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13
Culture and Sustainable
Development: Beyond the Diversity
of Cultural Expressions
Christiaan De Beukelaer and Raquel Freitas

The 2005 UNESCO Convention provides an explicit link between the
protection and promotion of the diversity of cultural expressions and
sustainable development in Article 13 and development cooperation in
Articles 14–18. However, the Convention leaves out broader notions of
cultural diversity, which include culture as a way of life and cultural
rights (for latter, see Donders, Chapter 8). Therefore, we argue, the reduc-
tionist understanding of culture does not necessarily or intrinsically
have the potential for sustainable development that is claimed in the
2005 Convention. As a result, the link between the diversity of cultural
expressions and sustainability has limited potential for transformative
action towards sustainable development.

With respect to culture and sustainability in general, we discern
two kinds of sustainable development. On the one hand, there
is a mainstream definition with three integrated pillars: economic,
social, and environmental. This approach is prone to instrumentaliza-
tion. Sustainable development is driven ultimately by concerns about
sustainable economic growth, and it was included in the Convention
for instrumental reasons. For example, this may have included France’s
move to protect against open markets and the introduction of Arti-
cles 13–18 as give away to developing countries’ claims on funding
for development. On the other hand, sustainable development can be
seen as transformative. In this regard, sustainability is not a universal
blueprint, but rooted in cultural contexts. At the same time, it requires
a metagovernance level that focuses on transformation (Meuleman,
2013).

203
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204 Looking Ahead

This chapter analyzes the 2005 Convention’s claim on the link
between protection and promotion of cultural diversity and sustainable
development from the early stages of the Convention’s formulation,
along with the interpretation and the operationalization of relevant arti-
cles that establish the link. It shows that the potential of the Convention
for sustainable development is limited because the specific concep-
tion of sustainable development is a narrow, instrumental approach, in
which the link between culture and sustainable development dominates
the operationalization of the Convention’s contribution to develop-
ment. Despite efforts being undertaken at the time of writing in 2014
to introduce culture in the discussion on the future sustainable devel-
opment goals, the Convention should contribute to linking cultural
diversity in a structural way to sustainable development through a cul-
turally sensitive, reflexive, and dynamic approach to cultural diversity
(Meuleman, 2013). Thereby we mean that cultural diversity should go
beyond the “diversity of cultural expressions” in order to accommodate
the normative diversity of cultural practices in which thinking about
sustainability is rooted.

Context

Over the past decades, a general understanding has emerged that
cultural expressions have social and economic potential for devel-
opment. Even before the beginning of the drafting process of the
2005 Convention there was already ample attention to the impor-
tance of development cooperation in the context of cultural diversity
(dos Santos-Duisenberg, 2012, pp. 373–374). The United Nations, and
UNESCO in particular, have been at the forefront of debates link-
ing culture and development. The World Commission on Culture and
Development underlined the link between culture and development in
the report Our Creative Diversity (WCCD, 1996) following its establish-
ment by UNESCO in 1992. The Convention itself reiterates the idea
that culture and cultural expressions are instrumental to developing
countries (Article 1, Objective f) and to sustainable development (Article
2, Principle 6).1 There has been little contestation to this idea as such,
yet transforming potential into result remains a challenge due to several
factors of which we highlight the most significant.

First, there is a lack of conceptual agreement on what sustainability is
and on how it should be attained. Even though there are many practices
and ideas on what it could be, a general and universal vision is lacking;
sustainability as a concept has been eroded considerably since its use
became common after the publication of the Brundtland Report in 1987,
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Christiaan De Beukelaer and Raquel Freitas 205

whose simple, though ambitious, definition has since then considerably
shifted in connotation:

Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future generations to
meet their own needs.

(WCED, 1987)

Second, the concept of culture in the 2005 Convention is restricted
to the protection and promotion of diverse cultural expressions. If “cul-
tural expressions” can be considered a public good (Throsby & Withers,
1986), justifying public funding, it lacks sufficient scope to be linked
with development: linking this restricted focus on culture as a mea-
surable public good, to development in general, requires a broader
understanding of development that does not exclusively focus on eco-
nomic growth but encompasses human, personal, and cultural devel-
opment, and of culture as a way of life, that are inherently related to
sustainability.

Third, linking culture and development is operationalized differently
if we are talking of sustainable development, applicable at the global
level, or of development cooperation where developed countries assist
developing countries. The current debate on the future Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) will revise this schism, but so far the Con-
vention reinforces it and that is why its contribution to development
thinking can be seen as partial at best.

Fourth, there is a lack of a clear commitment to transformative
sustainable development models, as development focuses on “cultural
industries” instead. By this we mean the transformations required
in mental framings, institutional settings, and research practices that
change policies and public interactions in the face of global environ-
mental change and unsustainable development (Jaeger, Tàbara, & Jaeger,
2011). Such transformations include the discursive attention to the “cul-
tural turn”, which meant to take culture (as a “way of life”) into account
in development studies and practice (Nederveen Pieterse, 1995). This
did not translate easily into practice, because it necessarily remained an
approach that was more reflexive than constructive, in the sense that it
is stronger on critique than on practical solutions. Taking culture into
account works well in theory, but the practical application continues
to be a challenge. When the discourse shifted from culture in general
terms to culture-as-industry, the “cultural turn” was seized by the same
utilitarian considerations of mainstream consumerism that reproduce
global and social inequalities (Sacco, Ferilli, & Blessi, 2013). This means
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206 Looking Ahead

that the meaning of culture was reduced from a way of life to a far
narrower understanding through the cultural industries (De Beukelaer,
2015).

In order to expose these contradictions and conceptual ambiguities,
we explore the framework that derives from the 2005 Convention,
which aims to operationalize a link between culture and (sustainable)
development. We do this through a historical account of the link
between culture and sustainable development in the Convention; an
overview of what the Convention currently adds to the debate and a
reflection on what it can still add in the global development agenda. The
absence of any engagement with culture in the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals (MDGs) and the struggle to include culture in the post-2015
development agenda illustrate this challenge.2

The potential: A brief history of culture and
sustainable development

The 2005 Convention contains two distinct approaches to the link
between culture and sustainable development: the first approach is
reflected in Article 13 and refers to culture integrated in sustainable
development, while the second approach is reflected in Article 14 and
refers to culture as an instrument or a means to development.

Culture in sustainable development

Parties shall endeavour to integrate culture in their development
policies at all levels for the creation of conditions conducive to
sustainable development and, within this framework, foster aspects
relating to the protection and promotion of the diversity of cultural
expressions.

(Article 13 of the Convention)

Three distinct but not mutually exclusive notions of development
are present in documents that frame the link between culture and
development at the international level, including in the 2005 Con-
vention: development as economic growth in line with neo-classical
economics; development as human capacity expansion, in line with the
human development approach; and development in relation to present
and future generations, in line with notions of sustainable development.
It is crucial to understand these differences, because the Convention
uses them interchangeably, and they can be contradictory.
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Christiaan De Beukelaer and Raquel Freitas 207

Development as economic growth has most currency in international
public policies of the type promoted by the international financial
institutions (IFIs), some agencies within the UN, or the OECD, and is
discernible in several documents that establish the link between cul-
ture and development. This is the market-oriented perspective, where
progress is measured in terms of gross domestic product (GDP), leav-
ing to a secondary role more refined concerns about sustainability such
as equity, the quality of growth, and its impact on the environment
(Fioramonti, 2013). In order to counterbalance the predominance of the
economy-driven notion of development, Principle 5 of the Convention
(Article 2) levels the playing field by raising culture to the same sta-
tus of importance as the economy, and specifically ascribing individuals
a right to participate and enjoy its fruition. In the context of the 2005
Convention the protection and promotion of cultural diversity becomes
just as important as ensuring free trade in cultural goods and services.
However, in practice the Convention has less capacity and instruments
to uphold such principles than other normative apparatuses such as
the WTO, which has more effective jurisdictional instruments (Graber,
2006).

The two other perspectives can be seen largely as reactions to this
overdetermination of economic aspects on development. The World
Commission on Culture and Development (WCCD) in 1996 advanced
an approach to sustainable development where culture would have
a key role in pushing for new approaches to development. It pro-
poses people-centred development models that include the cultural
dimension beyond economic growth (WCCD, 1996). Articles 13 and
14 seemingly incorporate the message of the WCCD, but it builds on
a much weaker notion of sustainability. Although the key role of culture
in development is explored in Articles 13 and 14 of the Convention, in
practice culture stands mostly in an enabling role to development rather
than culture as an end in itself contributing to sustainable development.

Realizing that not only humanity but also the environment were
being forgotten in the race for growth, the Brundtland Report brought
forth the notion of sustainable development as the development that
meets the needs of the present without compromising the possibility
of future generations to meet their own needs (WCED, 1987). This
notion is present in Principle 6 (Article 2) and Article 13 of the 2005
Convention, which clearly establishes cultural diversity as an essen-
tial requirement towards the achievement of sustainable development,
according to the definition of the World Commission on Environment
and Development (WCED).

10.1057/9781137397638 - Globalization, Culture, and Development, Edited by Christiaan De Beukelaer, Miikka Pyykkönen and J P Singh

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 m

at
er

ia
l f

ro
m

 w
w

w
.p

al
gr

av
ec

on
ne

ct
.c

om
 - 

lic
en

se
d 

to
 R

M
IT

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 L

ib
ra

ry
 - 

Pa
lg

ra
ve

C
on

ne
ct

 - 
20

15
-0

7-
07



208 Looking Ahead

The concept of sustainable development has evolved significantly
since it was first coined, integrating a multiplicity of interrelated areas.
The implementation of Article 13 shows evidence of the complex
involvement of different policy and governance areas that are inter-
linked and of very difficult operationalization. In fact, as pointed out
by Meuleman (2013), the existing governance frameworks seem to deny
this social complexity and uncertainty, operating in a business-as-usual
mode characterized by highly centralized and institutionalized decision
processes. Diversity and complexity are not effectively incorporated in
governance strategies for the implementation of Article 13, which is left
standing more as a principle to be achieved in some vague ideal future
than as an operative norm of the 2005 Convention.

The recognition of culture as a pillar of sustainability (Hawkes, 2001)
and its integration with the economic and social-environmental per-
spectives in parties’ commitments to the Convention implies expected
changes in public policies at the national level. These changes are bidi-
rectional in the sense that culture is conceived as a driver and as an
enabler of development. This means that different cultural and contex-
tual aspects inform sectoral policies, while culture as a sector is valued in
itself as an element of sustainable development. While all parties to the
Convention are bound by Article 13, in practice its most visible outcome
is limited to an operational instrument that UNESCO has developed,
the Culture and Development Indicator Suite (CDIS), which is to serve
as a guiding tool for policy changes in developing countries, as will be
discussed below.

The whole context of the 2005 Convention essentially ensures the
preservation of a status quo in terms of economic, social, and environ-
mental development, which does not necessarily operationalize a role
for “culture” and “diversity” in significantly changing the paradigm of
sustainable development. Culture is much more than the identity of
peoples. It is the fabric from which transformative ideas emerge, break-
ing boundaries and establishing new human and social development
paths. Cultural diversity is about integrating these different dimensions
into sustainability strategies in a coherent manner. However, Article 13
ends up being about the possibility of “the diversity of cultural expres-
sions” sustaining development. The upside is that the Convention is a
concrete measure about cultural expressions. The downside, however,
is that more holistic normative engagements with culture and cul-
tural diversity (that always remained vague) are only implicitly present.
This means that in practice, culture assumes essentially an instrumental
value and its constitutive dimension falls largely behind the scenes. In a
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Christiaan De Beukelaer and Raquel Freitas 209

transformative model cultural diversity would be an integral dimension
of sustainable development, while retaining a focus on the compatibility
of diverse values instead of being just diluted in the same development
model dominated by instrumental concerns and policy divergences that
treat culture merely as goods.

Cooperation for development

The 2005 Convention provides a framework to include the promotion
and protection of the diversity of cultural expressions in development
cooperation between parties to the Convention. In theory, this means
collaborating on cultural projects, yet in practice this mostly means
that “donor” countries set agendas for “partner” countries for activities
and approaches. Article 14 focuses explicitly on cooperation for devel-
opment and bridges Article 13 with the following articles: Articles 15
(Collaborative Arrangements), 16 (Preferential Treatment for Develop-
ing Countries), 17 (International Cooperation in Situations of Serious
Threat to Cultural Expressions), and 18 (International Fund for Cul-
tural Diversity) are particularly relevant in the light of international
development.

Article 14 stipulates that “parties shall endeavor to support cooperation
for sustainable development and poverty reduction” (emphasis added)
at four levels: (1) strengthening the cultural industries; (2) capacity-
building; (3) technology transfer; and (4) financial support. A distinc-
tion is made between what is aimed for, and how these aims should
be attained: strengthening cultural industries should help sustainable
development and poverty reduction, which is an empirically suspicious
claim (see e.g. UNCTAD & UNDP, 2008, 2010). And in this process, the
diversity of cultural expressions is reduced to the cultural industries.

The previous section stressed how the complex notion of sustainable
development is not easy to translate into commitments and practice.
This is no different for poverty-reduction. First, reducing (let alone elim-
inating) poverty is no easy feat (see, for example, Collier, 2007), and
framing it as an issue that can be overcome with essentially technocratic
measures is thus misleading at best. Second, there is little proof that eco-
nomic activity in the cultural sector is instrumental in reducing poverty.
Quite on the contrary, evidence shows that while the sector may help
some, it often exacerbates the precarious position of the poorest (Oakley,
2006).

The 2005 Convention foregoes this evidence, and focuses on technical
measures to instrumentalize cultural diversity for sustainable develop-
ment and poverty reduction. Yet cooperation for development cannot
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210 Looking Ahead

solely be seen as a transfer of skills, technology, and resources from the
global North to South. There is a well-recognized need to build more on
expertise and approaches across the diverse global South where policies
and practices could be more transferable than between North and South.
An exclusive focus on South–South cooperation could also be perceived
as, and even generate, a further weakening of the commitment of the
North, which is not desirable. Moreover, the aims of Article 14 are
poverty reduction and sustainable development. They are, however,
crippled by a crucial word in the article: endeavor. As the commitment
is limited to “endeavoring”, parties to the Convention can easily bypass
this crucial article. However, if the profound and long-standing inequal-
ity in the production and distribution of cultural texts is to be addressed,
a firm commitment to cooperation is crucial. This largely follows Article
10 of the Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity (UNESCO, 2002),
where “cooperation and solidarity” are proposed as ways to establish
viable and competitive cultural industries on national and international
levels, with particular attention to developing countries.

In many ways, Article 14 illustrates long-standing contradictions
concerning traditional development cooperation. While it has long
been argued that skills and technical know-how are available to make
development work and eradicate poverty, the problem resides not in
intention but in implementation. The idea that voluntary cooperation
will be decisive in assuring not only the diversity of cultural expressions,
but also its positive influence on development as a whole, is optimistic.
The prevailing imbalance between the resources available to developed
and developing countries cannot be solved by mere technical and minor
financial intervention.

This article of the 2005 Convention echoes the optimism conveyed in
Truman’s approach to development in 1949, where “[f]or the first time
in history, humanity possesses the knowledge and the skill to relieve suf-
fering”, stressing that “greater production is the key to prosperity and
peace. And the key to greater production is a wider and more vigor-
ous application of modern scientific and technical knowledge” (Truman
1949 in Escobar, 1995, p. 3). The implicit claim made by Truman, and by
extension Article 14, is twofold. First, the problem is not systemic, but
particular, as the relatively weak position of many “developing” coun-
tries is intrinsic, and not extrinsic to their condition. Second, solving
these intrinsic issues can be accomplished by investing in known solu-
tions (as suggested in Article 14), and the ways cultural expressions are
created and circulated should adjust in order to become viable and part
of a global economic marketplace. This entails no transformative idea
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Christiaan De Beukelaer and Raquel Freitas 211

of development, only the reproduction of a status quo that developing
countries are to attain.

This does not mean, however, that no cooperation is possible or use-
ful, or that no transfers of ideas, skills, or practices are desirable. There is,
actually, ample space for this, as evidenced in a volume that addresses
the negotiation processes and backgrounds of all articles of the Con-
vention in detail (von Schorlemer & Stoll, 2012). Regarding Article 14,
dos Santos-Duisenberg (2012) clarifies that the place of cooperation for
development was firmly established from the start of the notations of
the Convention, through the drafts and towards the final version. While
debates were held on the application of this idea in practice, it was clear
that both North–South and South–South cooperation would feature in
this approach. Yet, the implementation does not correspond to the scale
of the matters that the Convention is meant to address, which brings us
to the issues of scope. The following section expands on these concrete
dimensions and their limitations in greater detail.

Operationalization: What does the UNESCO Convention
add?

This section explores four of the main ways that the 2005 Convention
actively engages or influences the link between culture and sustainable
development. The first part, on the International Fund for Cultural
Diversity, is directly linked to the Convention, whereas the other parts
address efforts that exist in conjunction, rather than in direct relation,
to the Convention. The latter parts are the Culture and Development
Indicator Suite (CDIS), the Millennium Development Goals Achieve-
ment Fund (MDG-F), and UNESCO’s “special edition” of the Creative
Economy Report (UNESCO and UNDP, 2013).

International Fund for Cultural Diversity

The International Fund for Cultural Diversity (IFCD) is the direct oper-
ational instrument of the 2005 Convention, which serves to support its
aims in developing countries that are parties to the Convention. The
IFCD has been active since 2010. By the end of 2013, it had raised a
total US$6.4 million of which US$4.6 million has helped to support 71
projects from 43 countries (UNESCO, 2014c). The demand for support
from the fund, however, far exceeds its capacity. In 2013 alone, only
10 out of 56 eligible proposals have been funded, and 140 more were
dismissed as ineligible.
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212 Looking Ahead

The IFCD primarily relies on voluntary contributions from states par-
ties to the 2005 Convention, although it also welcomes donations from
individuals. The limited availability of funds is largely due to such vol-
untary nature of the commitments. While Article 18(7) clearly stipulates
the aim to provide contributions on a regular basis, it remains voluntary
and parties only commit to “endeavor” to do so. They are, however,
encouraged to provide an annual contribution to the IFCD of at least
1% of their overall contribution to UNESCO, as is done on a non-
voluntary basis for the Convention Concerning the Protection of the
World Cultural and Natural Heritage (1972) and the Convention for the
Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage (2003). Contributions to
the IFCD have recently been considered as fully eligible as official devel-
opment assistance (ODA), which constitutes an additional incentive for
donor countries to channel funding through this mechanism.

The IFCD supports activities of a variety of actors, including civil soci-
ety (NGOs), state parties, and international NGOs. Funded activities are
classified as “cultural policies” or “cultural industries” initiatives, receiv-
ing respectively some US$1.5 million and US$2.4 million (UNESCO,
2014c). There is also a considerable disparity and fluctuation in funds
received per segment of the cultural sector, see Table 13.1. (For a list of
projects funded, see UNESCO, 2012a; UNESCO & UNDP, 2013.)

While compelling initiatives and activities have come to fruition
thanks to the IFCD, the limited resources available constrain the ini-
tiatives towards the implementation of the 2005 Convention in the
developing countries that are parties to the Convention. Moreover, the
contrast between the high number of funding applications (196 in 2013)
and the limited number of eligible projects could indicate that the pro-
cedure may be too complex and thus limiting, and that the focus and
the activities envisaged by the Conference of Parties (Article 22) may
not correspond to the needs perceived by governments and other stake-
holders. This indicates that actions related to the 2005 Convention are
essentially donor-driven and insufficiently rooted in bottom-up action
(see Anheier and Hoelscher, Chapter 12).

Culture-Development Indicator Suite (CDIS)

The CDIS emerges out of a decade-old background of different efforts at
developing cultural indicators, some of them explicitly linking culture
to development.3 The CDIS was created by UNESCO after consulta-
tions with several experts and bears an explicit objective of linking
operational and advocacy activity with research work.
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Table 13.1 Project funding per cultural domain and per cycle (in US$)

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 TOTAL

Music 235,164.00 360,115.00 143,986.00 166,442.93 255,763.00 1,161,470.93
Cinema/Audiovisual 321,797.00 213,280.00 0.00 273,332.00 135,418.00 943,827.00
Publishing 124,985.00 26,000.00 0.00 283,878.00 100,000.00 534,863.00
Performing Arts 281,088.00 95,115.00 93,101.00 171,767.56 100,000.00 741,071.56
Media Arts 79,500.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 79,500.00
Visual Arts 169,500.00 65,000.00 181,806.00 73,514.93 0.00 489,820.93
Design/Crafts 26,563.00 146,000.00 32,701.00 0.00 99,600.0 304,864.00

TOTAL 1,238,597.00 905,510.00 451,594.00 968,935.42 690,781.00 4,255,417.42

Source: http://en.unesco.org/creativity/ifcd/statistics-funded-projects.
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214 Looking Ahead

The CDIS comprises seven interlinked socioeconomic dimensions
that should guide policy-making. Interestingly, the first dimension that
comes up is always the economy, whose weight in the process runs
contrary to the implicit understanding in the 2005 Convention that
the different dimensions of culture (social, environmental, political)
have just an equal weight as the economy. The economic dimension
is then followed by indicators on education; heritage; communication;
governance; social participation; gender equality. Each of these dimen-
sions, or policy areas, has a number of subdimensions, which are then
operationalized into indicators.

The CDIS proceeds through the implementation of a number of pilots
in different developing countries. While it is explicitly designed to
implement Article 13 of the Convention, its application is restricted
to developing countries and is (as of 2014) funded exclusively by the
Spanish Agency for International Development Cooperation (AECID).
This has two implications in terms of interpretation and analysis of the
consequentiality of this instrument. It perpetuates the schism between
the developed world and the developing world, by building on Article
13 as if it were meant for developing countries alone. The under-
lying assumption that justifies this is that policies in the developed
world already effectively operationalize the link between culture and
development, which is by no means a given.

A major limitation of the CDIS is the discrepancy between the vast
aims and the limited funding (with Spain as sole donor), while several
countries have strategies on operationalizing culture in development
(Switzerland, Denmark, Sweden, Finland, Norway, Canada). This made
the CDIS dependent on one donor and, in the context of a chang-
ing development aid landscape, the continuation of this initiative will
depend on the extent to which it is able to harness a critical mass of sup-
port among other donors, global civil society, and developing countries
themselves.

The CDIS can be described as an attempt to take into account diversity
and complexity, which stumbles upon an economistic and rationalist
logic that segments reality in ways that are incompatible with its pro-
claimed holistic thinking. The resulting ambivalence creates operational
and political difficulties, as it also explicitly tries to operationalize the
link between culture and development beyond “cultural expressions”.

While presenting a biased tendency towards the developing world,
the CDIS nevertheless has the merit of effectively inscribing the link
between culture and development on the international agenda. It pro-
poses concrete operational ways of linking different areas, and filtering
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Christiaan De Beukelaer and Raquel Freitas 215

in cultural indicators into the governmental agendas and statistical
offices through its proposed methodology and toolkits. However, its
level of complexity, with matrixes, indicators, and holistic approaches
makes it difficult to implement by partner countries in a spontaneous
manner without external technical assistance and political stimulus.
It should also be noted that the CDIS is one competitor among a
fierce market of international institutions trying to “sell” their statistical
toolkits.

Millennium Development Goals Achievement Fund (MDG-F)

The MDG-F was established in 2006 as a substantial contribution from
Spain to the achievement of the MDGsthat were defined as targets for
development to be implemented between 2001 and 2015. One of this
fund’s thematic windows is the link between culture and development,
through which 18 joint UN programmes were implemented in develop-
ing countries. The underlying normative agenda, as stated on MDG-F’s
website, was to assist countries in the implementation of UNESCO’s
Conventions on culture.4 The link of this thematic window with the
2005 Convention was officially established through Article 14, focus-
ing almost exclusively on the creative industries’ potential of expanding
“the economic and trade potential of local creativity, talent and exper-
tise”.5 The underlying political agenda was meant to compensate for
the absence of culture as one of the MDGs and through this programme
show that culture is an integral part of development and a contributor
to job creation, economic growth, and even to MDG Goal 1 of eradi-
cating extreme poverty and hunger. This thematic window has enabled
the link between culture and development to filter in to the UN agenda,
although ambiguities remain regarding the actual level of commitment
of both donors and beneficiary countries to this agenda.

Despite Spain’s heavy investment, and its positive spin-offs into the
UN institutional system and with governments of developing countries,
the MDG-F thematic window on culture and development is still, at the
time of writing, a drop in the ocean and its momentum may end up
having very little political impact. This observation is also in line with
remarks made above concerning the CDIS, and justifies a question about
the state of European development cooperation, which despite efforts
at harmonization, has not reached consensus to take advantage of scale
and catalytic opportunities in this area. Initiatives are scattered between
countries with different levels of engagement in the culture and devel-
opment agenda and the EC, which also has ambiguous commitment to
this area, and has also funded some efforts independently.
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216 Looking Ahead

Creative economy reports (CER)

The Creative Economy Reports (CER) are not directly linked to the 2005
Convention. They do, however, illustrate efforts by different United
Nations agencies to place the creative economy on the international
agenda. This can be seen largely at two levels. On the one hand, under
the initial reports (UNCTAD & UNDP, 2008, 2010), the focus has largely
been on the diversification of national exports by strengthening the
creative economy. Thereby, the focus has been on trade in creative
goods and services, emanating from the cultural and creative industries.
In 2013, the special edition of the CER, “Widening Local Development
Pathways” (UNESCO & UNDP, 2013), opened up an approach that is far
more culture-oriented than previous reports. The underlying aim of this
change was to support advocacy efforts to take culture seriously in the
global development agenda, which would replace the MDGs that expire
in 2015. As such, the scope and engagement of the special edition of
the CER widened considerably. While the engagement with culture is
extended beyond the diversity of cultural expressions, the link of the
CER with sustainable development remains weak. Even though they
argue that culture should be the central pillar of sustainable develop-
ment (UNESCO & UNDP, 2013, p. 51), it is not clear what this means in
practice.

What the 2005 Convention and the CER have in common at this
point, is that they both tend to conflate claims commonly made about
“culture” as a way of life and a pattern of living with an agenda
focused on cultural (or creative) industries, even though the Conven-
tion does not ostensibly focus on the former notion of culture. Yet,
precisely because these notions of culture are different, the claims
about the role of culture in the anthropological sense do not neces-
sarily apply to culture as expression (or industry). It is, however, in the
broader cultural understanding of culture that transformational changes
towards sustainable development are likely to take place. While cultural
expressions can help to make such transformations (through explic-
itly environmentally aware expressions), many do not contribute to
advancing a transformative sustainability in praxis (Maxwell & Miller,
2012) or in their message (most pop-music, for example, promotes
lifestyles antithetical to sustainability). In the link between cultural or
creative industries and sustainable development, two buzzwords find
each other. But, upon closer examination, the link between the concepts
is thin.
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Christiaan De Beukelaer and Raquel Freitas 217

In sum, the four mechanisms and initiatives above (IFCD, CDIS,
MDG-F, and CER) in fact operate within what we called the “mainstream
model” of sustainable development and development cooperation, and
their transformative potential is limited.

The potential, revisited: What can the 2005 Convention still add?

As stated above, the 2005 Convention combines the goal of sustainable
development and of development cooperation. The current global
agenda is moving towards an actual merger of these two distinct but
related realms. There is little doubt that a global agenda should con-
tinue to assert the catalytic role of international instruments towards
development. However, the development debate is no longer exclusively
focused on developing countries. It has shifted to embrace a global
agenda of development post-2015 where all countries are implicated,
some as donors, some as agents of their own development, some as
both, and all with responsibilities regarding sustainability. At the time
of writing, an intergovernmental open working group (OWG) is debat-
ing which areas should be included with specific goals and indicators
for the future SDGs that will follow the MDGs.

The MDG framework was a powerful driving force of development
cooperation efforts, with positive aspects and also downsides: it catal-
ysed efforts and funding to essential needs but it also established
universal standards that were not always well adjusted to the spe-
cific needs and initial conditions of developing countries. It also did
not sufficiently focus on environmental sustainability and was largely
donor-driven.

Despite some uncertainty that culture will be taken up explicitly in
the SDGs, there are now indications that this may happen.6 Given the
globally important normative and agenda-setting nature of these goals,
inclusion or exclusion of culture makes all the difference for the future
implementation of commitments in the area of culture and cultural
diversity, including the allocation of funds.

In the race towards this new global development framework, UNESCO
has led an ambitious strategy of including culture as a fundamen-
tal dimension of development, with mixed results. On the one hand
it successfully negotiated several General Assembly (GA) resolutions
stressing the link7; it placed the issue for discussion as a major topic
in 2013’s Annual Ministerial Review of the Economic and Social
Council (ECOSOC); it secured funding for IFCD recognized as valid

10.1057/9781137397638 - Globalization, Culture, and Development, Edited by Christiaan De Beukelaer, Miikka Pyykkönen and J P Singh

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 m

at
er

ia
l f

ro
m

 w
w

w
.p

al
gr

av
ec

on
ne

ct
.c

om
 - 

lic
en

se
d 

to
 R

M
IT

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 L

ib
ra

ry
 - 

Pa
lg

ra
ve

C
on

ne
ct

 - 
20

15
-0

7-
07



218 Looking Ahead

ODA accounting in the OECD Development Aid Committee; it orga-
nized with China a major international conference on the issue in
Beijing in 2013; and it included the topic as a major issue in the World
Culture Forum in Bali in 2013.

On the other hand, UNESCO let culture slip off the high-level panel
(HLP) report (High-Level Panel of Eminent Persons on the Post-2015
Development Agenda, 2013) that produced the initial agenda for the
post-MDG period, despite the open commitment to the issue from the
President of Indonesia and co-chair of the HLP. The link between cul-
ture and development is likely to appear in some form in the future
SDG agenda, as recommended in the latest General Assembly resolution
on the issue, but the possibilities of actual funding are slim, with Spain
reducing its development cooperation funding, and the rest of Europe
downsizing its commitments and becoming more hawkish in terms of
development and unclear about joint priorities. It is uncertain who will
take over operational support to continue showing the relevance of the
agenda.

As mentioned above, the continued engagement with the link
between culture and sustainability in development will be dependent
on emerging economies that may also take a more significant place
as donors, such as China or Indonesia, whose interest in social devel-
opment is also open to question and clarification. Moreover, their
political and economic interests dominate the practical and strategic
focus on the operationalization of the link between culture and the
SDGs. Given the difficulties in many developing countries in imple-
menting inter-ministerial communication and coordination channels,
together with the preponderance of finance ministries in policy-making
and the almost non-existence of culture ministries with weight inside
governments, it is difficult to predict that these countries will on their
own continue to implement a culture-development-focused agenda if it
is dominated by economic or diplomatic interests, with cultural diplo-
macy becoming predominant (see Figueira, Chapter 11). In such a
scenario, unless countries see an interest in culture, and such potential
interest is normally argued through the creative industries or tourism,
continued emphasis on the link will decline.

In the midst of all this emphasis on culture, it also remains to be seen
what will be the role of cultural diversity. Considering that the debate is
focusing on the creation of yet another set of universalizing indicators,
it is hard to see how cultural diversity will contribute to a transformative
sustainable development. The link between culture and development is
expanding to the global sustainable development agenda but is still prey
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Christiaan De Beukelaer and Raquel Freitas 219

to the same economy-driven model. It is necessary to go beyond strict
categorizations in order to explore explicitly normative questions about
the role of culture and of cultural diversity in promoting transformative
sustainable development.

Merging sustainability and development agendas at global level,
however, represents an opportunity for UNESCO to go beyond the tra-
ditional strict distinctions of developed and developing countries and
to argue for a bold agenda that firmly encompasses all countries in the
implementation of Articles 13 and 14. One way of seeing this oppor-
tunity is by exploring the explicitly normative questions that can be
asked, and should be asked when discussing sustainable development in
a global context. Appadurai (2004, 2013), for example, focuses on the
capacity to aspire as a way to (re)think the future. Culture, he argues, has
been placed too much in the past, as it has been equated with terms
such as habit, custom, heritage, and tradition (Appadurai, 2013, p. 180).
This, in contrast with economics, that “has become the science of the
future” (Appadurai, 2013, p. 180). Taking culture more seriously as a
locus of imagination could help to open up a greater normative diversity
towards the future. Appadurai, however, warns against the inequality in
the distribution of the capacity to aspire:

[The capacity to aspire] is a sort of meta-capacity, and the relatively
rich and powerful invariably have a more fully developed capacity to
aspire. It means that the better off you are (in terms of power, dignity,
and material resources), the more likely you are to be conscious of the
links between the more and less immediate objects of aspiration.

(2013, p. 188)

As such, efforts should be made at the international level to engage
particularly those who are less inclined, used to, or able to engage in
debates about the possibilities (and limitations) of the future. This is
even more important given the tendency of “development” issues to
shift from a geographic realm to a social realm. At this point, the upper
middle classes of Lagos, Mumbai, La Paz, or Jakarta have more in com-
mon with the social elites in London, Moscow, or New York than many
of their fellow urbanites, and the same goes for the subaltern popula-
tions of these cities. Bearing in mind this social stratification, the need
to consider the importance of the capacities of all sociocultural groups
to engage in the imagining of the future, through their respective capac-
ities to aspire, is the challenge that binds culture and sustainability
today.
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Conclusion

While the 2005 Convention explicitly links cultural diversity to
sustainable development and development cooperation, this link is
insufficient and weak. The way that Articles 13 and 14–18 focus on
this link is a necessary step, but it fails to incorporate transformative
sustainability that does not rely on the classical economic and utilitar-
ian models. As a result, it focuses merely on mainstream sustainability,
where the economic still dominates all other fields. The operationaliz-
ing efforts of the Convention and related initiatives, such as the IFCD,
the CDIS, the MDG-F, and the CERs largely fail to move beyond this
realm as well. Yet, culture particularly matters in relation to the transfor-
mational potential of sustainability-thinking. The link between culture
and sustainable development (Article 13) and cooperation for develop-
ment (Article 14) in the 2005 Convention are not serious attempts to
engage with either sustainability or the global political economy of cul-
tural production. These buzzwords “diversity” and “sustainability” hide
the actual aim of the Convention: providing a legal framework for the
exception culturelle against WTO negotiations.

However, beyond the 2005 Convention, the link between culture and
sustainability is not without contradiction. As a result, it bears obsta-
cles to the fulfilment of the Convention’s potential, such as a degree
of ambivalence in its object, lack of sufficient scope, and of real com-
mitment to transformative development models. This is due partly
to the fact that the link between culture and development has been
acknowledged more widely than is the case with the link between cul-
ture and sustainability. Yet the ambivalence is both the weakness and
the strength of the Convention: while there is no clear prescription to
engage with sustainability, the legal framework allows for action in a
variety of ways.

While the Convention oscillates between centralized decision-making
and market approaches to the governance of diversity, there is in fact
greater need for more networked governance that builds on interde-
pendence and empathy towards a culture of pluralism and tolerance
(Meuleman, 2013, p. 55). The Convention provides visibility for the
link between cultural diversity and sustainable development, but does
not have the breadth to deal with sustainability in a transformative
way and with cultural diversity beyond cultural expressions. While the
Convention provides a framework that allows for transformative shifts
towards sustainable development, decisive action in this regard remains
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Christiaan De Beukelaer and Raquel Freitas 221

voluntary and dependent on the willingness of parties to read these
elements in the text.

Notes

1. “Cultural diversity is a rich asset for individuals and societies. The protection,
promotion and maintenance of cultural diversity are an essential requirement
for sustainable development for the benefit of present and future generations”
(UNESCO, 2005a, p. 4).

2. The MDGs are the UN development agenda for the period 2000–2015. This
framework provides eight quantifiable goals: (1) eradicate extreme hunger and
poverty; (2) achieve universal primary education; (3) promote gender equal-
ity and empower women; (4) reduce child mortality; (5) improve maternal
health; (6) combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases; (7) ensure envi-
ronmental sustainability; and (8) global partnership for development. The
negotiations for the follow-up of this agenda is tentatively called the “post-
2015” development agenda, because it covers the period after the expiration
of the MDGs and no definitive delineation of these aims (as of June 2014) has
been decided.

3. For a comprehensive overview, see UNESCO (2010), Towards a UNESCO Suite
of indicators on Culture and Development (2009–2010) Literature Review,
available at http://www.unesco.org/new/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/HQ/CLT/
pdf/Conv2005_CDindicators_Literature.pdf, accessed 7 June 2014.

4. The Joint Programmes and the UNESCO Culture Conventions, available at
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/culture/achieving-the-millennium
-development-goals/Conventions/ accessed 5 February 2014.

5. Millennium Development Goals Fund (MDG-F) Terms of Reference,
available at http://www.mdgfund.org/sites/default/files/MDGFTOR_Culture
_FinalVersion%2017May%202007_English.pdf, accessed 5 February 2014.

6. UNGA A/68/440/Add.4, Globalization and interdependence: culture and
development, 13 December 2013, available at http://www.un.org/ga/search/
view_doc.asp?symbol=A/68/440/Add.4, accessed 5 February 2014.

7. Despite differences of perspective at the global level, the topic was clearly rec-
ognized as important at the UN Summit on the MDGs in 2010, http://www
.un.org/en/mdg/summit2010/pdf/outcome_documentN1051260.pdf, acces-
sed 18 August 2014, and reiterated in the following year on a General
Assembly resolution on culture and development, available at http://www.un.
org/en/mdg/summit2010/pdf/outcome_documentN1051260.pdf, accessed 18
August 2014. Another fundamental resolution was http://www.un.org/en/ga/
search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/RES/68/223, accessed 18 August 2014.

10.1057/9781137397638 - Globalization, Culture, and Development, Edited by Christiaan De Beukelaer, Miikka Pyykkönen and J P Singh

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 m

at
er

ia
l f

ro
m

 w
w

w
.p

al
gr

av
ec

on
ne

ct
.c

om
 - 

lic
en

se
d 

to
 R

M
IT

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 L

ib
ra

ry
 - 

Pa
lg

ra
ve

C
on

ne
ct

 - 
20

15
-0

7-
07


