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What is the proper role and place of technology (broadly considered/defined) in architecture and 

architectural practice? 

 

To answer what the proper role and place of technology is, we first have to understand 

what the proper role and place of technology was.  Architects and architectural historians ask the 

same question with a different tense, but the fact that architects ask it with an emphasis on 

current applicability does not discredit the fact that the answer lies in history.  I wish to answer 

what the role and place of today’s technology is, and that was the common question that 

architects throughout time had to work through when they were practicing their profession.  

Technology continues to innovate and become more complex, so as an architect it is important to 

not only understand what technology can do but understand how to react to what it can do in a 

complex world full of economic, social, and political factors.  We do not exist, we do not work, 

and we do not create in a vacuum, but rather we do all these things in a world that is bigger than 

us.  The practice of architecture as a profession, like many professions, is about more than 

creating something aesthetically pleasing.  It is about creating something that exists at a real 

point in time, in a real location, for real people that are intended to engage with and react to the 

built environment they are surrounded by.  What this course has made me reflect on is the idea 

that if we are to be successful we must understand our own context.  Technology is one piece of 
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the puzzle, and for an architect it is a tool, but for a person it is one more factor that contributes 

to the context of the life they are in. 

Here is an example of how technology is set within a bigger picture of life.  Only looking 

from the industrial revolution to the present, we begin by seeing how communication and travel 

become key resources in the world in multiple ways.  Beginning with actual architecture and 

construction, steam engines and trains increase the transportability of materials and printing 

presses allow for architects to produce more drawings that speed up the process for getting their 

drawings multiplied.  However, these innovations do more for the world than just more efficient 

construction.  They allow for a connection to historic theory and design throughout the world.  It 

would be hard to find a bigger distance between places than the distance between Greece and 

America, yet architectural books and historic archaeology fosters the notion that design style can 

portray political purpose.  Look no further than the Second National Bank in Philadelphia by 

Strickland in 1818 to see how the Grecian style is specifically used to portray a national identity 

and connection to democracy.  Greek precedent was seen as the ideal representative of a 

democratic world and the architectural style is used to showcase that.   

America in the early 1800’s is a very young nation and they are trying to prove to the rest 

of the world that a Democratic nation is something that can be successful.  Technology allows 

them to have access to these historic monuments without having to even travel to see them 

(which was possible but still very difficult at the time), and they can therefore use the practice of 

architecture to create a sense of national identity.  Their design response is not only to the 

innovations of architecture, but it is the practicing architects who are working to understand the 

world they are present in and see how technology best equips them to design within the big 

picture of life.  These “tools” of transportation and communication are appearing at the same 
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time that the world is growing and having an increased need for these tools, so we can see that 

the role and place of technology is to be another tool that helps put together the pieces of the 

puzzle of history.  Historians and architects alike have to be able to put that puzzle together in 

order to learn and grow rather than end up reinventing the wheel. 

Another example of how technology for architects is part of a bigger picture, stepping 

forward in history to the late 1800’s, is the development of the Arts and Crafts movement 

alongside the advancement of “the machine age”.  What needs to be understood and focused on 

in this period is more than just the political world.  Historic problems around this time have a lot 

to do with economic and social problems.  Industrial machines began taking over the structure of 

most economies.  People were abandoning the craftsmanship of many traditional jobs because 

the demand of the economy revolved around mass production.  While most people ended up 

working in factories, the social problem of the bourgeoisie vs the proletariats began to arise.  

Conditions for these workers were terrible and while steel and iron technological advancements 

were working their ways into architectural practice, people were suffering economically and 

socially.  It makes me wonder if Ruskin’s “Seven Lamps” would have less of a concern with that 

happening and architecture having “truth” in its construction if the world was not suffering in 

these ways.  The Arts and Crafts was more than just a revolt against technology’s impact on 

architecture, it was a full social justice movement.   The Red House by Philip Webb in 1860 for 

William Morris is praised for its craftsmanship by local artisans and the treatment of each 

interior detail including furniture, but it is so important because it embodies the Arts and Crafts 

movement’s social and economic aim to go against the status quo of the machine.  This 

movement is also seen in America because the social and economic impact of technological 

advancement was not limited to Europe.  However, I believe Frank Lloyd Wright is someone 
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that begins to realize the bigger historical context and tries to show how the Arts and Crafts can 

work with the machine.  Once technology has advanced it is not going to simply go away as part 

of a revolt to the social problems that are seen.  The Arts and Crafts Movement actually made it 

harder to fix the problem because anything that was handcrafted was going to be to expensive for 

someone that was struggling in that economic world anyways.  The result of that idea was the 

Gilded Age which was an increasing gap between the rich and the poor.  But, Wright’s prairie 

house style was willing to pay attention to all the details, and give architectural projects the 

elegance they deserve, while being willing to incorporate technological construction innovations 

in order to increase affordability.  That is what architects need to do.  He is a great example of 

how our profession has the ability to address growing political, economic, and social problems in 

the world we are a part of. 

One final thing to consider takes us back to the reality of architecture as something that 

exists in a world of political turmoil.  Almost the entire 1900’s revolves around war or the 

aftermath of a war.  From 1914-1918 was World War 1, and while countries recovered from the 

devastating losses of that war (thanks to technological developments that enabled people to kill 

at higher efficiencies than ever before) World War II occurred from 1939-1945.  As if those wars 

did not cause enough loss for people the Cold War then lasted from 1947-1991, and hot wars 

such as in Vietnam and Korea ensured that loss of life, social injustice, and political disaster 

never could disappear.  Art Nouveau, Modernisms, Classicisms, and Postmodernisms all found 

their roots and reasonings during this century, but the overarching reality and theme is this: 

Architects cannot escape the problems of the world, they can only hope to find the most 

appropriate ways to connect to the best parts of people through their theories of design.  I often 

found myself going through these historical lessons on design theory trying to figure out which 
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one was the best aesthetically, which one should be implemented more than another, or which 

one responds best to the advancements of the world around it.  But, it is less about picking which 

one is more important and it is more about learning how amazing it is that architects have the 

opportunity to respond to a broken world in ways that many other professions do not. 

I could go on to break down the technology of the elevators and fireproofing that went 

into the Chicago School of the late-18th and 19th Century skyscrapers.  Or, I could continue to go 

through every stylistic example of how Classicism was used by people like Hitler, Mussolini, 

and Stalin to appeal to the masses with architecture as propaganda.  And, I could also go in depth 

on the distinction of how the style of modernism combats postmodernism with their contrasting 

views of simplicity vs complexity.  Architectural design has a myriad of solutions, but what 

matters most is that none of these exist without an understanding of the world these people had 

to live in.  The critique of technology and people quickly moves away from what technology has 

done and becomes mainly what people have done/are doing.  The role of technology is to help us 

express our reactions to the political turmoil or express our devoutness to a national identity.  It 

is to let us fix the economic inequality we experience at our point in time.  It is to equip us to 

push back against social injustices.  But most importantly, it is to let us move forward.  That is 

what we see when we look back at the history of architecture.  We do not just see the 

development of technology and new ideas, but we see the overall development of the world.  

There’s always a place for technology because there is always a place for progress in a fallen 

world.  I think that as architects, like Frank Lloyd Wright, we need to see how architecture and 

innovation can work together to best serve the people we build for.   

What takes us the next step further than an architectural historian is that we now have the 

opportunity to do what they did for our current world.  Each lesson has shown the impact that 
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architects can have on people, and it is now on us to realize that as architects we can not be blind 

to the world we live in.  We live in a digital world, and that alone has allowed us more insight 

into information than ever before.  With our technology we have been able to study and learn 

more about the past than anyone else, and we also have more access to our current information 

than people did in the past.  We can know about something that happened on the other side of the 

world (such as the tragedy at Notre Dame) within seconds, and we immediately have the 

opportunity to respond to it.  Architects are responsible for responding to their surroundings and 

our technology equips us to understand our surroundings quickly.  All technological 

advancements become tools for people, and we have to decide whether we will use and 

appreciate them or if we will fall behind while someone else does.  Specific aesthetic theories 

will take their different routes, but each will undoubtedly respond to something that is happening 

in our history. 


