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This paper presents the development of an alternative paradigm for the conservation 
of non-secular monuments in South and Southeast Asia. The proposed paradigm 
and supporting conceptual framework are based on the synergies between Buddhism 
and the systems theory. The purpose of the adoption of Buddhism is based on the 
need to find a cul turally sensitive holistic and organic approach as opposed to the 
rationalist materialist approach of the current Euro-centric approaches. 
The differences in approaches to the conservation of monuments between the East 
and the Wesl have been discussed widely amongs t conservationists, with the 
development of a number of guidelines to deal with the issue. The use of systems 
theory, while being based on es tablished synergies with Buddhism, provides a 
structured foundation [Q build the conceptual framework. The proposed alternative 
paradigm ,md conceptual framework are based on three Buddhist principles of 
interconnectedness, interdependence and mutual conditioning. 
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Introduction 

This is the first of two papers presenting the doctoral research that looks at the 
development of an alternative paradigm for the conservation of non-secular built 
heritage in South and Southeast Asia. This paper describes the development of the 
paradigm and supporting conceptual fraf!1ework based on identified synergies 
between Buddhism and systems theory (Ellis and Ludwig, 1962; Churchman, 1968; 
Macy, 1976, 1991a and 1991 b; Capra, 1996; Schmithausen, 1997; Checkland, 1999; 
Khisty, 2006a and 2006b; Chao and Midgley, 2007a and 2007b; and Midgley and 
Chao, 2007). 

This is the first of two papers exploring the conservation of non-secular heritage based on 
Buddhist-systems synergies. The second paper applies the conce ptual framework developed 
in thi s paper. 
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Culture and people across the world have often been labelled in a binomial 
manner: East and West, occidental and orientaL and Western!European and Asian. 
One manifestation of this divide is in the appreciation of the built heritage that has 
been produced from these cultures. VVhile there have been recent trends towards 
inclusiveness of other cultures and views (Wijesuriya, 1993 and 2003; ICOMOS, 
1994; Larsen and Marstein, 1995; Australia-1COMOS, 1999; UNESCO, 2005; and 
Jokilehto, 2006) , the current pervasive view of conservation and restoration has 
been overwhelmingly driven by Euro-centric policies (Seung-Jin, 1998 and 2005), 
The basis of global heritage protection has been enshrined in the clauses of 
international charters and guidelines determined by western imperative s 
(Seung -Jin , 1998 and 2005; and Jokilehw, 2006). However, representation and 
interpretation of art and architecture irrevocably differ between the Asian and 
European mode. For example, arguably, the cultural systems of the sub-continent is 
based on spiritual values, norms and beliefs, while the western culture has evolved, 
particularly since the enlightenment (Capra, 1982) through values founded on the 
reality of the material world or materialism (du Plessis, 1999,2000,2001 and 2005; 
and Macy, 1976, 1991a and 1991 b). The implications of these differences arc significant 
within conservation practices . 

An alternative paradigm is postulated, supported by a conceptual framework for 
conservation of non -secular monuments of South and Southeast Asia, based on the 
cultural and philosophicaJ traditions of the region. This is represented by the 
philosophical foundations of Buddhism that has widespread acceptance throughout 
Asia and a number of key similarities with other philosophies in the region, arguably 
Hinduism. Buddhism forms the basis of research for this reason, however, 
it does not provide a coherent foundation for the development of a conceptual 
conservation framework. For this purpose, a search for an appropriate sound 
methodology was undertaken. The work of Joanna Macy. a Buddhist and Systems 
Theorist. provided the initial links between Buddhism and the systems theory which 
has since been supported by a number of others (Capra, 1996; Schmithausen, 1997; 
Checkland, 1999; Khisty, 2006a and 2006b; Chao and Midgley, 2007a and 2007b; and 
Midgely and Chao, 2007). .t' 

In the context of this paper, these issues are relevant predominately because 
they offer an organic, holistiC, pluralistic ontology of aspects that may gUide the 
conservation and preservation of non-secular built heritage in the South and 
Southeast Asian regions. This should ensure that all aspects of the uniqueness of 
the monuments and indigenous beliefs are taken into account. 

Consideration of Systems Theory as Basis of Buddhist Metaphysics 

The idea of exploring the systems theory as an appropriate basis for developing 
an approach to the theory of conservation is based on the synergy that was initially 
proposed by Ellis and Ludwig (1962 ) and further explored in greater detail by Macy 
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(1976, 1991a and 1991 b) and then subsequently by others (Capra, 1996; Du Plessis, 
1999 and 2000; Khisty, 2006a and 2006b; Chao and Midgley, 2007a and 2007b; and 
Midgley a nd Chao, 2007) between the theoretical framework and Buddhism and 
Asian cultures. Churchman (1968) argues on systems theory that certain pr inciples 
of Buddh ism and Hind uism can be interpreted as coma ining eiemcms of the system s 
approach . While Buddhism has a very st ructured set of authoritative texts and tene lS 
for ordering li fe, it is important that noth ing forma l exists tha t wi ll allow the 
development of an ordered framework to con serve and protect cultural heritage. 
Allowing for the adopTion of an ex is ti ng system wi th Buddhism prov ides a n 
established discipline for addressing the problems facing the conservation of heritage 
in gen era l and non-secular heritage in particular. Adopting an existing system has 
benefi ts from the point of view of an establi shed hermeneutic sys tem. While it is 
intended that Buddh ism is appropriate for the prin ciples that may und erpin any 
framework, th ere need s 10 be a foundation on which th e framework can be 
constructed. Providing a stron g foundation is the underlying a im of adopting the 

sys tems theory. 

Systems Theory as a Hermeneutic for Buddhist Philosophy 

Macy (1976, 1991 a and \991 b) wrote extensively on both the Buddhist philosophy 
and sys tems theory and as early a~ 1976 slaned linking the aspec ts of Buddhi st 
philosophy wi th some of the key issues of systems theory. She did so because th is 
sugges ted " ... the poss ibili ty that one can serve as a tool for inte rpreting the other. 
The hermeneutica l possibili ty appears to be reciproca l" (Macy. ]976, p. 21). Macy 
recognizes that the sys tems phi losophy could" ... (a) prov ide a scheme for interpret ing 
the prinCiples of causal process perceived in Bu ddhi st thought and at work in 
Buddhi st practice; and (b) both broaden this vision and integrate it with the science 
by revealing the opera tion of these principles th roughout the observable universe" 
( 1976, p. 2 1). Firstl y; one of the most common aspects that needs to be reitera ted in 
links between Buddhism and the systems theory is that both are empirically based 
on t.he sen se that Buddha never allcmpled to answer the larger metaphys ical 
ques tions or the ultima te source or statu s of things. His main principle was method, 
nOI the 'why' or 'wharf but the 'how' . 'How' it happens tha t we suffer, ' how' we 
become free (Kal upa hana. 1976; and Harvey. 2003). For the sys tems theorists. the 
poin t is not 'why' or 'what', bUI 'how' the sys tems operate. 

The idea is the relat ionsh ip of subsystems, comm unicat ion and information flows 
and how these operate (Ellis and Ludwig, 1962; Macy, 199]a; Khi sty, 2006a and 
2006 b; Chao a nd Midgley, 2007a and 2007b; a nd Midgley a nd Chao, 2007) . 
On exa mining Macy's first point (see above), the link between rhe system s theory 
and the concept of ca usaliry in Buddhist thought derives from the notion of karma~ 
the idea that for every action there is an equal and opposite react ion . Causatity in 
Buddhi sm and the systems theory share a focus on 'how'. so that people can perceive 
their own fun ctionin g as a system and su bsystem. thcreby freeing themselves to act 
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responsibly (Ellis and Ludwig, 1962; and Macy, 1991a and 199Ib). Causality is also 
found in a scientific sense in cybernetiCS. the idea that a reaction occurs from some 
basic action (Heyl ighen and Joslyn et ar, 2002) . In the context of cybernetics, ca usal ity 
res ts on communication and feedback loops and is cyclical in natu re. 

Kh is ty (2006a and 2006b), reinforcing Macy's approach, provides similarproposilions 
through his two papers wrinen on the connections between Buddhist ph ilosophy and 
the system s theory. He looks at the w hole no tion of the sys tem s theory and its 
application within many fie lds. However, the two issues thai he develops are: ( I) he 
believes that a spiritual content is lTl issing from systems theory; and (2 ) there is a 
link between Buddhism and the sys tems theory based on the concept of Interbeing 
(Khisty. 2006a, p. 10 ). Imerbeing is an idea proposed by the contemporary Buddhist 
monk Thich N hat Hahn (Khisty. 2006a and 2006b) and encompa sses the notions of 
interconnectedness. interdependence and interrelatedness . While Khisty acknowled ges 
ma ny overlaps between systems theory a nd Buddhism, based on holism and th e 
interconnectedness of nature and human beings. essentia lly his proposal is that 
Buddhism offe rs 11 spiritua l base to enrich an d move system s theory forward . 
His coment ion is that the app licat ion of sys tems thinking to problem solving must 
have a spiritual content (Khisty. 2006a). In another paper, Khisty (2006b ) explores in 
greater detail the many overlaps that he alludes LO in the earlier paper. In going 
beyond the idea of interbeing. he looks at thc core va lues of Buddhism, universal law 
of causaliry (karma), imerconnectedness, interdependent co·aris ing. impermanence 
and emptiness, rela ting these to the principles that drives the systems theory. 

The links establish ed by Ell is and Ludw ig ( 1962), Macy ( 1976, 199 1 a and 1991 b), 
Khisty (2006a and 2006b), Chao and Midgley (2007a and 2007b), Midgley and Chao 
(2007) between the sys tem theory and Buddhism, and by Du Plessis (1999,2000 
and 2001) with Asian cultures, have been significant for the argument of th is study. 
Buddhism alone does not provide a strong foundation to base a framework for the 
conservat ion of cultural built h eri tage. Buddhism and the influence of other As ian 
reli giou s movements, such a s Hindui sm. have very solid spiritual and rational 
philosoph ies that guide human behavior a nd act ivities. However. it is difficult to 
translate these philosophies in to 11 basis for developing no tion s or ideas of cultural 
built heritage conservation. Wi th its synerg ies with systems theory. the influence of 
Buddh ism on an appropriate framework for the conservation of non-secular built 
heritage in the subcontinent region ca n now be developed. 

Developing an Asian Approach to Conservation: 
Integrating Buddhist Philosophy and Systems Theory 

The di scussion on th is point ha s attempt ed LO coalesce the disparare links between 
the cultura l and philosophical tradi tions of the region under study and develop 
a viab le theory. As discus sed a bove. with its links to Buddhism specifically and 
Hinduism and Asian culture more broadly. it is proposed that systems theory provides 
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a foundation to develop a viable theoretical framework. The literature reveals the 
notion of two world views existing. that of the West and East, and classifies the 
differences in terms of mechanistic and sys temic world views (du Plessis, 1999, 2000, 
2001 and 2005). This mechanistic worldview is goal·orientated. whereas the system 
worldview is process·oriemated (Du Plessis, 1999 and 2000). As discussed earlier, the 
conservation theories, practices, guidelines and policies of the West arise from 
a mechanistic worldview, drawing on the philosophical heritage of the West/Europe. 
Based on the doctrines of rationalism and empiricism, the tools of conservation are 
observation, measurement and rational analys is that lie within a linear cau sal 
framework. Determining the authenticity, significance and the values within the 
monument, it is argued, are the 'goals' of Euro·centric conservation. To achieve one, 
a number of, or all of the goals is the aim of conservation . It is the process which is 
used to protect heritage on the World Heritage list and other heritage outside the 
scope of the list. by default, as no other fonnal mechanism exists. 

The Development of a Buddhist-Systemic Paradigm 

The essential principles of current global conservation practice are based on the lest 
of authenticity, the significance of the monument and the values that are contained 
within the monument. These principles have been formulated wilhin the mechanist ic 
world view sustained by the rationalist and empiricist philosophy supported by 
a reductionist model. For example, the essence of these principles has sought to 
assess the monument by the 'reduction' to a set of nine criteria! (Jokilehto, 2006). 
These criteria seek to analyze the monument in a rationalist framework, concerned 
with components seen in isolation rather than in a holistic sense. The concepts that 
define the monument or Cultural Built Heritage (CBH) within very ra tionalist 
boundaries are in contradiction to Asian values and philosophies (Munjeri, 2004). 
Different values require different conservation approaches. As the systemic approach 
has been linked to the cultural traditions and values of the East, any approach to 
conservation developed within this milieu would recognize the uniqueness of South 
and Southeast Asia. In this context, the act of protection and con servation of CBH 
would be seen as a subsys tem within the larger complex sys tem of the cultural and 
philosophical sys tems of [he South and SouLheast Asia. Based on the nesting idea 
explored ear lier, the con servation subsystem would ' nes t' within [he larger 
subsystems based on, for example, religion or philosophy, thus, establishing critical 
links to these imponant values of non·secular heritage. These types of links are 
overlooked in a Euro-centric context in favor of a rationali st scientific approach 
(Seung-Jin, 1998 and 2005). The adoption of subsystems encompass questions of 
spirituality, naturalistic sensibili ties (Seung-Jin, 1998 and 2005), the cultural 
landscapes (Taylor 2004; and Taylor and Altenburg, 2006) along with values, norms 
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The nine crileria are design, material. workmanship, setting, traditions. techniques, language, intangible 
heritage, spirit and feelings. The last six were added in an amendment in 2005 in response to a 
growing understanding of the differences in approaches between western and Asian conservation. 
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and societies (Munjeri, 2004) that may also form a part of the larger system. 
For exampl e. a sub system dealing with spirituality would inclu de all those 
relationships between non-secular heritage and its environment that would include 
sentient and non-sentient beings so that these are identified and recognized. 

This paper discusses the philosophical and cultural traditions in an attempt to 

synthesize the foundation for an Asian approach to the conservation and protection 
of CBH in Asia. It has been argued that the systems theory has strong associations 
with Asian cultural and philosophical thought, particularly Buddhism, and could be 
appropriate as the foundation to build a framework for the conservation of monuments 
in As ia. There is an evidence shown in the expla na tio n of the framework 
(Figure 1) that sys tems theory ha s the ability to account for the differences and 
uniqueness of those monuments. 

Figure 1: Process of the Framework and How This Would Be Operationalized 

Interconnectedness. /' __ ~ 

The quality 
where one 
system is 
dependent 
on anolher. 

Interdependence 

The quality 
where inter
connections 
exist between 
one system and 
another. 

Mutual Conditioning 

An Alternative Paradigm Based on Buddhism and Systems Theory 

As discussed earlier (KaJupahana. 1976; Macy. 1976. 1991. and 1991b; and Harvey. 
2003 ), there are a number of key principles of Buddhism, including impermanence, 
kanna, dukkha, the eightfold path and the four noble truths. As argued by Khisty 
(2006a and 2006b). Chao and Midgley (2007a and 2007b) and Macy (1976. 1991a 
and 1991 b), the principles of Buddhism that provide strong links with the systems 
theory are universal interconnectedness, radical interdependence and mutu al 
conditioning. It has been argued by these authors tha t these principles provide the 
methodology for describing intra a nd inter-systems relationships that would be the 
basis for determining what is important about the heritage, how it is important and 
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how it should be conserved. These are then the three key rela tional qualities of 
heritagc, chosen <1 S they explain the complex multiple reciprocal relati onshi ps 
(Munjeri, 2004) between heritage, communities, societies, tangible and intangible 
values. This provides a basis for developing a theoretical framework for conservation 
in South and Southeast Asia. Table I provides the descr iption of the element s of the 
framework, while Figure I summarizes the process of the framework. 

Table 1: The Three Key Relational Qualities of Non· Secular Built Heritage 
Systems Within South and Southeast Asia 

Key Relational Quality Description 

Int erconnected ness The quality where interconnect ions exist between 
onc system and a nother. 

Interdependence The quality where one system is dependent on another. 

Mutual conditioning The quality where onc system cond{tions another, 
one system must have exisLCd fo r the other to come to ex ist. 

The concept of universal interconnectedness relates to the fa ct that everything is 
a part of everyth ing else, not only spa tially, but also temporally. Society is sit uated 
in an intricate order. and t~u s, everything is interconnected with other aspects of 
a larger society or culwre (Kh isly 2006a and 2006b). Society. along with all other 
things, is embedded in a context, within the universal system (KhislY, 2006b). 
For non-secular heritage, the implications are that since its creation, there ha s been 
a cominuum that lies the non- secular heritage to each period in time as much as the 
previous and the fut ure, implying tha t there is a relevance to all people at va rious 
points in lime. This suggests that heritage is interconnected to each period and 
relevant 1"0 each period in equal proportion s. At another level, it implies that there 
is int erconnectedness between the her itage and those that initially created the 
heritage. However, there is also interconnectedness with those who consume the 
heritage through time. Within the heritage object, there is int.erconnectedness 
between the variou s elements that in sum are the total of the heritage. This 
encompasses material elements, spiritual values, norms and other intangible values 
that ca n be identified. In Sri Lanka, for example, Ruwanweliseya siupa encompasses 
these e lement s because of it s pla ce in people' s spiritual psych e. The 
interconnectedness described demonstrates that heritage is dynamic, with relevance 
changing continually. In relation 10 the systems that have been developed in this 
research, intercon nectedness can be traced between various systems, from the 
primary system of culture to the subsystem s of heritage and non-secular heritage. 
Within subsystem s, there is interconnectedness, as according to Buddhist philosophy, 
everything is connected to everything else (Macy, 1976; and Khisl)" 2006a and 2006b ). 
This relationship of systems is significant in describing the reciprocal relationships 
that exis t between the heritage and other sys tem s that tie these to tangible and 
intangible values and to culture at the higher level. 
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In Buddhism, the notion that everythin g is dependent and reliam on mUlUal 
assistance, support, cooperation or interaction between everything is termed radical 
interdependence (for the purpose of framework it is sufficient to simply refer to 
in terdepende nce). The Buddhis t cosmology cons id ers th e entire cosmos as 
cooperative, where everything lives together as a cooperative (Kalupahana, 1976; 
Mncy, 1991 (I; nnd Harvey, 2003 ). A noble environment can only be built, or protected, 
when we rea lize that the world is a mutuaL interdependent an d cooperative 
enterprise. Thus, we have the belief tha t everything in life is interdependent, there 
are interconnection s and there is interdependence (Kalupahana, 1976; Macy, 1991a; 
and Harvey, 2003). Th ese qualities explore how one system or subsystem may be 
depcndent on another. For example, the Buddhist stupa or pagoda is dependent on 
people worshipping around it for ilS very being for all time, it is this action lhal 
provides mea ning. If people had not worshipped around it or had not developed a 
belief in its sa nctity, what would if have represented or would it have even existed? 
Clearly, onc is dependent on the other for its significance or meaning. As discussed· 
earlier, it is the next level of the relationsh ip, the in terdependence, of one system 
with another that a specific heritage sys tem develops significance. 

The mutual conditioning principle means thnt all conditioned things and events in 
the universe come in tO being only as a resu lt of the interaction of various causes and 
condi tions. This is significant because it precludes two possibilities-first, that things 
can arise from nowhere, with no cause and conditions, and second, that things can 
nrise on account of a transcendent designer or creator (Dalai Lama, 2002 cited in 
Khisty, 2006b). The all-encompassing range of mutual conditioning is best caught in 
the short, though deceptively simple formulat ion: "When this is, that is; rhis arising, 
I.hat arises. When this is not, that is not; this ceasing, that ceases" (Smith and Novak, 
2003 cited in Khisty, 2006b, p. 301). lnitially, what was the context for the creation of 
heritage? For some, cultural buil t her itage in the Asian region and the circumstances 
that lay behind t.he originat ion underpin the character and qualities of that particular 
heritage. In Cambodia, Angkor Thom was erected as the heavenly palace of the ruler 
Jajavarman VII. This original conditioning led to the conditioning of the environmental 
system tha t led to the conditioning of the land scape system and the relationship 
between this and the building. in Agra, India, the Taj MahaL the white marble 
monument created as an act to bury a much-loved queen and then the emperor who 
worshipped her, conditioned the monument as a mausoleum. The construction of this 
monument and its formal gardens conditioned the landscape on the banks of the 
Yam una river, rhus conditioning the great.er environment wit.h its form and silhouette 
against the horizon. The conditioning analysis can be extended further and furth er. 
The cond ition ing, dealing with the origination, impact s with the other sys tems in 
wh ich the heritage has rela tionships. While defining mutual conditioning, this 
discussion highlights the notions of holism and cyclical relnlionshivs implicit in the 
systems theory. The notion of conditioning will be explored further in relation to the 
conceptual framework in the following section. 
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Buddhist-Systemic Conceptual Framework: 
A Theoretical Hermeneutic 

The aim of applying the conceptual framework to the conservation process is to 
determine the answer to the general question of conservation-what and how to 
conserve? The process also provides an alternative means for viewing, appreciating 
and interpreting heritage. The framework consists of three key relational qualities 
as described above, supported by clarifying questions. The questions provide the 
basis for investigating the heritage and its various multiple reciprocal relationships 
within its own subsystem as well as other external subsystems and larger systems. 
The relational approach is seen as important, as it implies inclusiveness and 
communality, notions that afe elements of Asian cultures (Macy; 1976, 1991a, 1991b; 
Khisty, 2006a and 2006b; and Munjeri, 2004). Table 2 shows th e elements of the 
framework highlighting the clarifying questions that provide the second layer to the 
framework allowing its practical implementation. Figure 2 shows the final process 
for applying the framework, highlighting its cyclical structure. 

The process outlined in Table 2 and graphically represented in Figure 2 would 
allow the community and institutional stakeholders to determine what it is about 
the heritage that is relevant or important and to whom. This enables decisions on 
how to protect in the context of the tangible OJ intangible; can the monument be 
pulled down without destroying that which is of heritage value; or should the building 
be kept; or can it be rebuilt or restored extensively; or how it can be reused. It is 

Table 2: A Framework for Heritage Conservation in South and Southeast Asia 

Key Relational 
Clarifying Questions 

Qualities of Heritage 

In terconnectedness · What are the interconnections with the cultural sys tem? 

· What are the interconnections with the communal 
subsystem? 

· What are the interconnections with the tangible values 
subsystem? 

· What are the interconnections with the intangible values 
subsystem? 

Interdependence · Is the subsystem dependent on other heritage subsystems? 

· Is the subsystem dependent on tangible value subsystems? 

· Is the subsystem dependent on intangible value subsystems? 

· Is the subsys tem dependent on other cultural systems? 
Mutual Conditioning · In what context was the heritage created? 

· In what context has the heritage existed? 

· In wha t context is the heritage perceived? 

· In what context is the heritage to be conserved/restored/ 
rebuilt? 
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Figure 2: All the Cycles in the Complete Process of Applying the Framework 
to the Conservation of Non-Secular Heritage in South and Southeast Asia 

Start Here 

Scenarios 

What ar~ thc 

Interdependence 

necessary to explore the elements of framework to understand its intenrions . 
The concept of interconnectedness is the first relational quality. Figure 3 shows how 
this is realized in an operational context. The interconnectedness relation quality 
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ha s been qualified by four 
cla rifying questions that relate to 
the interconnec tedne ss with 

Figure 3: The First Stage of the Framework 
Working Through the Inter-Connectedness 

Relation Quality 

cultu re. community. tangible and 1----------------------1 
intangible values. A heritage 
sub sys tem ex is ts w ithin the 
larger cult ural system. As 
discussed earlier, it is important 
to understand and identify the 
link s between heritage 
subsystem and cultu ral system. 
For example. where and how 
does heritage sit within the 
cultural sys tem? Are the 
int erconnect ions secul ar or 
non -secular (or both as is the 
ca se when tourism operate s 
simultaneously, sometimes very 
uncomfortably. with spir itual 
observance)? The secular and 
non- secular are arguabl y two 
meJ ns by which heritage can 
have a relationship with the 
cultural system . In exploring 

Start Here 

Wh~t olre lhc 
intt!r(t)nn~lion s wi th 

Ih(."" commUIlJI 

Interconnectedness 

int e rcon nect ions wi t h the L _ ___ _ _______________ ~ 

communal system, the answer to 
the firs t clar ifying ques tion (Table 2) wiJ1 provide a context for looking at these 
con nections . For instance, if the connect.ion between the heritage subsystem and 
cultural sys tem is non- secular. the interconnections with the communal system would 
be veneration, worship. or as with lhe stupa a feeling of overwhelming happiness 
a nd peacefulness. While these are non-material in the Asian sen se. these 
interconnections are those that give the heritage sign ificance within the cultural 
system (Wijcsuriya. 1993; Taylor. 2004; and Taylor and Altenburg, 2006). The next 
clar ifyin g questions (Table 2) look at values and whether there are tan gible or 
inta ngible values that provide an interconnection between the heritage subsystem 
and cultural system. Tangible values include the juridica l. skill s and traditions that 
have been constant in the use of the heritage. while on the other hand, the intangible 
includes the ideas, oral traditions. beliefs. philosophies, experiences that interconnect 
heritage to the cultural sys tem similar to the practice of religious acts or the belief 
in the philosophies that underpin these traditions. 
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The next key rela tional quality is interdependence, th is is a methodology of 
exploring those links between the systems that arc of significance to the existence 
of the heritage subsystem (Figure 4). Previous ly, we looked at interconnections 
between all aspects, but the function here is to take that to the next level and 
determine those of which the heritage is dependent on for its significance and 
charaCler. The first clarifying ques tion looks at the interdependence of the heritage 
subsystem with other subsystems; this establishes the links that might exist with 
other rraditions or experiences that may reinforce the significance of the heritage 

Figure 4: The Second Stage of the Process of the Framework, 
Working Through the Interdependence Relational QuaJity 

Interdependence 

subsys tem being examined. One example is the sangha subsystem that exists in 
coun tr ies. such as Sri Lanka. Thailand. Cambodia and Mya nmar, where Theravadin 
Buddhism is practiced and is dependent on the people for support with such concepts 
as dana. or pinnapada2- there is an interdependence of one system on the other. 
The next two clarifying ques tions are an important step in refining and focu sing on 
the specific tangible and intangible va lue systems that are broadly identified as having 
int erconnect ions w ith the heritage subsystem. The interdependence of va lue 
subsystem s and herita ge subsystems would explore the issues of a two-way Of 

one-way interdependence; an example might be the values contained within the skills 

Thi ~ is the practice of monks moving from one house to another in search of alms and then 
con ferring pinna for the offe r in g. 
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and traditions of the master masons Figure 5: The Third Stage of the 
responsible for maintaining temples Framework, Working Through the Mutual 
in India and existence of heritage that Conditioning Relational Quality 
supports these skills (Menon, 1994 f----.:..===:.--..~:.:....---=--=--_1 
and 2003). 

" '2 .g 
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Mutual conditioning is the last key 
relational quality that need s to be 
unpackaged in the exploration of the 
heritage system (Figure 5), This looks 
at the formation of the heritage 
subsystem, how and why heritage 
exists, when it was created and why. 
These questions explore the history of 
the heritage subsystem, establishing 
reason s for it s existence and 
co nlextualizin g the creation of 
heritage. Looking at history; the next 
question explores the life of the 
heritage, how it has changed, what 
remains and what was there before 
and how it survived through the ages. 
The final clarifying question of mutual 
conditioning ties the whole process 
together and looks at the context in 
which heritage is to be conserved. This 
establi shes a range of possible L. ________________ ---' 

scenarios for the protection from rebuilding to restoration, minimal conservation/ 
maintenance and even demolition. Using the data generated from the previous 
relational qualities, the scenarios are assessed with information generated from these 

answers. 

The scenarios are a mean s of exploring possible approaches that 'best fit' the 
outcomes from the exercise of looking at relational qualities. The experience and 
abilities of a range of stakeholders in the process are used to generate a number of 
realistic scenarios that would be possible. The scenarios should be structured in teons 
of their method of conservation. If rebuilding was proposed as a scenario, this would 
include the description of how it should be rebuilt, why it is being proposed, stating 
clearly the aims and objectives of rebuilding and the philosophy underpinning the 
approach. The assessment of the scenarios would be a process that looks at their aim, 
objectives and approach against the answers resulting from the relational quality 

exercise. 
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This process is reiterative until one scenario remains and this is the 'best fit' to 
the outcome of the relational quality exercise. Figure 6 shows how these scenarios 
are developed before being tested through the framework. The true value of using 
these scenarios comes from them being as real as possible. They may vary from one 
extreme of completely rebuilding to the other of doing minimal work and simply 
maintaining heritage. However, they provide an opportunity [Q examine a solution 
that provides the best approach to the conservation of heritage. 

Developing scenarios is the final stage in the relationship with the systems theory. 
The initial stages of the framework rely upon the process of defining the key relational 
qualities of heritage. Defining the key relational qualities has been in the context of 

Figure 6: The Fourth (Final) Stage of the Framework: Developing Scenarios 

Scenarios 

defining the relationships that exist between each defined system and subsystem. 
The relationship between the system and subsystem explains the qualities, history 
and the values that underpin the existence of the heritage item being studied. 

The next phase of framework involves the assessment of each scenario against 
the responses provided to the clarifying questions. This pha se is an iterative process 
that assesses the scenarios based on the concept of feedba ck loops that not only 
acknowledges one of the key aspects of systems theory and communication loops 
(Laszlo, 1972; and Checkland, 1999), but also as Macy (1976, 1991 a and 1991 b) and 
others (du Plessis, 1999, 2000,2001 and 2005; and Khisty, 2006b) have shown, it is 
also a basis of Buddhism where the notion s we have adapted-interconnections, 
interdependence, mutual conditioning- and other principles such as kamlQ, dharma 

and the wheel of law are all cyclical sys tem or systems relying on feedback loops to 
support decision making. 
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Discussion 
The conceptual framework and supporting ideas presented h ere provide an alternative 
to the Western!Euro-centric approach for conservation strategies for the culturally 
built heritage in South and Southeast Asia. It is argued that the systems theory 
provides a means of operationalizing the alternative paradigm that, while based on 
describing heritage and culture (within whjch it exists as a series of sys tem s and 
subsy s tem s), ha s its theore ti cal argument very mu ch founded within the 
philosophical and cultural experiences of the region. Il is proposed tha t the systems 
theory framework is a mea ns of exploring a heritage sys tem, whether it is tangible 
or intangible, and determining how the heritage system exists within the larger 
cultural system in the context of developing a strategy for protection. The adoption 
of the systems theory moves beyond the existing sys tem of looking at heritage in 
terms of conditions of authenticity that are essentially a series of material terms 
with LOken gestures to tradition s, feelings and spirit (JokiiehIQ, 2006) . The acceptance 
of the notions of intangible or immaterial values, as described in the Nara Document 
on Authenticity (Larsen and Marstein, 1995; and lCOMOS, 1994) or the Hoi An 
protocols (UNESCO, 2005), arc the only presentations of possible exceptions to the 
accepted procedures and interpretation s tha t are given in international charters and 
guidelines. They do not offer a viable alternative method for conserving her itage in 
South and Southeast Asia. In the same way, as the current systems, they are only a 
product of the cultural and philosophical traditions of the Wes t. Il is argued that the 
framework presented here has substantially st rengthened the premises of I hose 
documents by employing the essence of the cultural and philosophical experiences 

of the region. 

In the tradition of the sys tems theory, the proposed conceptual fram ework would 
be made operational by the use of empirical research and data (Checkland, 1994 
and \999). The answers for clarifying questions would be provided by careful research 
into the heritage and its history, the va lues that underpin its exis tence, and all other 
data that provides a complete story about heritage. This information would corne 
from oral traditions and more tangible sources. The crucial issue is to understand 
the heritage· subsystems and all its interconnections and relationships with the larger 
sys tems and other subsystems. This process is in marked contrast with Western 
heritage that is assessed to have authenticity resulting only from a number of 
supposedly universal material values (Seung4Jin, 1998 and 2005; Menon, 2003; Taylor, 
2004; and Taylor and Altenburg, 2006 ). The purpose of these cla rifying questions, 
while exploring material values, is to underpin authenticity in the Asian context 
with those values that are significan t to the heritage based on relational qual ities of 

subsystem s and system s. 

As di scussed above, the proposed conceptual framework is supported by the 
process of generating scenarios that are then examined against the outcomes of 
providing answers to the clarifying question s. While scenarios have not been 
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comm only used in the conservation decision-making process, these are common in 
planning decision making (Lichfield, 1997a and 1997b; Lombardi, 1999; and Brandon 
and Lombardi. 2005). Scenarios are seen as simula ting real world situations that 
can be tested under ' laboratory' conditions to explore possible outcomes and use 
the results to make choices for courses or action. In this sense, the scenarios generated 
for the framework would be based on real-life solution s, creating probable courses 
of action. The reiterative process of testing these scenarios would then result in an 
appropriate course of action that accounts for the intangible va lues and sense of 
place that are critical to understanding the Significance of Asian heritage. 
The scenarios can all be tested for their resilience in the fa ce of known destructive 
forces, technological change, development pressures and tourism. 

Conclusion 

Th is paper presents an ahernat ive paradigm and a structured framework for 
interpreting the cultural heritage of South and Southeast Asia for the purpose of 
developing conservation approaches. Based on the established synergies between 
the systems theory and Buddhism (Ellis and Ludwig, 1962; Macy, 1976, 1991 a, 1991 b; 
Kbisty, 2006a and 2006b; Chao and Midgley, 2007a and 2007b; and Midgley and 
Chao, 2007), and Asian cultures more broadly (Churchman, 1968; and du Plessis, 
1999,2000 and 2001), {he framework has been constructed that takes in to account, 
for example, the intangible values, sense of place, cultural traditions and philosophies 
that are elements of the specific cultural heritage of the region under study. 

The philosophy of Buddhism is founded on three principles-interconnectedness, 
mutual conditioning and radical interdependence (Kaiupahana, 1976; Macy 1991a; 
and Khisty, 2006b). The notion that everything is related or connected to everything 
else, that an action cannot occur without a previous action, is the key to these three 
principles. For these reasons, Buddhism is seen as a holistic approach to the questions 
of life and matter. The systems theory provides the basis of a Buddhist hermeneutic 
and is seen to explain most of what occurs in Buddhism. As discussed in this paper, 
Buddhist ideologies and principles have been adopted as the key relational qualities 
of the framework that has been developed to provide an alternative approach to 
conserving cu.lturally built heritage in South and Southeast Asia. To provide a holistic 
method to analyze the complex relationships between the components of cultural 
heritage, the systems theory underpins the construction of the framework. Traditionally, 
problem solving in the scientific context has been reductionist in nature, breaking 
down the larger problem into smaller components. Conversely, sys tems theory focu ses 
on looking at the problem and its context in terms of sys tems and looking at 
rela tionships between these systems. The other aspect of the systems theory deals 
with the communication between systems and the feedback loops that exist make 
the process cyclical and informative. The synergies tha t have been identified between 
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Buddhism and the systems theory are based on the nature of holism and the cyclical 
na tu re of com munication and feedback loops. The cycl ica l qualities of the 
communication channels between systems allow for reiterative evaluation of the 
relationships while assessing the basis for protecting cultural heritage. 

Finally, from this discuss ion, an alte rnative paradigm supported by a conceptual 
fra mework was formulated that incorpora ted the philosophy of the systems theory 
and principles of Buddhism. 'The framework has the key relational qualities-D 
interconnectedness, interdependence and mutual condit ion ing-tha t form the basis 
of t h e relationsh ip bet ween the heritage and the people who consume it. 
The interpretation of these key relational qua lities is done with clarifying questions, 
which provide the opportuni ty to describe key relationships that give heritage its 
values and meanings, significant qualities in the context of how people view herita ge. 
The second paper in this series applies the conceptual framework 10 two non -secular 
monuments in Sri Lanka. ¢ 

References 
1. Australia ICOMOS (1999), "The Bu rra Chaner", Melbourne, Australia. 

2. Brandon P S and Lombardi P (2005), Evaluating Suslainable Development in the 
Built Environment, Blackwell Science, Oxford. 

3. Capra F (1982), The Turning Point: Science, Society and the Rising Culture, Simon and 
Schuster, New York . 

4. Capra F ( 1996), The Web of Life: A New Synthesis of Mind and Matler, Harper Collins, 
London. 

5. Chao Y S and Midgley G (2007a), "Toward a Buddhist Systems Methodology I: 
Comparisons Between Buddh ism and Systems Theory", Systemic Practice and 
Action Research, Vol. 20, No.3, pp. 167-194. 

6. Chao Y S and Midgley G (2007b), "Toward a Buddhist System s Methodology 2: 
An Application in a Taiwanese Non-Governmental Organ iza tion", Systemic Practice 
and Action Research, Vol. 20, No.3, pp. 211·244. 

7. Checkland P (1994), "Systems Theory and Management Think ing", American 
Behavioural Scientist, Vol. 38, No. 1, pp. 75 ·92. 

8. Checkland P (1999), Systems Thinking, Systems Practice, John Wiley and Sons, 
Chichester. 

9. Churchman C W (1968 ), The Systems Approach, Dell Publishing Company, 
New York. 

10. Du-Plessis C (1999), "Su stainable Development Demand s Dialogue Belween 
Developed and Developing Worlds", Building Research and Information, Vol. 27 
No.6, pp. 378-389. 

32 The icfai University Journal of Architecture, Vol. i, No. L 2009 

11. Du ·Plessis C (2000) , "The Cu lture of Sustainable Development Cities and 
Susta inability: Sustaining Our CulLural Heritage". University of Moraruwa, Sri Lanka. 

12. Du-Plessis C (200]), "SustainabiJity and Sustainable Construction: The African 
Com ext", Building Research and In/onnaTion, Vol. 29, No.5, p. 374 . 

13. Du-Pless is C (2005 ), "Action for Sustainabili ty: A Paring an African Plan for 
Sustainable Building and Construc tion", Building Research and Information, 
Vol. 33, No.5, pp. 405-415. 

14. Ellis D a and Ludwig F J (1962), Systems Philosophy as a Hermeneutic for Buddhist 
Teachings, Englewood Cl iffs, Prentice-Hall. 

15. Harvey P (2003), "The Buddha", in Arrington R L (Ed.), The World 's Great 
Philosophers, pp. 37-45, Blackwell Publishing, Oxford. 

16. Heylighen F, Joslyn C and Turchin V (2002), Principia Cybernet ica Web, available 
at hu p:/lpespmcl.vub.ac.bel 

17. Holl ing C S (2001). "Understa nding the Complexity of Economic, Ecological 
and Social Systems", Ecosystems, Vol. 4, No.5, pp. 390-405. 

18. ICOMOS ( 1994), "Th e Nara Docu m ent on Authenticity", International 
Committee on Monuments and Sites, Paris. 

19. lob lehto J (2006 ), "Considerations on Authenticity and lntegrity in World 
Heritage Context", City and Time, Vol. 2, No. 1, pp. 1-16. 

20. Kalupahana D J (1976), Buddhist Philosophy: A Historical Analysis, The University 
Press of Hawaii. Honolulu. 

21. Khisty C 1 (2006a), "A Fresh Look at the Systems Approach and an Agenda for 
Action: Pecking Tmough the Lens of Churchman 'S Aphorisms", Systemic Practice 
and Action Research, Vol. 19, No. L pp. 3-25. 

22 . Khisty C J (2006b), "Meditations on Systems Thin king, Spiritual Systems and 
Deep Ecology", Systemic Practice and Action Research, Vol. 19, No.5, pp. 295-307. 

23. La rsen K E and Marstein E (1995), Nara Conference on Authentici ty in Relation 
to the World Heritage Convent ion, UNESCO World Heri tage Cemer, Nara. 

24. Laszlo E ( 1972), Introduction to Systems Philosophy: Towards a New Paradigm of 
Contemporary Thought, Gordon and Breach, Science Publ ishers, New York. 

25. Lichfield N ( 1997a), ':Achieving Value for Money in Urban Conservation", Built 
Environmeut, Vol. 23, No.2, pp. 103-1 11. 

26. Lichfie ld N ( 1997b ), "Community Impact Evaluat ion in the Development 
Process", in Kirkpatrick C and Lee N (Eds. ), Sustainable Development in a Developing 
World, Edward Elgar, Northampton. 

A Buddhist·System s Paradigm for Conserving Cultural Built Heritage: Development of a 
Conceptual Framework for Conserving Non -Secu lar Monuments in South and Southeast Asia 33 



27. Lombardi P L (1999), "Understanding Sustainability in the Built 
Environment: A Framework for Evaluation in Urban Planning and Design", 
TIME Institute, Department of Surveying, Univers ity of Salford, Doctor of 
Philosophy, Salford. 

28. Macy J (1976). "Systems Philosophy as a Hermeneutic for Buddhist Teachings", 
Philosophy East and West, Vol. 26, No. L pp. 21-32. 

29. Macy J (1991a), World as Lover, World as Self, Parallax Press, Berkeley. 

30. Macy J (l99Ib), Mutual Causality in Buddhism and General Systems Theory, State 
University of New York Press. Albany. 

31. Menon A G K (1994). "Rethinking the Venice Charter: The Indian Experience", 
South Asian Studies, Vol. 10, pp. 37-44. 

32. Menon A G K (2003), "The Case for an Indian Charter", Seminar, Vol. 530, 
available at http://WWw.india-seminar.com/semframe.html 

33. Midgley G and Chao Y S (2007), "Toward a Buddhist Systems Methodology 3: 
An Exploratory, Questioning Approach", Systemic Practice and Action Research, 

Vol. 20, No.1, pp. 195-210. 

34. Munjeri D (2004), "Tangible and Intangible Heritage: From Difference to 

Convergence", Museum International, Vol. 56, Nos. 1-2. pp. 12-20. 

35. Schmithausen L (1997), "The Early Buddhist Traditional and Ecological Ethics", 
Journal of Buddhist Ethics, Vol. 4, pp. 1-74. 

36. Seung-Jin C (1998), "Architectural Conservation in the East Asian Cultural 
Context with Special Reference to Korea", Faculty of the Built Environment, 
p. 284. University of New South Wales, Sydney. 

37. Seung-Jin C (2005), "East Asian Values in His toric Con servation", Journal of 

Architectural Conservation. Vol. 11, No. 1. pp. 55 -50. 

38. Siriweera W I (2002), History of Sri Lanka: From Earliest Times up to the Sixteenth 

Century, Dayawansa J ayakody and Company, Colombo. 

39. Taylor K (2004). "Cultural Heritage Management: A Possible Role for Charters 
and PrinCiples in Asia", International Journal of Heritage Management, Vol. 10, 
No.5, pp. 417-433 . 

40. Taylor K and Al tenburg K (2006), "Cultural Landscapes in Asia·Pacific: Potential 
for Filling World Heritage Gaps", International Journal of Hen'tage Studies, Vol. 12, 
No. 3, pp. 267-282 . 

34 The lcfai University Journal of Architecture. VoL I. No. I, 2009 

41 . UNESCO (2005), "Hoi An Protocols for Best Conservation Practice in Asia (Third 
draft version)", United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural Organisation, 
Bangkok. 

42. Wickramagamage C (1997), Principles a/Buddhist Iconology, Polgasowita, Academy 
of Sri Lankan Culture. 

43. Wijesuriya G (1993), "The Restoration of Buddhist Monuments in Sri Lanka: 

The Case for an Archaeological Heritage Management Strategy", International 
Scientific Symposium, 10th General Assembly of ICOMOS in Sri Lanka, Sri Lanka 
ICOMOS. 

44. Wijesuriya G (2003), "Restoring Destroyed Historic Sites", Seminar, Vol. 530, 
pp. 25·37, available at http://www.india.seminar.com/semframe.html 

Reference # 7/J-2009-08-02-0/ 

A Buddhist·Systems Paradigm for Conserving Cultural Built Heritage: Development of a 
Conceptual Framework for Conserving Non-Secular Monumc-nts in SOUlh and Southeast Asia 35 




