Can Museums Foster a Culture of Sustainability, and How Would We Know?
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There is a growing sense that cultural evolution is a central aim of sustainability work, and possibly the only way to foster the desired mix of just societies, healthy ecosystems, and restorative economies (AtKisson 2001, Chapman 2004, Worts 2006a, Sutter 2006).  Supporting this view is a broad definition of culture as the suite of values, collective memory, history, beliefs, mythology, rituals, symbolic objects, and built heritage that people either have some control over or must relate to on a conscious level (Worts 2003).  There is also agreement that we need to enhance what we understand about the cultural basis of emergent problems that range from climate change to systemic violence, and to take decisive action through education and other means.  Both of these goals are urgent since, unguided, cultural evolution is a relentless and "blind" process that may produce results that are socially, ethically, and environmentally unacceptable (Wilson 2007). 
Culture has been the basis of human evolution for thousands of years, producing social, behavioural, and philosophical changes that rival earlier changes in the physical appearance of our ancestors.  The need to examine our current cultural path stems from the recent globalization of transport and communication networks, our tendency to produce problems faster than we come up with solutions, and the persistence of tremendous military power.  Key elements of this examination include the pivotal role that education plays in cultural evolution, limitations imposed on our species by evolutionary experience, and adaptive renewal cycles that concentrate and redistribute different types of capital (Holling 2004).  Driven by evidence of unsustainable development, our task is to influence the direction of cultural evolution by limiting the value of undesirable traits (arrogance, selfishness, violence, etc.) while making their desirable counterparts adaptive.

Education is clearly at the centre of the sustainability challenge, so we need to determine what constitutes effective education in this direction.  We have ways to assess outcomes from a biophysical perspective, partly because of reliable quantitative indicators such as the ecological footprint (Wackernagel and Rees 1996).  If people are already producing large footprints and their education encourages them to increase their individual or collective impacts, then more of the same education is not the solution but part of the problem.  The situation is more complex for the qualitative and cultural aspects of sustainability, including the need to foster ecocentric philosophies that emphasize the intrinsic value of non-human Nature.  A central issue here is that quality-of-life or human welfare indicators rarely account for the full suite of our cultural needs. 

To counter this, education for sustainability needs to reflect a solid conceptual framework, including the adaptive renewal model (Holling 2004), and respond to indicators that account for all aspects of challenge, especially its cultural dimensions.  A tool developed through the Canadian Working Group on Museums and Sustainable Communities is a modest step in this direction.  Known as the critical assessment framework (CAF), it is based on systems thinking and lays out a range of criteria for museum-based sustainability projects by focusing on the needs of communities, institutions, and individual learners (Worts 2006b).  The CAF does not identify performance indicators, but it provides a useful lens for developing these through individual programs, and for ensuring that exhibits and other museum efforts reflect the tenets of sustainable development.  Based on qualitative feedback, for example, the CAF suggests that human ecology displays at my home institution (Sutter 2006) are effectively encouraging social interactions and debate (community level), creating a community of learning within staff (institutional level), and encouraging personal reflection (individual level), but they are less effective at empowering community groups, reflecting multiple perspectives, and developing a sense of place.  For details about the CAF and its various applications, see Worts (2006b).
Museums that choose to follow the tenets of sustainable development need to find ways of working closely with their communities, helping them clarify and adapt to issues of concern and being responsive to their needs.  This may be a challenge for institutions that lack interdisciplinary expertise and people with community development skills.  In particular, curators may be exposed to new bodies of knowledge and find themselves acting as liaison or facilitator with unfamiliar groups.  My experiences around sustainability have emphasized the role that curators play as story-tellers, as opposed to being archivists or custodians.  It is also clear that the underlying stories are almost entirely about issues, with objects included mainly as representations or symbols.  This counters some long-held views about museums and curators, including an institutional emphasis on object-centered learning (Worts 1998) and the notion that curators are “custodians … obliged to maintain the physical well-being of the objects forming the museum collections” (Horie 1986).  To help sustainability take root in museums, we may need to revisit the definition of a curator, possibly restoring it to an earlier, broader meaning.  According to the Oxford Dictionary, a curator is “a keeper or custodian of a museum or other collection” and to curate is “to look after and preserve” something, but a curate (from the Latin cura or cure) is an archaic term for an ecclesiastical pastor.

In the end, there are many reasons to be skeptical about sustainability as a societal goal, including its vagueness and the scope, complexity, and political nature of climate change and other related issues – but it should still be pursued.  Sustainability provides a much-needed ideal, the notion that our species may be able to apply our capacity for anticipation and adaptation in ways that are non-violent, respectful, and selfless.  There are also countless examples to build on, where people have worked as individuals and collectives to simultaneously restore ecosystems, reduce injustice, and otherwise improve their well-being.  Sustainability offers a basis for assessing and celebrating these efforts, while fostering others across a range of spatial scales.  In the end, this may be the strongest argument for focusing on culture and getting more museums involved.  Defined in broad terms, culture offers a robust foundation for moving people and organizations from awareness and understanding to personalized and collective actions, which should continue to be the focus of our educational efforts.
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Note: Parts of this article are derived from a paper that will soon appear in Curator called “Promoting sustainability through a museum exhibit: audience and curatorial perspectives on The Human Factor.”
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