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The subject of sustainability 
of culture, or the culture of 
sustainability, is an open-ended topic 
aimed at trying to find solutions for 
future human development. Growth 
patterns with a voracious appetite for  
global resources can no longer be 
ignored.  But how do we begin to 
manage our planet’s resources?  
Already, we consume at a rate that 
does not sustain our current model 
of goods and waste production; 
resources are being consumed 
at a higher rate than they can be 
renewed or replaced.  Combined 
with the planet’s worsening 
environmental report card, we realize 
that our model must change. But 
how do we begin to change? What 
are our the main challenges and how 
do we redefine our ways? 

By discussing the history of our 
world’s culture and how humanity 
has evolved, we will define the 
problems and discuss possible 
solutions and strategies for the 
future.  Based on Dr. Professor 

Niklaus Kohler and his team’s 
research, we will use this paper as 
a platform to discuss these issues 
as to inform and to charge readers 
to find their own solution to these 
issues of culture and sustainable 
development.

The Wealth of Nations

The World Bank has identified 
three different types of capital to 
evaluate each nation’s wealth: 
produced, natural, and intangible 
capital. Produced capital includes 
buildings, streets, roads, machinery, 
etc.. Natural capital is typically 
measured as agricultural productivity, 
which economists have a general 
measurement of; this capital is 
higher in high-income countries. 
However, intangible capital, defined 
as the knowledge, the culture, the 
“social capital”, is the biggest wealth 
in societies, as opposed to the 
machines, houses and infrastructure. 

From an economic perspective of 

Figure 01: United States of Stuff
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the World Bank, natural capital is 
the most important capital a society 
possesses.

Culture

How has the concept of culture been 
defined?  The International Council 
on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) 
has offered the following definitions:

Culture “can be defined as the 
whole complex of distinctive 
spiritual, material, intellectual and 
emotional features that characterize 
a community, society or social 
group. It includes not only arts and 
literature, but also modes of life, the 
fundamental rights of the human 
being, value systems, traditions and 
beliefs. Culture encompasses the 
living or contemporary characteristics 
and values of a community as well 
as those that have survived from the 
past”. (ICOMOS, ICT)

Cultural heritage “is an expression 
of the ways of living developed by 
a community and passed on from 
generation to generation, including 
customs, practices, places, objects, 
artistic expressions and values. 
Cultural Heritage is often expressed 
as either Intangible or Tangible 
Cultural Heritage”. (ICOMOS)

Cultural Resources “encompass 
all of the Tangible and Intangible 
Heritage and living Cultural elements 
of a community”. (ICOMOS, ICTC, 
2002)

However, these definitions alone 
do not accurately account for the 
complex issues associated with 
“culture.”  An exploration of how 
culture is reflected in society, 
day to day, decade to decade, 
and generation to generation 

demonstrates the dynamic nature of 
the concept of culture.    

Collective Memory

Collective memory, a term coined 
by Maurice Halbwachs, is a shared 
remembrance that is shared, passed 
on, constructed by a group or by 
modern society. Halbwachs argues 
that collective memory cannot exist 
outside of a social context, but 
exists within it, despite its seemingly 
internal nature. For individual 
memories to exist, they must be 
constructed and edited against the 
backdrop of collective narratives. 
One often incorporates accounts of 
other people’s past experience into 
the narrative constructed as memory. 
One’s own memory is also the 
memory of others.

Culture seems to be external, 
lasting over generations, whereas 
collective memory refers to a social 
group as well as concrete historic 
events. For example, in Austin, what 
would be considered an example of 
collective memory and what would 
be considered cultural heritage? Can 
a clear distinction between examples 
be made? It is critical to include the 
collective memory of a society in the 
definition of culture because it refers 
to a culture’s values as a society.  
Those values in turn, directly inform 
how society consumes, what it 
produces, the quality of those 
products, how they impact the 
environment, and ultimately how a 
society lives.

Places of Memory

Pierre Nora adds to the discussion 
of collective memory, “lieux de 
memoire” or places of memory, as 
existing somewhere in between 
cultural heritage and collective 

memory; loosely defined as built 
cultural heritage. Thus, what role 
does the relationship of place 
and places of shared space play 
in the collective memory and the 
perception of culture? Each society 
produces its places of memory 
and attaches cultural heritage or 
collective memory to them. From this 
perspective, places of memory are 
another integral piece of the cultural 
puzzle that reflect societal and 
cultural values.

Historical Trajectory

Culture manifests its material and 
immaterial values as ideas, symbols 
and groups.  By exploring the 
historical trajectory of values, one 
can gain insight into how and why 
societies have evolved to exist as 
they do.   
  
The Idea of Progress

The idea of progress is the belief 
in a continuous, linear, irreversible 
process of improvement from lower 
to higher levels. In modern times, 
people have been conditioned 
to believe that an irreversible 

Figure 02: Goldsmith Hall
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continuation of improvements is 
natural and normal.  This idea has 
been reproduced and permeated 
throughout society.  In the field of 
architecture, theories of progress 
can be understood as historical 
theories (i.e. the common ideal) 
related to theories of constructivism, 
functionalism, the modern movement 
etc.  Central to the idea of progress 
is the hope of overcoming scarcity 
and dependence on nature. 
However, history has shown that as 
scarcity has been reduced, it has  
also been produced.  Furthermore, 
science and nature have shown 
that a continuous, linear model of 
development completely contradicts 
the 2nd Law of Thermodynamics 
(that everything increases entropy).

Subsequently, these new 
perspectives have led to doubts 
about fostering models of continuous 
growth.  Rather, it has become 
apparent that cultures must integrate 
and adapt to nature. There can no 
longer exist a period of civilization 
dominating the natural world and 
its resources.  Hence, the concepts 
of sustainability and sustainable 

development have emerged.  But 
where do historical theories of 
progress come from? They are not 
internal. They have historic origins 
and historic ends that we can look 
at critically to find answers to the 
question of why, as humans, we are 
the way we are.

Enlightenment and Progress

The enlightenment was an 
Intellectual movement of the 18th 
century in which discoveries and 
inventions associated with science 
and geography emerged and ideas 
of space and time were expanded. 
During this time, a group of 
philosophers and scientists known 
as the Encyclopedists, concentrated 
and systematized an enormous 
body of knowledge.  What resulted 
was the a document known as 
the Declaration of Human Rights 
which proclaimed that all men are 
equal.  The individual was seen 
as reasonable and subsequently a 
social contract emerged.  Progress 
became a secular form of hope to be 
relieved in which one hoped to never 
have a scarcity of goods but rather 

an abundance.  This idea of progress 
was the represented an ideal way of 
life.

Industrialization as Driver of 
Progress

The Industrial Revolution followed 
the Enlightenment and incited an 
incredible and dramatic acceleration 
of everything. New dimensions of 
time and space associated with 
industrial processes formed new 
definitions of time. Thus began the  
cycles of production, consumption, 
and waste.  While prior to the 
Industrial Revolution, things were 
repaired, reused and would re-
commence and begin again, the 
industrial era introduced new shorter 
life cycles. The idea emerged that 
things come to an end and items are 
should be replaced with new objects.  
Mass production emerged and 
increased the mobility of goods. 
The world market was expanded 
and with that, social transformations 
began to occur.  All in all, the reality 
of the industrial world replaced the 
ideals of the Enlightenment. 

The Adaptation of the Idea of 
Progress

These social transformations were 
manifested in the aesthetic concepts 
of utopias, ideal towns, garden 
cities, and the beginning of the loss 
of the artisan ideal of solidity. They 
were replaced by the introduction 
of technical optimization, mass 
production and standardization. 
Suddenly, modern and new defined 
standards of quality.  These ideas 
were constantly reproduced in 
modern society and cultures were 
submitted to the  enormous pressure 
that everything that is new is good.  
Following World War II, these 

Figure 03: Happiness
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ideas supported reconstruction and 
rebuilding of the building stock. But 
then, the idea of progress stopped 
working. Why?
 
End of Progress?

The Club of Rome, a global think 
tank that manages variety of 
international political issues, stated 
that there are actually limits to 
growth, that the idea of continuous 
growth is not possible.  These limits 
are given by natural systems, and 
scarcity and depletion become 
serious problems as a result.  

The threat of scarcity had been 
abandoned prior to this declaration 
because it was thought that 
technological progress would solve 
all of our problems. This also implied 
that the destruction of nature could 
be compensated by technological 
means. We could substitute natural 
capital by reinventing nature. 
However, new realizations of scarcity 
and depletion made evident that our 
approach to nature was irreversible.  

During this time, many changes in 
structure and knowledge occurred; 
including an increasing impact on the 
climate and environment, population 
increases, increased globalization, 
and the fracture of modernization. 
Something had gone wrong and the 
underlying problem with our values 
could no longer be hidden.

Scarcity and Abundance

Scarcity and abundance is an 
interesting and complicated double 
phenomenon that has occurred as a 
result of progress and the Industrial 
Revolution. Existing at the same time 
of scarcity is abundance, and they 
co-exist in societies. The different 

types of scarcity include material 
and immaterial values and a scarcity 
of sinks (where to place our waste). 
It was once thought that we could 
technologically produce sinks for our 
waste.  But the newest dichotomy 
is the scarcity of the original and 
the abundance of copies.  This is a 
threat to many things, but especially 
monuments and cultural heritage.

Globalization as a multiplier

Another issue which forms a  threat 
to culture is the emergence of 
globalization.  This phenomenon 
describes an ongoing process by 
which regional economies, societies, 
and cultures become integrated 
through a globe-spanning network 
of communication and execution. 
It works as a multiplier of these 
phenomenons: industrialization 
of the world, economic and 
technological universalization,  
international unification of life 
situations (such as the creation 
and thriving of Starbucks)  Thus, 
the world market becomes the 
global village and western culture 
dominates.  Meanwhile, regional, 
ethnic, and cultural differences 
subsist, and the risk of a “global 
crisis” grows.

Risks for Culture

Collectively, these phenomenon have 
introduced an important number of 
risks for culture; such as: the loss 
of regional cultural spaces, of local 
urban culture (the European city), of 
historical “originals.”  More often we 
have seen these aspects disappear; 
and sometimes they replaced or 
reproduced as a commodification 
of the original cultural heritage. 
Thus, cultural heritage becomes a 
commodity in the world market a loss 

of the material and immaterial values 
occurs along with the knowledge 
abut values. What results is a crisis 
of images which emerge from Las 
Vegas and the European city.  In 
other words, people build new 
designs in the center of European 
historic cities by using images 
of Disney Land and Las Vegas; 
however, they were already the 
copies of the European originals. So 
what occurs is a re-importation of an 
existing culture but on a lower level 
because it has gone through a phase 
of commodification. This concept is 
known as the down cycling process 
of original cultures.

Furthermore, it is with this process 
that another danger emerges.  
The World Cultural Heritage is 
established as a means of protecting 
monuments that would otherwise be 
lost.  However, through this process 
they also draw monuments that are 
not so well known into the public 
sphere. What results then is an 
enormous danger of overuse that will 
destroy protected monuments. 
This risk is aided by commodification 

Figure 04: Las Vegas
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that occurs by placing these 
monuments in the world market.

These combined risks and insights 
make evident that we have to 
change our values system.  A certain 
number of things that we believed in 
have to be abandoned. A certain way 
of thinking about mass produced 
modern architecture to solve social 
problems has come to its limits 
and a new way of thinking must be 
adopted. The image is changing. 
Progress, an idea powerfully 
supported by industrialization, has 
come to a limit. So what are the new 
answers?

Answers

Faith in Technology

Historically, progress has been 
associated with technological 
innovation.  Today we must ask, can 
we overcome the environmental 
and cultural crisis upon us with 
technological solutions?  
Although, technology has solved 
problems in the past, can we 
assume it will always solve them in 
the future? If the future is through 
innovation, what type?  Examined 
critically, the current idea of 
renewable technologies represents 
another adaptation of progress, 
another continuation of how new 
techniques of growth will solve the 
problem. While altogether, we try to 
avoid the idea that there will be no 
more growth as we shift between 
cowboy and spaceman economies. 

This transition marks the beginning 

of a shift to manage what we have 
and introduces the next evolution 
of “modern” as our savior.  What 
remains then, is determining which 
solutions will provide answers for 
future development.

The Market

Often, it is assumed that the market 
will solve all of the problems. This 
idea can be seen in city marketing: 
the competition of cities, of labor 
markets, Imagineering, and regional 
identities as marketing advantages. 
While these concepts are thought 
to solve a certain number of 
problems, they are representative 
of a modern phenomenon known 
as Commodification of Culture. 
This concept essentially embodies 
the notion of turning culture into 
a monetary asset and it is a 
tremendous risk to actual culture.  
Examples include: culture as 
scenery, production of history 
as spectacle, loss of historical 
knowledge, loss of social and 
immaterial values, replacement 
worlds as compensation, originals 
replaced by copies. The risk is the  
dissociation of objects with their 
history and it might prove to be a 
more serious threat than solution.

New Worlds

Shopping malls, urban entertainment 
centers, and artificial virtual worlds 
have become our new reality. With 
this, poses the potential for the 
use and abuse of symbols and 
generalized commodification of 
urban functions, all which hide the 
disappearance of public space. 
Thus, cities are now imbued with 
private property.

Strategies

Figure 05: Gascan Preservation 
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Protected Spheres

In order to protect cultural and 
environmental resources, one 
strategy has been to declare 
that a certain number of things 
cannot be touched, but instead 
protected. Ultimately, this represents 
conservation in a static state. 
By itself, this strategy is hopeless 
because things cannot simply be 
slowed down and protected eternally. 
Thus, while conservation is clearly 
necessary, it is not sufficient on its 
own. 

Cultural Assets as Resources

Cultural assets such as monuments, 
archives and museums can be 
used as resources; but very serious 
risks emerge when they become 
well known and overused. Tourists 
who only visit world heritage places 
subsequently destroy them. Thus, 
when societies attempt to generate 
income from their cultural heritage, 
they run the risk of eventually 
destroying both their culture and their 
resources.  

Change Direction

Thus emerges the hope of 
sustainability; that a unifying strategy 
will create a new scale of social, 
economic and environmental values.  
This new hope takes into account 
nature, considers future generations 
and brings a new awareness of 
time and of risks.  And with these 
considerations, the protection of 
cultural goods follows. Sustainability, 
sustainable development represent a 
“unifying concept” for the protection 
of cultural goods and could be 
scenarios for change.

Repair and Conservation

With this recognition, Kohler asserts 
that the time has come to change 
directions toward a paradigm of 
repair and conservation of the built 
environment.  No longer can we 
apply the values common within 
the fashion industry to buildings.  
In other words, standards need 
to shift from short-term use and 
disregard for quality, to valuing the 
building stock as a non-renewable 
resource.  This perspective honors 
the embodied energy within existing 
structures as well as respects the 
quality and integrity of the idea of the 
“original.”

Although popular perceptions 
may not consider it “glamorous” 
to evaluate the existing building 
stock, repair what we can, and live 
with what we have, this mental shift 
commences an important physical 
transformation; one that recognizes 
that “all systems have to have slow 
parts to remember and fast parts to 
learn.”  Ultimately, this perspective 
emphasizes the notion of physically 
valuing the cultural heritage

embodied within the built 
environment. 

Central to this proposal is the 
challenge of finding the balance
between slow and fast paces of 
development.  As designers and 
planners, a fundamental shift 
towards sustainability entails 
addressing how these two concepts 
can coexist.  In other words, how 
can the intangible values of cultural 
heritage begin to influence modern 
perceptions towards natural and 
produced capital?   

Time

The Archive

In advocating a slower tempo 
with which to approach the built 
environment, the symbolism of the 
archive as the “time teller” gains 
significance.  It is within this domain 
that the challenge of slowing the 
aging process is undertaken.  

Subsequently, the archive must not

Figure 06: Historical Continuity 
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only be maintained, but archival 
knowledge should be translated 
throughout the architectural 
community.  By gaining archival 
insight, architects will have the 
academic foundation with which to 
develop perspectives of how modern 
buildings can learn from historic 
precedents. 

While this challenge extends 
beyond architects to planners, 
developers, government officials 
and the community at-large, 
Kohler stresses the significance 
of establishing the foundation for 
this perspective within schools of 
architecture.  Thus, academia should 
approach the history of architecture 
as a subject that extends beyond 
architectural movements and style 
to an assessment of how buildings 
have been constructed to withstand 
the test of time.  Subsequently, 
design knowledge should expand 
to encompass successful models of 
traditional construction techniques.  
Most importantly, the recreation of 
this historical knowledge is central 
to architects and artisans alike; 
because in order to be able to truly 
appreciate the building stock as a 
non-renewable resource, intellectual 
foundations for cultural resources 
must be established, maintained and 
honored. 
 
The Solution Corridor

Expanding this perspective from 
individual buildings to the larger 
community, Kohler recognizes that 
historic continuity “brings stability to 
towns through different time periods” 
and that rapid change leads to 
unintelligible physical environments.   
While this observation is arguably 
contextual, it inspires the notion of 
finding the optimal mode of

transformation for the built 
environment.  This idea leads to the 
suggestion of a solution corridor and 
the question of whether or not history 
has provided examples that inform 
the appropriate rate with which to 
develop?  How quickly can change 
occur and still be maintained and 
controlled?  The argument here is 
that sustainability is not simply about 
slowing down but about optimizing 
the process of transforming the 
physical environment.

In the article entitled, Cultural 
Heritage and Sustainable 
Development in SUIT, Kohler 
references the idea of “active 
conservation” as, “a set of methods, 
tools and heuristics that allows us to 
keep the urban development within a
corridor of sustainable development.

Framed in this way, the theoretical 
concept of a solution corridor begins 
to present a tangible means with 
which to evaluate how architecture 
influences resource conservation, 
coherent physical environments 
and ultimately, the preservation of 
places of memory.  Thus, the larger 
implications of optimized solution 
corridors begin to emerge; does this 
concept represent a method with 
which to establish balance between 
natural, produced and intangible 
capital?  Moving forward, the notion 
certainly presents an inspiring and 
significant challenge.

We Need New Values

Complex Resource Conservation

Implied within the concepts of “active

Figure 07: Culture of Chaos
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conservation” and “solution corridors” 
is the idea of a values shift.  A 
transition that considers not just 
“use values” associated with actual 
functions of the built environment 
but an ethic that encompasses 
“non-use” values related to the 
larger and long-term existence of 
the physical, natural and cultural 
realms.  Precedents for this type 
of perspective exist within the idea 
ecosystem stability where the long-
term health of the environment 
is central.  Applied to modern 
challenges for sustainability, Kohler 
argues for the adoption of complex 
resource conservation, a perspective 
that would equally value natural, 
economic, social, human, and 
cultural capital.

Thus, within the paradigm of 
complex resource consumption, 
sustainable development would 
reflect a balanced and proportionate 
improvement of all types of capital.  
Under this “constant capital rule” 
natural capital would be preserved 
at all costs and other forms of capital 
could be leveraged against each

Thus a transition towards 
complex resource conservation 
requires larger, fundamental 
shifts of bureaucratic power; 
most significantly as they relate 
to capitalism.  To view the built 
environment as a non-renewable 
resource fundamentally challenges 
the market principles that have 
driven American progress and 
innovation over the past century.  
Principles that are rooted in and 
structured around natural and 
produced capital.  How feasible is it 
to frame the building stock as a non-
renewable resource in a capitalistic 
society?  What implications does 
this have on American values which 
honor property as wealth?
These questions, among others, 
begin to surface and take root with 
a significant consideration of the 
cultural aspects of sustainable 
development.  
  

other to develop solutions for the 
challenges at-hand. For instance, 
economic capital could be used to
advance human capital in the form 
of training individuals to maintain the 
built environment.  This in turn would 
advance and enrich the development 
of cultural capital.  Most importantly, 
long-term objectives of complex 
resource conservation must develop 
solutions that advance and maintain 
common interests and needs without 
sacrificing individual requirements for 
existences. By establishing a values 
system that harmoniously balances 
all forms of capital, the true values 
identified by the wealth of nations 
could be reflected in society. 

Challenges

Institutional Regimes

While the suggestion of a  paradigm 
shift offers the potential for 
comprehensive solutions, it also 
presents significant challenges. 
Overwhelmingly, institutional regimes 
determine and inform the dynamic 
components that organize society.

Figure 08: “Collect”, Wes Magyar
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