and 

Fig. 1 Location of the three case studies in the province of Jujuy, Argentina (Source: the authors)
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techniques are embedded in and conditioned by social 
relations and cultural practice” (1998: 235).

This understanding of techniques within the frame-
work of the social, as part of constructive cultures, is rel-
evant in different dimensions in relation to architectural 
conservation. First, the techniques used in the produc-
tion and reproduction of architectures that are concep-
tualised as heritage have been embedded in their own 
development and integrated in changing social contexts 
over time. In this way, these techniques and their vari-
ous forms as well as the materials used and their mean-
ings are marked by a dynamic constitution. In this sense, 
techniques and constructive cultures as a whole have 
been constantly immersed in processes of change, which 
implies a challenge to the very concept of conservation 
and to the principles of authenticity and integrity. Sec-
ond, the techniques employed in contemporary con-
servation actions from both local communities and 
specialists are also embedded and conditioned by the 
social and cultural frameworks in which they are chosen 
and executed. In this context, the techniques employed in 
construction and conservation emerge within a field rife 
with disputes among different actors. The selection of a 
material or procedure within a wide range of available 
options is a social and political fact that implies taking a 
position in the face of reality.

Anthropology has historically inquired into the social 
and cultural reasons for various technological facts and 
the way in which different procedures establish and 
modify the material conditions of objects in relation to 
social subjects as a way to discuss technology as an objec-
tive field (Pfaffenberger 1988). In the first half of the 20th 
century, the French school of anthropology, starting with 
the work of Mauss and Leroi-Gourhan, concentrated 
particularly on techniques—no longer from a compara-
tive perspective but rather as a way to understand how 
things come to be as they are through actions executed 
on the material based on the dynamism of the body and 
the objects used as tools. In this framework, techniques 
are relevant social productions (Lemonnier 1992) with 
the capacity to inform us about reality, as they are insepa-
rable from it. Different technologies within a society may 
be related to each other and may, in turn, be related to 
other types of social phenomena, such that they are not 
constituted as independent spheres. Therefore, any type 
of action related to a change in technique implies, in one 
way or another, an impact on other dimensions of social 
reality.

The choice of one technique over another in the con-
struction or conservation of architecture arises from a set 
of preferences within a certain limited universe of avail-
able options. Among these options, we select those we 
consider preferable on the basis of social representation 

(Lemonnier 1992) and perceived possibilities, in both 
individual and collective terms. The construction of 
preferences for a certain way of doing something versus 
another, or for certain materials over others, emerges 
from collectively constructed consensuses that tend 
to guide the way we act without implying an obliga-
tion (Dietler and Herbich 1998). These consensuses are 
certainly not static but are subject to constant changes 
within the flows of life involving transformations in tech-
nical and material preferences and their social represen-
tations. In this framework, change is inherent to all social 
facts, including architecture and its associated tech-
niques, and is not only the consequence of catastrophic, 
environmental or social events.

Change is part of these flows of life in which subjects 
and objects relate to each other and negotiate the new 
conditions of existence in relation to previous experiences 
and based on a flexibility that allows innovative responses 
to challenges. Indeed, in the framework of asymmetrical 
power relations between different social groups, people 
operate in complex modes, responding in unexpected 
ways to changing circumstances. Architectures are the 
result of the interactions of different constructive cul-
tures over time, with processes of imposition, resistance, 
manipulation and appropriation regarding these imposi-
tions. Within these flows of life (Ingold 2002), the chang-
ing conditions of the subjects and their interrelations are 
in turn constituted in such a way that communities are 
dynamic realities that are modelled through articulation 
with other actors, such as state agencies, which are also 
not static entities and are permeated in different ways by 
social logics.

In a way, these changing realities carry a challenge for 
conservation actions, as they require the analysis of the 
different temporalities that intersect the multiplicity of 
meanings associated with the notion of change. To this 
end, ethnography, as an approach, a method and a text, 
helps us approach the conceptions of the different actors, 
including ourselves, involved in the becoming of archi-
tecture and its conservation. In a sense, ethnography 
implies a search for social realities in terms of the people 
who inhabit them rather than the application of exter-
nal explanatory categories (Guber 2001). In any case, 
ethnography is an intersubjective process of knowledge 
construction between diverse actors (Clifford 1995) such 
that it does not simply imply an understanding of another 
reality but rather a reflection on one’s own role as an 
observer embedded in a shared social dynamic.

Ethnographic approaches have not experienced par-
ticularly important development in the field of archi-
tectural conservation, although some interesting 
studies have been undertaken that took a critical look at 
the notion of ‘authenticity’ based on the observation of 
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concrete conservation actions (Jones and Yarrows 2013; 
Yarrow 2018). While these works are relevant for a con-
ceptual discussion on the field of conservation, for the 
purposes of this paper, ethnography is proposed as a 
methodology that aims to form a more complex under-
standing of the diversity of actors associated with any 
intervention regarding earthen architectural heritage, 
recognising a multiplicity of conceptions of its duration 
and change.

3  Conservation and its challenges in northwestern 
Argentina

Institutionalised earthen heritage in northwest Argentina 
relates to a significant group of buildings, mostly of colo-
nial origin and built between the 16th and 18th centuries, 
that have been granted formal declarations of protec-
tion at the national or provincial level. The heritagisation 
of these buildings has its origins in the first systematic 
declarations that were issued on a national scale in con-
nection with, in institutional terms, the creation of the 
current National Commission of Historical Monuments, 
Places and Properties (CNMLyBH by its Spanish name) 
in 1938 and, in social terms, the pursuit of a common 
past that would help build a national identity (Angelo 
2010). In this context, the use of earthen techniques to 
build structures that have become National Historic 
Monuments (NHMs) was previously very prevalent (Herr 
and Rolón 2018) and continues to be so today in north-
western Argentina, where 69% of NHMs are built with 
earthen techniques. The interesting thing about review-
ing these processes in an attempt to complicate the social 
and technical meanings in today’s heritage sector is that, 
on the one hand, in the process of creating a homogene-
ous national past from this architecture, these buildings 
were stripped of the complexity and heterogeneity of the 
constructive cultures of which they are part. Aesthetic 
aspects were privileged over the integrality of the proper-
ties. On the other hand, the development of these same 
processes in dialogue with the becoming of the commu-
nities has shaped ideas about the past and then about the 
present in regard to certain materialities and techniques 
that constitute complex common senses about the build-
ings’ durability and quality and the conditions of their 
valuation, which today are in dispute in the framework 
used to vindicate the pluricultural projects that cross 
Latin America in a multi-scalar way (Angelo 2014).

In this way, the trajectory of conservation of these 
architectures implies not only involving ourselves in 
the complexity of these ideas but also within concrete 
relationships and actions between the different actors 
involved in the production and maintenance of herit-
age. First, we must consider that the declarations imply 
the direct intervention of public agencies on buildings 

and thus a set of tensions arising from the displacement 
of local communities as active agents in their conserva-
tion. Second, we must look at the complexities intrinsic 
to each of these actors in their trajectories. Local com-
munities have sustained these buildings over time within 
the framework of complex social networks that are far 
from static and includes different ‘transformative’ actions 
that may ultimately be contrary to their ‘authenticity’, in 
the words of the Venice Charter (1964). However, at the 
same time, many of these actions have been functional, in 
many ways, to the hegemonic discourses on the need for 
transforming techniques in pursuit of durability.

Institutional spheres lack consensus and specific cri-
teria, knowledge and regulations for interventions with 
earthen architecture. This is linked to prejudices about 
these techniques on the part of state and academic bod-
ies, which have tended to preserve them by incorporating 
other materials. Although the actions and conservation 
criteria employed at different times by state agencies 
and academic-institutional bodies have varied, a pri-
marily aesthetic discourse on heritage in relation to the 
complexity that the maintenance of certain earthen con-
struction techniques require has overshadowed other 
discourses and led to the tendency to use concrete struc-
tural reinforcements. Furthermore, replacing mud plas-
ter with cement has been the most widespread practice 
in the conservation of this heritage. In fact, this aesthetic 
view, which seeks to sustain heritage in an essential way, 
has coexisted with an ideology of modernisation (Angelo 
2010) that justifies the replacement of certain materials 
considered ‘backward’ with ‘new’ technologies such as 
reinforced concrete. The decision to incorporate these 
technologies is not simply mediated by structural criteria.

Evidently, this is contrary to the criteria set out in the 
Nara Charter on understanding buildings in their own 
cultural and technical contexts of production. However, 
the question that emerges is then what has happened 
with these same production contexts over time. How do 
different local actors operate in this dialogue, although 
in asymmetrical roles, according to their different inter-
ests that are generally constituted in the face of these 
asymmetries?

The three cases that will be described expose the ten-
sions between different criteria and actions leading to 
technical problems in the conservation of the properties 
through the diverse interactions between local and insti-
tutional actors.

3.1  The Church of Uquía and the state’s action
The Church of Santa Cruz and San Francisco de Paula in 
the town of Uquía was built at the end of the 17th century 
as part of the reduction and evangelisation processes in 
the Quebrada de Humahuaca. Its structure reflects, with 
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variation, to the ecclesiastical typologies recognisable in 
the area (Gisbert and De Mesa 1997). Specifically, it has a 
single nave of 17 m × 7 m from the outside and was built 
with stone and mud foundations and adobe walls formed 
with 60 × 30 × 10 cm blocks with a thickness of 1 m. The 
nave has only one enclosure, which forms the sacristy on 
the north end (Fig. 2). Both the nave and the sacristy are 
gable-roofed with wooden A-frame trusses with a lower 
tensor. On the walls, the nave has a wooden collar beam 
that runs around the entire perimeter on which the ten-
sors and trusses rest. The roof is finished with mud (torta 
de barro), a characteristic technique in the region that 
requires periodic maintenance. Finally, the chapel as a 
whole has an enclosed atrium and a separate tower, also 
made of adobe, on one of the corners.

In 1941, the Church of Uquía became one of the first 
buildings to be recognised by the Argentine state as 
an NHM as part of the early 20th-century search for 

a national architecture through the vindication of the 
country’s pre-Hispanic and colonial past (Tomasi 2012). 
Simultaneously, the church has maintained a strong rela-
tionship with its community to the present day through 
religious practices and festivities. Nevertheless, in line 
with its heritagisation and commodification, there was a 
process of touristic valorisation, which also had an eco-
nomic impact on the life of the community. In this con-
text, the declaration of the church as an NHM was the 
starting point for a series of conservation interventions 
promoted by different state institutions, both national 
and provincial, which involved substantial transforma-
tions in the church’s materiality and led to a series of 
pathologies of varying severity.

The need for a new intervention in 2019 arose from an 
analysis of the church’s conservation trajectory as part 
of a collaborative project with the local community and 
researchers using historical and oral sources. At the time, 
the church had visible structural problems and was in a 
critical situation due to the presence of humidity in the 
nave as a consequence of previous interventions; this 
resulted in a debate between technicians and the com-
munity about the characteristics of the interventions. In 
this sense, it was a matter not only of reconstructing the 
church’s conservation history, which had been patchily 
documented, but also of problematising the meanings of 
these interventions in relation to the interests converging 
at the property and of the need for its sustainability over 
time.

The analysis of historical photographs allows us to 
examine the first significant intervention at the time of 
the church’s NHM declaration. This had an impact in 
both morphological and technical terms, as the top of the 
tower was modified, and a structure of reinforced con-
crete beams and columns was incorporated throughout 
the nave (Fig. 3). This intervention may have been moti-
vated by structural damage present in the church, visible 
in four cracks in the longitudinal walls of the nave, which 
had been recorded in a 1912 inventory. The next recorded 
intervention was in 1986 and was initiated by the Min-
istry of Obras Públicas. This intervention was focused 
on the restoration of the roof, which involved changes 
in the mud covering and the replacement of the ceiling 
of wooden planks of cardon (Trichocereus atacamensis), 
a cactus characteristic of the region. It also involved the 
repair of plaster and, once again, reinforcements against 
cracks.1

In 1989, the 1986 project, which remained unfinished, 
was taken up again, this time considering the need to 
place structural reinforcement elements in the tower 
and modify the exterior structure of the chapel by put-
ting a perimeter socket in place. This intervention was 

Fig. 2 Façade and ground plan of the Church of Uquía (Source: the 
authors)

1 CNMyLH, Archive, Church of Uquía, 1986.
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the first in which a change in the materiality of the roof 
was registered; in this case, waterproof insulation was 
added between the layers of mud and a metallic element 
on the edge of the roof. Between 2012 and 2018, there 
were a new series of interventions, initially three, mainly 
motivated by the work of the General Direction of Archi-
tecture of the province of Jujuy. These interventions are 
particularly relevant, as a series of elements (concrete 
mortar, plastic fibre and liquid membrane) were added to 
the roof, altering its materiality and contributing to the 
generation of new pathologies, even though the intention 
was to improve the building’s impermeability and dura-
bility. In this context, the interventions at the Church of 
Uquía are essentialist conservation efforts in aesthetic 
terms that coexist with a transformative vocation in tech-
nical terms, thus bridging romantic idealism and a civilis-
ing impulse (Krotz 1994).

The transformation of the materiality of the roof, the 
introduction of integral concrete structural reinforce-
ment in the walls and the change in the top of the tower 
were solutions that not only did not improve the stabil-
ity of the building but actually generated new patholo-
gies. In the case of the roof, the integral transformation of 
its materiality led to a malfunctioning of the cover, with 
cracks in the upper layer allowing water to seep into the 
mud that was then unable to evaporate through exchange 
with the environment due to the presence of the cement 
and the upper membranes (Cornerstones Community 
2006). Thus, the roof had serious humidity problems, 
allowing leaks into the interior of the church that dam-
aged the adobe and wooden elements. As for the concrete 
structure, it is not connected to the adobe wall, and the 
section is insufficient to reinforce walls as thick as those 
of this particular church. Thus, the structure has not 
solved the problems observed in the form of the cracks 

and has actually increased the weakness of the structure 
in the case of a seismic event2 (Tomasi and Barada 2021). 
Likewise, the changes to the top of the tower involved not 
only the incorporation of foreign material into a struc-
ture that, due to its substantial weight on such a slender 
element as the tower, also increases the weakness of the 
general structure and also constitutes a complete change 
in the appearance of the church.

The different interventions that the church under-
went were mainly prompted by the actions of various 
state agents in the interwoven relations between the 
fields of action of the numerous bodies dedicated to the 
valuation of heritage, such as the CNMLyBH, and those 
dedicated to the direct execution of intervention work—
both of which exclude local communities. In technical 
terms, the choice of cement and concrete as interven-
tion materials reveals a lack of specific knowledge on 
the part of state bodies about the properties of adobe, 
further fuelling the persistent discourse about the weak-
ness of adobe, particularly in relation to seismic prob-
lems, that has been reinforced throughout the 20th 
century (Healey 2009). In fact, between the 1940s and 
1950s, concrete was widely used to reinforce numerous 
adobe constructions (Viñuales 2011), so the Church of 
Uquía is not an exceptional case. The incorporation of 
concrete into earthen constructions has been recorded 
in numerous countries involving adobe or cob build-
ings, such as those in Brazil, England and Mexico (Pec-
oraro 1993; Keefe et  al. 2000; Guerrero Baca 2019). In 
New Mexico in the United States, it has been reported 
that cement began to be incorporated as a material for 
plaster in the 1930s (Cornerstones Community 2006), 

Fig. 3 Diagram of the reinforced concrete structure, shown in red, incorporated into the adobe walls at the beginning of the 20th century (Source: 
the authors)

2 The seismicity of the area is moderate (2) according to INPRES (National 
Institute for Seismic Prevention).
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coinciding with the processes referred to above in the 
case of Argentina.

The most recent interventions on the roof reveal a per-
spective of the durability of buildings that is disruptive 
for earthen heritage in technical, and therefore social, 
terms. The change in the materiality of the mud roof 
was meant to increase its durability on the basis of other 
temporalities. The relationship between different actors 
and interests becomes even more complex here, as these 
same local temporalities associated with the various 
techniques have clashed with transformation processes 
that have redirected the interests of community ties, giv-
ing rise to several local voices also seeking the longer 
durability of the buildings as objects of consumption. It is 
at this point that we are confronted not only with damage 
to authenticity but also with a framework of broader and 
more dynamic cultural and social processes. The result is 
a rupture with the dynamics involved in maintaining the 
ties between the community and its heritage. In any case, 
in terms of the intention of state agents to improve the 
resistance and durability of the techniques, both opera-
tions were permeated by an objectual and aestheticist 
view in the pursuit of a static and objectual image, even 
when this meant altering the techniques and, therefore, 
social meanings of heritage.

3.2  The flows of life in the Church of Tabladitas
The Church of Nuestra Señora la Purísima in the town 
of Tabladitas is another highly valuable piece of ecclesi-
astical architecture in terms of religious devotions and 
the cohesion of the local community. However, unlike 
the church of Uquía, it has not been declared a NHM 
or otherwise formally recognised as such by provincial 
or national state organisms. Tabladitas is a small town 
of approximately 50 inhabitants about 10 km east of the 
city of Abra Pampa, one of the most significant cities in 
the highlands of Jujuy Province. It was probably built 
during the early Republican period in the 19th century, 
although the date cannot be easily determined due to a 
lack of historical documents. In this case, the proposed 
intervention for the church emerged from personal rela-
tionships and was not strictly institutional, as was the 
case in Uquía, even though the technical aspects in Tab-
laditas were mediated by institutional belonging. Regard-
less, the intervention process in Tabladitas lacked direct 
actions mediated by institutional interest in the property, 
and the community itself tried to take concrete actions 
to address the critical situation of the chapel. It is within 
this context that the dialogues and negotiations between 
different bodies of knowledge and ideas about the diag-
nosis and its remediation strategies articulated different 
temporalities involving history, immediate action and 
future sustainability.

Tabladitas is also a chapel with a single nave open to 
the east that is 17 m long and 7 m wide and has a small 
lateral enclosure, the sacristy, to the right (Gisbert and 
De Mesa 1997; Tomasi and Barada 2020). At the front, 
the church has an open chapel, a very characteristic ele-
ment of chapels in the region, where the projection of 
the side walls and the roof generates a semicovered space 
linked to religious rituality (Fig. 4). Similar to the Church 
at Uquía, Tabladitas has a single tower, although in this 
case, it is attached to the nave and not to the perimeter 
wall of the atrium. In fact, at Tabladitas, the atrium is not 
closed, as it is in Uquía and other chapels in the region.

The tower has undergone its own transformation pro-
cesses within the framework of the continuity of local 
practices linked to the chapel, at least during the 20th 
century. Images from the first half of the 20th cen-
tury show that the tower was not previously completely 
attached to the side wall of the nave and was significantly 
taller and slenderer, with little differentiation between the 
two upper sections (Alameda 1935). Today, the tower is 
attached in line with the nave wall and has undergone 

Fig. 4 View and ground plan of the Church of Tabladitas (Source: the 
authors)
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morphological changes, including the replacement of the 
cupola with a pyramid at the top. These changes were 
carried out in the second half of the 20th century by the 
local community itself, in principle, without the direct 
action of external actors. It is relevant to consider, on 
the one hand, the persistence, even today, of community 
organisation around the building and its maintenance as 
strategies of social cohesion. However, it is also relevant 
to understand that even when there have been no direct 
actions of ‘external’ actors in the maintenance of the 
building, many of its transformations have been medi-
ated by those same institutional discourses. Thus, it does 
not seem that the changes in the tower are associated, 
in terms of either materiality or morphology, with those 
observed in Uquía. Furthermore, it is also necessary to 
consider the implications that certain actions, such as 
exchanging the mud plaster on the exterior for cement 
plaster, have regarding the meanings associated with the 
apparent precariousness of mud and its durability.

This shows how these constructions are subject to 
transformations in the context of their insertion into 
temporalities that imply other notions of change as part 
of the flows in the relations between objects and sub-
jects. Certainly, this modification of the tower could have 
arisen from previous structural problems and was, at the 
same time, the origin of new damage. As we have argued 
in this text, technical decisions are indivisible from their 
social meanings shaped over time.

The church in Tabladitas was also built with adobe 
masonry, with walls approximately 80 cm thick on foun-
dations of mud-laid stone. The structure of the roof also 
reveals a system of A-frame trusses, without a lower ten-
sor and boards of cardon wood tied with leather straps. 
On top of this structure, mesh, also made of leather, sup-
ports a continuous layer of straw that is finished with 
guayado (Fig.  5). This technique is characteristic of the 
region and consists of a series of superimposed hori-
zontal strips of straw embedded in viscous mud, which 
provides excellent water and thermal insulation. Due to 
its specific characteristics, this technique requires the 
periodic renewal of the material to ensure its adequate 
performance. In different parts of the region, thatching 
has historically been a community conservation practice 
through which collective ties are established. In many 
cases, the institutionalisation of heritage has involved 
the action of other actors, such as construction compa-
nies. In the case of Tabladitas, however, the conservation 
of the thatch roof has remained a community practice, 
which is repeated periodically, within the framework 
of certain relationships the local people have with their 
architecture.

This renewal of the roof thatch is associated with a cer-
tain temporality of heritage, as it implies a conception 

of the durability of materials and a sense of authenticity 
based on their periodic renewal and change. In recent 
years, the failure of the trusses has caused an increase in 
horizontal stresses on the lateral walls, one of which was 
partially overturned and had a large horizontal crack at 
the base. In response, the community incorporated but-
tresses into the wall, but this only partially constrained 
the deformation. The degradation mechanism prob-
ably started with the leaks in the roof, which contributed 
to the deformation of the trusses as a result of delays 
in changing the thatch or the poor execution thereof. 
Changes in the temporalities of construction within the 
framework of new social dynamics have an impact on the 
conservation of buildings.

Even in this context, it is interesting to note, based on 
local documentary and oral sources, that the periodic 
rethatching has varied over time, particularly in terms 
of its organisational aspects, resources and timing. Of 
course, this temporality is also currently crossed by other 
dimensions of time in people’s practices, which is more 
characteristic of capitalist labour logics. This implies that 
people’s availability for these practices is not the same as 
in the past, so interventions are often delayed more than 
is advisable, and the tasks themselves are accelerated 
when they are finally executed, which has repercussions 
on the capacity and duration of the work.

It is also interesting to observe how the sustainability 
of this practice coexists with, for example, the placement 
of cement plaster, which allows us to problematize not 
only the heterogeneity of interests and agency among 
the community members themselves but also the way 
in which, in the negotiation with those institutional and 
institutionalised meanings, some aspects are radically 
transformed and others are maintained. The local popu-
lation does not constitute itself as an external, isolated 
and independent entity but participates in different net-
works of relations that are crossed by institutionalisation. 
In this way, communities are inserted in these dynam-
ics to which they respond in complex, novel and flexible 
ways within a framework of new ways of doing that are 
decoded in light of historically modelled practices.

3.3  Technical intersections at Casa del Marques
The case of Casa del Marqués, located in the town of 
Yavi, in the extreme north of Argentina, is unique, as it 
is a domestic building that was the head of the Marqui-
sate of Tojo in colonial times (Sica 2016). The building 
dates from the first half of the 17th century, and since 
then, it has been the political, administrative and eco-
nomic centre of an area that has been intensely disputed 
from colonial times until the mid-20th century. The local 
communities have played a leading role in this dispute, 
and the house itself, once the marquisate was dissolved, 
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became a very valuable piece of heritage for the local 
community that was used for different purposes over 
time.

As we have mentioned, the house’s morphology corre-
sponds to that of other rural farms. It has a central court-
yard and a square floor plan of 818  m2 of covered area on 
a single level made up of successive enclosures arranged 
around the courtyard (Fig. 6). Constructively, it has stone 
and mud foundations with adobe walls up to 1  m wide 
that were historically plastered with mud. The roof has 
A-frame trusses with a lower tensor, over which cane 
weaving was deployed and then finished with the mud 
roof technique, as in the Church of Uquía (Barada and 
Tomasi 2020).

This house forms an architectural ensemble with the 
Church of Yavi, which was declared an NHM in 1941, 
the same time as the Church of Uquía. However, the 
declaration of the house as an NHM was quite recent 
(only in 2001). At present, the house contains a provin-
cial historical museum and a popular library supported 
with funds from the national government. Even though 
the house was declared an NHM relatively recently, the 
interventions by the state began several years earlier 
and have also led to substantial transformations in its 
materiality.

In fact, the first intervention, as part of the heritagisa-
tion of the house, took place during the 1950s and 1960s 
and, as with the intervention in Uquía, was not docu-
mented. This intervention addressed the walls and roofs, 
and a reinforced concrete beam was placed around the 
entire perimeter of the house (Fig. 7). As observed in the 
conservation actions initiated in 2018, this last element 
caused not only a significant alteration in the house’s 
construction system but also damage to walls due to 
the shear stress of the beam on the adobe. As far as the 
roof is concerned, the original canes were replaced by 

Fig. 5 Details of the cardon wood and thatch roof seen inside the nave (Source: the authors)

Fig. 6 View of the courtyard and general floor plan of Casa del 
Marqués (Source: the authors)
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wooden boards, probably also associated with a reduc-
tion in the number of wooden trusses for each enclosure. 
These boards now show significant bending due to excess 
weight in the mud roof. As can be inferred, the poor exe-
cution of successive repairs led to a significant increase in 
the thickness of the roof.

In this framework, a striking issue found through the 
archival research in dialogue with the fieldwork with 
local communities (Barada and Tomasi 2020) is the exist-
ence of a postcard since 1971 featuring both the Casa del 
Marqués and the Church of Yavi, each of which has a red 
tile roof. While the church retains this feature at the pre-
sent time, the roof of the house was reconverted to mud 
soon after. These tiles seen in the postcard reveals two 
relevant issues for the purposes of this article. The first is 
the attempt of state institutions to change the materiality 
of earthen architecture. Although we do not have precise 
knowledge of the conditions under which the operation 
took place, it is highly probable that it was carried out 
as part of the conservation work on the church, which 
is also a NHM. This change is therefore associated with 
the same meaning as in the case of Uquía insofar as the 
tiles constitute a “solution” to the problem of the roof ’s 
durability.

However, more relevant than these aspects is the social 
representations of roof tiles in terms of the construction 
of the ‘colonial past’, which leads us to the social condi-
tion of construction techniques and the mechanisms 
that guide such technological choices. In this sense, 
these roof tiles constituted a materiality that influenced 
the construction of the senses of the colonial buildings 
based on certain urban architectures. This implies a bias 
towards the complex realities of other areas, mostly rural, 
where earthen building techniques maintained an enor-
mous presence in colonial buildings, even though they 

were part of profoundly asymmetrical power relations 
(Barada and Tomasi 2020). Far from considering these 
processes to be unidirectional, we must look with cau-
tion at the impact that these readings have had on local 
communities.

In this context, the preference for tiles as a solution 
for the roof of the Casa del Marqués was found among 
some locals through mentions of ‘this way it will last 
forever’ or ‘it will be a true colonial house’. Similar 
expressions can be found in the valuation of the con-
crete reinforcements that were included in the adobe 
walls. These types of expressions allow us to analyse 
the impositions of state agents and local dynamics on 
complex heritage. The crossed trajectories of both 
actors bring us closer to understand the complex web 
of meanings involved.

4  Conclusions
The conservation of architectural heritage in general and 
of earthen buildings in particular is a social fact, as mod-
elled in its logics of action within specific cultural frame-
works. These frameworks, far from being homogeneous, 
are presented as a field in dispute, with tensions and con-
flicts, crossed by a multiplicity of diverse and changing 
conceptions from both local and institutional actors, as 
we have shown throughout this paper.

The conservation of earthen architecture is defined in the 
interaction of diverse actors within networks crossed by 
asymmetrical power relations. The formal recognition of 
the Church of Uquía as a heritage site at the beginning of 
the 20th century implied a redefinition of the conditions of 
its existence as it began to be defined, analysed and inter-
vened in the logic of state agencies. This implied a modifi-
cation of the relations between the object and the social 
subjects within the framework of the local community, thus 

Fig. 7 Details of the reinforced concrete beam incorporated into the adobe walls (Source: the authors)



Page 12 of 13Tomasi and Barada  Built Heritage            (2021) 5:13 

establishing a new materiality (Miller 2005). In turn, the 
form of the buildings, in technical terms, also changed as 
other social representations were established. The same was 
observed in the case of Casa del Marqués in Yavi, although 
its declaration as an NHM came later, and even in the case 
of the Church of Tabladitas where in principle, there was no 
direct intervention by state agencies. In any case, the mean-
ings of institutionality are broader than the actions strictly 
emanating from institutions.

Indeed, the techniques and materials used for the 
interventions, in local and institutional terms, are 
inseparable from an understanding of conservation as a 
social fact and are, therefore, proper for a field that is 
beyond a pretended objectivity. Rather, technological 
choices revealing a preference for one way of interven-
tion or another are traversed by the relative subjectivi-
ties in the interaction of the different social actors, who 
in turn operate from their own representations. That 
is, certain procedures are selected within a limited uni-
verse of available options and modelled on the basis of 
social belonging. The incorporation of cement in the 
cases of the Church of Uquía and the Casa del Marques 
in Yavi emerged from a desire to reinforce the building 
following a conception of adobe as precarious and a 
conception of reinforced concrete as a universally suit-
able material. Thus, this was not an error in the inter-
vention but rather the institutions’ conception of the 
techniques.

One of the dimensions considered in this paper that 
requires an anthropological approach is associated with 
temporality, that is, with conceptions about the durabil-
ity of architecture in a broad sense and of the specific 
materials involved. This necessarily led to a reflection 
on the changes in the materiality of objects consider-
ing the periodic replacement of certain materials, such 
as the thatched roof and the mud plaster in the Church 
of Tabladitas, and even more important morphological 
changes, such as the modification of the tower in the same 
church and the incorporation of buttresses into one of 
the side walls. Periodic interventions are inserted into the 
framework of certain relationships between subjects and 
objects concerning the construction of social ties, which 
are different but not completely isolated from those estab-
lished in the framework of hegemonic institutionalities. In 
this sense, there is a need to recognise other possible tem-
poralities in conservation work, along with other social 
representations of techniques, in order to challenge West-
ern conceptions of what should remain unchanged. In 
any case, as we have tried to argue in this paper, technical 
decisions for intervention in heritage architecture emerge 
from the assembly of different ontologies, but this does 
not imply that these ontologies are constituted as antag-
onistic fields. Ethnography, as a conceptual approach 

and methodological practice in conservation allows us, 
specifically, to inhabit these disputed areas.
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