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Psychological Aspects of Cultural Sustainability: Several Case Studies
William W. Bostock

Abstract
The sustainability of the culture of a community is not just a question of its intrinsic value; it can also be a question of life and death. Physical health is closely related to mental health, which consists in a level of collective mental state, such as elation, depression, energy or apathy. The mental state is related to a sense of coherence, as Antonovsky called it, and culture is the major source of the sense of coherence, in the form of identity. The primary vehicle for identity is language, and so when a language is devalued, either by intention of effect, cultural sustainability is likely to be diminished and physical survival put into question. This process occurs at a psychological level, while the reverse dynamic is also true.

The psychological aspects of cultural sustainability are thus mental state, identity, memory, psychic capital, and mental and physical health. Some case studies showing the effects of reduced or enhanced cultural sustainability will be presented.

Introduction: the Sustainability of a Community

The term community originally referred to a collectivity of people who occupied a geographical area with some collective economic and political activities, and who came to share a sense of togetherness which could be called an identity. At this point a distinction is usually made, following Ferdinand Tönnies (1855-1936), between a Gemeinschaft type or small localised community and a Gesellschaft type where ties are largely impersonal, as in large-scale modern societies (Drislane and Parkinson, 2008). 

Over millennia, thousands of communities have disappeared, often without trace, through failure to sustain themselves, in a process where, in one or more dimensions, there is a loss of sustainability that is cumulative. 

The concept of sustainability originally referred to living in balance with the natural environment, but it became clear that it must include other values as well. As stated by Coop America  

“Sustainable society - a society whose long term prospects for continuing to exist are good. Such a society would be characterized by an emphasis on preserving the environment, developing strong peaceful relationships between people and nations, and an emphasis on equitable distribution of wealth.”
        (Coop America Quarterly, 1995).

The sustainability of a community thus takes place at many levels: the environmental, the social, the economic, the political but also at a viable level of physical and psychological health, where health is the “state of being in excellent condition of body or mind, and free from disease, abnormality or disorder” (Youngson, 1992: 279). The health of the members of a community is shown in longevity and the low incidence of disease and disorder. The state of mental health is reflected in freedom from mental disorder. The totality of the way of life and sense of identity could be called the culture of a community. Many communities that are surviving are doing so under extreme risk. This matter is important because the sustainability of a culture impacts heavily on the physical health of the members of its community, and therefore the survival of life itself.

The Psychological Health of a Community: Mental State

All types of community have a state of psychological health, and the condition of the prevailing state at any point in time can be called a collective mental state. Mental state is a term used to refer to the general condition of a mind, and could refer particularly to mood or mental energy level. More permanent characteristics are not normally part of the description of mental state. At the level of the individual, medicine has rather more specific descriptors than the general concept of the mental state, but psychiatry uses the term mental state examination to refer to an extremely important tool in the determining of pathology, but one which is not seen as an end in itself. The examination will assess overall psychiatric condition through history, mood, memory, and abnormality of belief, thought and cognitive state. . In psychiatry, the mental state is thus an assessment made in terms of the symptomatology of disorder or disease (Puri, Laking and Treasaden, 1996: 60-72), while in everyday life, it is a much more general description based on whatever analysis (such as insight) for whatever purpose the user of the term has chosen. Collective mental state is a quality of a group, and groups can emerge with seemingly a life of their own, and, can it be said, a mind of their own? (Bostock, 2002).

Identity

Identity has been defined as the sense of  “...essential continuous self, the internal, subjective concept of oneself…”(Reber, 1995: 355), as either an individual or as a group or community. However, it is possible to go further and suggest that a strong and vibrant sense of identity must be maintained if a community is to survive. A sense of identity thus not only has an important organisational function; it also has an essential function for individual health and survival. Erikson saw a strong sense of identity as a generator of energy, and a weak or confused sense of identity as a source of decline (Erikson, 1968:62). As a crisis of identity develops, powerful negative identity factors are produced which can  “arouse in man a murderous hate of ‘otherness’” (Erikson, 1968:62).

National identity has often been studied by cultural anthropologists as “national character”, and political scientists have often affirmed the importance of national identity to state stability, especially in “young” (i.e. post-colonial) nation-states. National identity and state stability have a close contingent relationship, analogous to the mind/body relationship, such that a strong sense of national identity will be congruent with a highly stable state. Sometimes the stability of regimes is obtained through the use of fear, violence, and forced or suppressed identification. In all of these cases, state stability and ultimately sustainability can become problematic.

Memory

Identity is based in memory so that memory also has a very important function for collective health and the collective will to survive.  It is possible to say that collective memory is the totality of individually held common memories. It is moreover possible to account for multiple versions of an event without abandoning its facticity or the weight of what has happened (Minow, 1999: 2).

The common memories stored and maintained in a culture are not only essential for continued survival of a community at local level but also at a national level, just as at an organisational level. In an individual, amnesia is a very serious condition with major consequences for the continued functioning and even survival of the individual.  At the collective level it also has major implications. Without a store of information contained it its collective memory,  every community would have to relearn from costly experience the rules of survival: physical, psychological, organisational, legal, philosophical and spiritual. 

Thus, cultural records are essential to continuity, though the actual medium of storage is highly variable. Among various cultures the medium of these may have been stone, cellulose, metal, paper, celluloid, optical, magnetic, electronic or simply oral. The written and oral record is of importance because it reflects the significance of language in this process. Of these, the oral of particular importance because “…when an old man dies, a library disappears” (Madou Hampate Ba, quoted by Raseroka, 2001: 4).

The Sense of Coherence

In the theory of health developed by Antonovsky, the key casual factor in health maintenance is a sense of coherence. This is defined as a

“... global orientation that expresses the extent to which one has a pervasive, enduring though dynamic feeling of confidence that one’s internal and external environments are predictable and that there is a high probability that things will work out as well as can be reasonably expected.” (Antonovsky, 1980:123).

The sense of coherence concept is, moreover, valid at the group level (Antonovsky, 1987: 171), with the proviso that there must first be a sense of group consciousness or subjectively identifiable collectivity (Antonovsky, 1987: 175).  An individual or group with a highly developed sense of coherence will have a high level of generalised resistance resources which are identified as rationality, flexibility and farsightedness (Antonovsky, 1979:112-113), but in many communities that are under extreme stress, this component can be depleted to an extreme degree. There can however be a reserve of psychic resource that can be called capital.
Psychic Capital

An important factor in the maintaining of a sense of coherence felt by communities, particularly those under extreme threat, is the presence of psychic capital. Psychic capital is a term first used by Kenneth E. Boulding (1910-1993). Capital is an accumulation of wealth, and with psychic capital, the accumulation is one of desirable mental states, which admittedly are highly transitory in nature. The mental states could be memories of pleasure, success, achievement, recognition and tradition, and the desire to add to psychic capital is likely to be a powerful motivating force. Exchanges involving increases or decreases of psychic capital are likely to occur at any time, either through decision or through the turn of events (Boulding, 1950).

However, the presence of mental states of fear, insecurity and terror, through memories of failures, disasters, atrocities, or perceived injustices and indignities (as either recipient or perpetrator) can lead to a cumulative depletion of psychic capital, which could also be called negative psychic capital, which can be a terrible burden not unlike the burden of financial debt. Negative psychic capital and fear of adding to it can thus also be a powerful motivating factor. 

Boulding linked psychic capital with a sense of identity as one of the determinants of the “morale, legitimacy and the ‘nerve’ of society” (Boulding, 1966: 5), which is vital to the adaptation of society and to the keeping of it from falling apart.

A similar and related concept is that of identity capital, as proposed by Côté (1996) which is to be distinguished from Becker’s human capital and Bourdieu’s cultural capital. Côté concluded that identity capital gave an individual, particularly one possessing a “diversified portfolio”, a store of resources enabling the handling of life’s vagaries (Côté, 1996: 424). Psychic capital is thus essentially the same concept as identity capital but at the collective level.

Culture and Language as Psychic Capital

Culture is stored, enacted and transmitted mostly but not exclusively through language. Language is human speech or a system of written symbols and is most usually the verbal expression of a particular nation or group. It is much more than a neutral medium of communication; it is also an expression of identity (Crystal, 1987: 18-27).

Collective memories that constitute culture are stored and transmitted in language so that language is also a repository of psychic capital. Therefore, the health of a community is dependent on the health of its culture and language. Those wishing to destroy a community have very often started by undermining the culture and/or the language of that community. As culture is based in language, the undermining of a culture will also impact on the sustainability of a language, and vice-versa. The motivating force in the drive to sustain a culture has been called ethno-linguistic vitality (Giles, Bourhis, and Taylor, 1977). As the process of globalisation intensifies, the number of languages that are endangered rapidly increases, with many now in a perilous state (Abrams and Strogatz, 2003), (Kindell, 2008).

A Process of Sustainability

The above discussion suggests a relationship between the various dimensions of a community as a process occurring over time (Myers, 2003). Where one dimension is the subject of a diminution of value, this will impact on other dimensions. For example, a deterioration of the physical environment will affect the economic performance, the political and social harmony (through the sense of coherence), the cultural domain, the sense of identity and the language of the community. Under normal circumstances, a reserve of psychic capital will help to sustain a community through adverse occurrences, but sometimes the reserve has been depleted, particularly after a period of sustained attack. The process will be reflected in a psychological state that is less than optimal. This collective mental state can be called collective depression, which will be felt by a very high percentage of a population. A negative event can trigger a dramatic change in collective mental state, either in a direct way, or by a more gradual process of incremental accretion that can be transmitted by contagion (Vigil, 1996). The contagion with emotions can also influence many other domains of behaviour. 

The collective psychological well-being in the Latin American continent has been investigated by Vigil who diagnosed a state of collective depression, that is, as having actually the same symptomatology as for individual depression: disappointment, loss of self esteem, self accusation, demobilisation, disorientation, depoliticization, escape into spiritualism, loss of memory, withdrawal and psychosomatic problems (Vigil, 2000: 2).  Other mental states that have been hypothesised are collective anxiety neurosis (Kiev, 1973), collective fear (Lake and Rothchild, 1996), and cumulative radicalisation (Heineman, 2002:51).

The life of a community therefore takes place in many dimensions including a psychological one that is reflected in its mental state of relative health whose influence affects all members of a community to a greater or lesser extent. This collective mental state will be influenced by memories, which can also be collective insofar as they are produced by common experiences. The store of valued memories or positive psychic capital can aid a community in its survival by helping to maintain its sense of coherence. The sustainability of a culture and a language is thus essential for the survival of a community.

The Sustainability of Culture and Language: Case Studies

Some examples will make the importance of culture and language in this process clearer; as Okri stated “(s)tories can heal profound sicknesses of the spirit.” (Okri, 1998: 115). The states of Southern Africa and other public and private bodies, notably universities, hold a rich range of cultural material but not without some special challenges. For example, in performing its archival function, the National Archives of South Africa (NASA) has given special attention to dealing with holdings developed during previous periods of history. After majority rule, NASA was able to support the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) by identifying the nature and extent of the destruction of public records during the earlier period (National Archives of South Africa, 2007:11), and was also able to return to Namibia the records removed by South Africa immediately prior to Namibian independence (National Archives of South Africa, 2007:10).

The National Archives of Namibia provide a national information service by “…preserving and making publicly accessible the collective memory of the nation and of the Government of Namibia” and by contributing to the protection of the rights of all Namibians, and by enhancing a sense of their national identity by acquiring, conserving and providing access to private and public records in all formats and media of national significance (National Archives of Namibia. 2007).

Similarly the other states have archival services, either as separate bodies or, as in the case of Botswana, within a Ministry such as Labour and Home Affairs (Botswana National Archives and Records Services, 2007).

Although there are many impressive public and private archival holdings in Southern Africa, the comment has been made that developing countries are “…focused on primary survival needs, (and) lack national information policies, finance and human resources to create suitable infrastructures” (Raseroka, 2001: 4). 

In addition to written and visual records, human and cultural relics can have extremely important psychological functions for identity and survival. In some cases, the question of ownership of relics can be a matter of life and death. Here one could point to the case of the Bobo priests of Burkina Faso who were driven by the depth of their anguish to suicide after the theft of their village’s store of ritual objects (Shyllon, 2000: 14). Given the importance of collective memory, and of archival and artefactual items as signifiers and storers of information and identity, this is not unprecedented, moreover. Possession of these items is of the utmost significance, and where possession is by a foreign power, it can be a political and moral affront to the self-respect of an entire nation-state. 

Another prominent case of this is that of the Benin Bronzes and Ivories, taken from West Africa in controversial circumstances at the end of the nineteenth century and now held in various sites, notably the British Museum, the Museum of Mankind and the Glasgow Museum (ARM, 2001). British authorities have argued that while within their care, these items receive better curation than would be the case if returned, because of lack of expertise and also a problem of corruption in Nigeria.

There is also the case of the Aksum Obelisk, removed from Ethiopia by Fascist Italy in 1937 and relocated to Rome where it remained until recently (Africaonline, 2001).

Yet another well-known case is that of the ancient African manuscripts and artefacts, including the Kabra Nagast Bible containing 81 books and a picture of Jesus Christ as a black man, all currently held at Windsor Castle (New African, 1998: 2).

An infamous case is that of the Nègre empaillé (stuffed Negro), whereby the body of an African was taken from what is now Botswana in 1830 and placed on display at a museum in Spain, where it remained until 1997, as an “…unacceptable violation of African dignity.”(Shyllon, 2000: 3)(University of Botswana History Department, 2001).

The act of the holding of human relics can thus be particularly affronting to the dignity of surviving individuals, communities and even whole continents. 

So great has been the international traffic in the African cultural heritage in recent times that African archaeological sites and historical monuments are now considered to be under as great a threat as during colonial period, whether it be the ancient city mounds in Mali’s Middle Niger, the ornate doors from the houses of Swahili Lamu, or the Sakalaves tombs of Madagascar. (McIntosh, 1994), (ICOM Red List, 2001).

Action for recovery in foreign courts is a possibility but not readily feasible because of the reluctance of such courts to apply extraterritoriality and the cost involved (Shyllon, 2000: 2). The International Council of Museums (ICOM) is particularly concerned at the looting of African items and destruction of sites and aiding in the fight against the illicit traffic of African cultural property (ICOM, 2001). There is also the World Intellectual Property Organisation (WIPO) which works with UNESCO for the protection of traditional knowledge as intellectual property (WIPO, 2001) (Blakeney, 1999). These initiatives have yet to impact greatly on what has been referred to as “…the magnitude of the cultural tragedy now being played out in Africa.”(Shyllon, 2000: 14). The nature of the tragedy is highlighted by a report that one village was offered a health clinic in exchange for pieces from an archaeological site (New African, March, 1998). 

A very important area of threatened cultural heritage with strong identity implications is that of language: over 5,000 language names have been identified in sub-Saharan Africa (Spencer, 1985: 387), but many of these languages are now dead, and of the current languages, nearly 200 are now facing extinction (Sasse, 1992: 7). The implications of anticipated grief over language death are severely disruptive to social organisation (Bostock, 1997) and the continued documentation and recording of endangered languages could play a therapeutic role in helping these communities to adjust. South Africa’s current language policy of eleven Official Languages is attempting to bring about state stability through language preservation by controlled status adjustment, that is, the enhancement of the status of previously devalued languages and continued official status of Afrikaans (Bostock, 2000).

Conclusion

Cultural sustainability, including especially language sustainability, thus has an important psychological function in maintaining those parts of collective memory which are the basis of identity and can as a result be a question of life and death. This is because physical health is closely related to mental health, which consists in a level of collective mental state, such as elation, depression, energy or apathy. The mental state is related to a sense of coherence, and culture is the major source of the sense of coherence, in the form of identity. The primary vehicle for identity is language, and so when a language is devalued, either by intention or effect, cultural sustainability is likely to be diminished and physical survival put into question. The psychological aspects of cultural sustainability are thus mental state, identity, memory, psychic capital, and mental and physical health and should be integrated with all other relevant dimensions in any study of why some communities will survive as distinct communities and some will not.
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