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Abstract

Culture is an indispensable, but often taken for granted aspect of humanity’s existence. Broadly speaking, looking closer into cultural 
aspects of sustainability may provide lessons and methods useful for the pursuit of sustainability of urban areas today. This paper aims to 
provide a brief review of literature and a commentary to inspire this argument. First, I will discuss what transdisciplinarity means for 
sustainability. Then, I will provide an example of how it enabled a platform for disaster risk and cultural heritage management to address a 
common sustainability issue. To conclude, I share insights on how the cultural sector can contribute to sustainable development.
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Introduction
Culture is an indispensable, but often taken for granted aspect of 

humanity’s existence. The sustainable development goals (SDGs) 
launched in 2015 included cultural heritage for the first time in 
the international development agenda. However, culture remains 
an aside in the discourse surrounding sustainability, which is 
dominated by its more popular social, environmental, and 
economic pillars. Unfortunately, this triple bottom line has 
become the face of sustainability efforts in literature and in 
practice despite its lacking empirical foundation [1].

Broadly speaking, looking closer into cultural aspects of 
sustainability may provide lessons and methods useful for the pursuit 
of sustainability of urban areas today. This paper aims to provide 
a brief review of literature and a commentary to inspire this argument. 
I refer to culture as the amalgamation of tangible and 
intangible aspects of our beliefs, values, behavior, and attitudes. 
First, I will discuss what transdisciplinarity means for 
sustainability. Then, I will provide an example of how it enabled a 
platform for disaster risk and cultural heritage management to 
address a common sustainability issue. To conclude, I share 
insights on how the cultural sector can contribute to sustainable 
development.

Literature Review

Transdisciplinarity in sustainability science

Sustainability Science has grown into its own discipline in the past 
decade [2]. It deals with “wicked problems” that evolve and produce 
more problems as solutions are implemented [3]. Scientists have 
encouraged viewing issues of sustainability as “complex 
adaptive systems” requiring a systems approach to designing 
solutions for such emerging problems [4, 5]. Consequently, 
sustainability is said to welcome theoretical and methodological 
contributions from all disciplines that may help [6]. While 
Sustainability Science has benefited from an abundance of 
contributions from the natural and social sciences, there is plenty of 
room for the arts and humanities to contribute its conceptual, 
theoretical, and methodological body of knowledge [7, 8].

The accommodation to address sustainability issues from 
varying academic disciplines and the inclusion of government, 
nonprofit, enterprise, and real-life experiences 
characterizes the transdisciplinary approach [9-13]. This 
approach acknowledges that cooperation is necessary among all 
stakeholders with ownership to the issue. Their expertise 
determines their role and level of involvement in a 
sustainability project. More case studies and empirical 
investigations using transdisciplinary approach to solve 
sustainability issues at their local contexts are needed. Hence, the 
following project utilizes transdisciplinary approach to address 
the issue of risk in a historic city.
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Applying transdisciplinarity to cultural heritage risk

Our study pioneered the implementation of pre-disaster recovery 
planning to a historic district in the Philippines [14]. Pre-
disaster recovery planning is an emerging approach to disaster 
management, which aims to plan post-disaster activities prior to 
the event itself [15-18]. Intramuros, a historic walled city located at 
the heart of Metro Manila in the Philippines, contains the World 
Heritage Church of San Agustin, several national treasures 
and cultural properties characterized by the colonial past of 
the Filipinos. Two fault boundaries, The Manila Trench fault to 
the west and the Marikina Fault to the east threaten Intramuros 
with liquefaction, seismic and tsunami risks. The case of 
Intramuros presents a complex sustainability issue in need of 
concerted and joint investigations with civil servants, disaster 
managers, heritage conservators, engineers, and scientists. Our 
team saw the opportunity to apply a transdisciplinary 
approach in Intramuros.

Our team took advantage of our international and interdisciplinary 
network [19]. The study was possible through a tripartite agreement 
of the University of Tokyo, the International Council on Monuments 
and Sites Philippines, and the Intramuros Administration (the 
local governing body). In addition, the tripartite party invited 
local universities, national councils for culture and disaster risk 
reduction and management. The result was a series of assessments 
that lead to a workshop consisting of various stakeholders in the 
case study. One of the achievements of this approach is the platform 
it provided for stakeholders to meet and discuss the issue for the first 
time.

On Challenges, opportunities and beyond

The study faced several challenges. First, the roles, 
responsibilities, and funding contributions of each member of 
the party needed to be clarified from the beginning, which took 
time. Synchronizing and organizing schedule to conduct 
assessments and attend the workshop were difficult due to the busy 
target participants who were civil servants and employees. On one 
hand, we needed to assess the vulnerability of the building in 
Intramuros, and on the other, the need to assess the historical 
value of the structures. This required consensus among several 
individuals in designing, implementing, and evaluating the 
methods for the assessments. In spite of these, there were a 
number of opportunities that observed by the completion of the 
project.

The study provided the first coming together of disaster and 
heritage managers of the country using Intramuros as a case. In 
addition, residents who are often excluded in closed door discussions 
were present during the workshop. They were able to use the 
workshop as a venue to express interests and values they give for 
their own livelihood and use of the historic district. These kinds 
of collaboration and discussion among stakeholders bring to light 
voices and opinions that would have otherwise been neglected in 
official meetings as mentioned by the participants themselves. At 
the same time, the workshop also allowed for a venue to explain 
and address the concerns of decision makers that would not have 
been possible in a purely bottom-up approach.

In addition, heritage conservators and cultural academics 
presented a value assessment for the participants. The document 

brief contained several analyses of spiritual, historical, educational, 
and architectural significance of the place covering why Intramuros is 
valuable to the Filipino people. Residents said they take those for 
granted while disaster planners admitted the lack of experience they 
had when dealing with cultural heritage in vulnerable areas. The 
cultural sector may have further contributions to sustainable 
development, which may not have been fully explored yet.

Discussion
Our study demonstrated how designing research to facilitate 

diverse stakeholders can serve as a platform for conversation. Lack 
of communication and use of technical verbiage can obscure 
understanding and reduce speed of solving sustainability 
issues. Science alone and precision in simulations were not 
enough to address the issue. It required negotiation, 
explanation, and communication of the values and intangible 
aspects of Intramuros to better understand how the community 
can move forward with a solution that is acceptable for all 
concerned.

For some time, cultural heritage as an academic discipline 
has received wide criticism for being elitist. Being “cultured” has 
even received negative connotations in the past, and this may 
have alienated the sector in general to participate in the 
international development agenda [20, 21]. This narrative is changing 
today. There is growing support for further integration of culture-its 
theories and methods into the discourse of sustainable development.

Sustainability can be understood as an attempt for people to attain 
their desired wellbeing without compromising another’s ability to 
do the same at any given place and time [6, 22]. As such the 
very pursuit of sustainability is highly subjective. What is 
wellbeing for someone anyway? To what point shall one be satisfied? 
For decades, the academic community has forwarded science –
that is, precision and accuracy-to pursue such wellbeing and 
sustainability by taking careful consideration into the social, 
environmental, and economic implications of their research projects. 
There may be a gap in current literature with much attention to 
efficiency. The arts, humanities, and certainly cultural sector have 
valuable opportunity and role in humanity’s attempt to sustain our 
species. “Efficiency is great, but it is not sufficient,” said William 
Clark, one of the most cited proponents of sustainability science, 
when I interviewed him in February 2020.

Cultural sector practitioners and managers can participate in 
building theoretical and empirical research by offering 
their perspectives on sustainability issues. For example, there 
is an ongoing debate on how to conceptually position 
culture for sustainable development. Some argue that culture may 
be viewed as another pillar for sustainability, while others 
interpret it as an integrated aspect of sustainable development. 
Still others argue that culture subsumes the social, environmental, 
and economic aspects of sustainability [23-25]. Regardless, empirical 
research here is scarce, and investigations on climate change, 
urban planning, biodiversity, sea level rise, and resilience from their 
perspective and methods is a good place to start.

Conclusion
In this brief article, I argued that culture plays an underserved role 

in our understanding of sustainability despite its inseparability 
from our day to day. For example, I have observed how a historic city 
was instrumental to the coming together of risk planners, engineers,

Florentin KM Arts Social Sci J, Volume 12:7, 2021

Page 2 of 3



heritage conservators, and sustainability scientists to attempt to pre-
plan for an impending disaster in a historic city. I move forward 
by exploring the merging of culture and sustainability science 
through the following projects. I am developing a workshop to 
investigate the application of cultural mapping as a human-
centered approach to smart and sustainable city planning. Our team 
is exploring how place attachment of migrant entrepreneurs is 
addressing the super ageing issues of a town in rural Japan. 
Parallel to this, we are investigating how place attachment is 
shaping youth perceptions on out-migration from their rural town in 
South Africa. In our pursuit of sustainability, scientists ask, “Who 
sustainability is for,” and “for what purpose is it Spangenberg and 
Kates?” I encourage the interested to also ask, “What role does 
culture play in our pursuit of sustainability?”

References
1. Purvis, Ben, Yong Mao and Darren Robinson. "Three Pillars of 

Sustainability: In Search of Conceptual Origins." Sustain Sci 14 
(2019): 681-695.

2. Clark, William C. "Sustainability Science: A Room of its Own." Proc Natl 
Acad Sci 104 (2007): 1737-1738.

3. Von Wehrden, Henrik, Christopher Luederitz, Julia Leventon and Sally Russell. 
"Methodological Challenges in Sustainability Science: A Call for Method 
Plurality, Procedural Rigor and Longitudinal Research." Chall Sustain 5 
(2017): 35-42.

4. Dawson, Terence P, Mark DA Rounsevell, Tatiana Kluvánková-Oravská and 
Veronika Chobotová et al. "Dynamic Properties of Complex Adaptive 
Ecosystems: Implications for the Sustainability of Service Provision." 
Biodivers Conserv 19 (2010): 2843-2853.

5. Preiser, Rika, Reinette Biggs, Alta De Vos, and Carl Folke. "Social-
Ecological Systems as Complex Adaptive Systems." Ecol Soc 23 
(2018): 46.

6. Matson, Pamela, William C. Clark and Krister Andersson. “Pursuing 
Sustainability: A Guide to the Science and Practice.” Princeton 
University Press (2016): 248.

7. Kajikawa, Yuya, Junko Ohno, Yoshiyuki Takeda and Katsumori 
Matsushima et al. "Creating an Academic Landscape of Sustainability 
Science: An Analysis of the Citation Network." Sustain Sci 2 (2007):
221-231.

8. Kajikawa, Yuya, Francisco Tacoa, and Kiyohiro Yamaguchi. 
"Sustainability Science: The Changing Landscape of Sustainability 
Research." Sustain Sci 9 (2014): 431-438.

9. Jantsch, Erich. "Inter-And Transdisciplinary University: A Systems 
Approach to Education and Innovation." High Educ 1 (1972): 7-37.

10. Lang, Daniel J, Arnim Wiek, Matthias Bergmann and Michael 
Stauffacher et al. "Transdisciplinary Research in Sustainability Science: 
Practice, Principles, and Challenges." Sustain Sci 7 (2012): 25-43.

11. Arnold, Markus. "Transdisciplinary research (transdisciplinarity)." 
Encyclopedia of Creativity, Invention, Innovation and Entrepreneurship 
Springer (2013): 1819-1828.

12. Mauser, Wolfram, Gernot Klepper, Martin Rice and Bettina Susanne 
Schmalzbauer et al. "Transdisciplinary Global Change Research: The Co-
Creation of Knowledge for Sustainability." Curr Opin Environ Sustain 5 
(2013): 420-431.

13. Scholz, Roland W. "Transdisciplinarity: Science For and With Society In Light 
of the University’s Roles And Functions." Sustain Sci 15 (2020): 
1033-1049.

14. Florentin, Kevin Macarius, M. Onuki, M. Esteban and V. P. Valenzuela et al. 
"Implementing a Pre‐Disaster Recovery Workshop in Intramuros, Manila, 
Philippines: Lessons for Disaster Risk Assessment, Response, and Recovery 
for Cultural Heritage." Disasters (2021).

15.

16.

Nakabayashi, Itsuki, Shin Aiba, and Taro Ichiko. "Pre-Disaster 
Restoration Measure of Preparedness for Post-Disaster Restoration in 
Tokyo." J Disaster Res 3 (2008): 407-421.
UNISDR, IRP. "Guidance Note on Recovery: Pre-Disaster Recovery 
Planning." (2012): 45.

17. Wasley, Kathryn. "Pre-Disaster Recovery Planning: Lessons from 
Japan." University of Otago (2014).

18. FEMA. “Pre-Disaster Recovery Planning Guide for Local 
Governments.” (2017): 94.

19. Florentin, Kevin, Motoharu Onuki, and Miguel Esteban. "Towards a 
Methodological Framework for Pre-Disaster Recovery Planning in 
Historic Districts." In 2020 ICOMOS 6 ISCs Joint Meeting 
Proceedings (2020): 49.

20. Zannie, Voss and Voss Glenn B. “Arts and Culture Aren’t an Elitist 
Extravagance. They’re Essential to American Life.” SMU Data Arts (2017).

21. Boyd, Thomas. “Why Art and Culture is a Middle-Class Privilege.” The Gryphon 
(2019).

22. Brundtland, Gro Harlem. “Report of the World Commission on 
environment and Development: Our Common Future.” UN Documents (1987).

23. Duxbury, Nancy, Jyoti Hosagrahar, and Jordi Pascual. "Why Must 
Culture be at the Heart of Sustainable Urban Development?" Agenda 21 for 
culture (2016).

24. Spangenberg, Joachim H. "Sustainability Science: A Review, an 
Analysis and Some Empirical Lessons." Environ Conserv  38 (2011):
275-287.

25. Kates, Robert W. "What Kind of a Science is Sustainability Science?" Proc 
Natl Acad Sci 108 (2011): 19449-19450.

How to cite this article: Florentin, Kevin Macarius. "On Culture for 
Sustainable Development: A Case for the Transdisciplinary Approach." Arts 
Social Sci J 12 (2021) : 003.

Florentin KM Arts Social Sci J, Volume 12:7, 2021

Page 3 of 3

https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0611291104
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.0611291104
https://doi.org/10.12924/cis2017.05010035
https://doi.org/10.12924/cis2017.05010035
https://doi.org/10.12924/cis2017.05010035
https://doi.org/10.12924/cis2017.05010035
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10531-010-9892-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10531-010-9892-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10531-010-9892-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10531-010-9892-z
https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-10558-230446
https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-10558-230446
https://doi.org/10.5751/ES-10558-230446
https://press.princeton.edu/books/hardcover/9780691157610/pursuing-sustainability
https://press.princeton.edu/books/hardcover/9780691157610/pursuing-sustainability
https://press.princeton.edu/books/hardcover/9780691157610/pursuing-sustainability
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-007-0027-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-007-0027-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-007-0027-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-007-0027-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-014-0244-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-014-0244-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-014-0244-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01956879
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01956879
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-011-0149-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-011-0149-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-011-0149-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-3858-8_337
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-3858-8_337
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-3858-8_337
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2013.07.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2013.07.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2013.07.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cosust.2013.07.001
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-020-00794-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-020-00794-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-020-00794-x
https://doi.org/10.1111/disa.12486
https://doi.org/10.1111/disa.12486
https://doi.org/10.1111/disa.12486
https://doi.org/10.1111/disa.12486
https://doi.org/10.20965/jdr.2008.p0407
https://doi.org/10.20965/jdr.2008.p0407
https://doi.org/10.20965/jdr.2008.p0407
https://www.undrr.org/publication/guidance-note-recovery-pre-disaster-recovery-planning
https://www.undrr.org/publication/guidance-note-recovery-pre-disaster-recovery-planning
http://hdl.handle.net/10523/4848
http://hdl.handle.net/10523/4848
https://www.preventionweb.net/publication/pre-disaster-recovery-planning-guide-local-governments
https://www.preventionweb.net/publication/pre-disaster-recovery-planning-guide-local-governments
https://dataarts.smu.edu/artsresearch2014/white_papers/arts-and-culture-arent-elitist-extravagance-they%E2%80%99re-essential-american-life
https://dataarts.smu.edu/artsresearch2014/white_papers/arts-and-culture-arent-elitist-extravagance-they%E2%80%99re-essential-american-life
https://dataarts.smu.edu/artsresearch2014/white_papers/arts-and-culture-arent-elitist-extravagance-they%E2%80%99re-essential-american-life
https://www.thegryphon.co.uk/2019/11/08/why-art-and-culture-is-a-middle-class-privilege/
https://www.thegryphon.co.uk/2019/11/08/why-art-and-culture-is-a-middle-class-privilege/
http://www.un-documents.net/wced-ocf.htm
http://www.un-documents.net/wced-ocf.htm
http://www.un-documents.net/wced-ocf.htm
https://www.agenda21culture.net/sites/default/files/files/documents/en/culture_sd_cities_web.pdf
https://www.agenda21culture.net/sites/default/files/files/documents/en/culture_sd_cities_web.pdf
https://www.agenda21culture.net/sites/default/files/files/documents/en/culture_sd_cities_web.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0376892911000270
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0376892911000270
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0376892911000270
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1116097108
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1116097108

	Contents
	On Culture for Sustainable Development: A Case for the Transdisciplinary Approach
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Literature Review
	Transdisciplinarity in sustainability science
	Applying transdisciplinarity to cultural heritage risk
	On Challenges, opportunities and beyond

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	References




