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Prevention Begins in the Mind

Given the headlines in connection with the World Cultural Heri-
tage and proceedings that have caused serious disputes in meet-
ings of the World Heritage Committee — such as the Wald-
schlosschen Bridge in Dresden, plans for high-rise construction
in Cologne, the planned vertical dominants in Vienna-Mitte, the
policy of “adding height” in Vienna and now also in Graz! — we
must ask ourselves: What is really being done in the field of
prevention? Despite or perhaps even because of these conflict-
ridden cases, however, the efforts being made to promote pre-
vention are also evident: The most important instrument in the
World Heritage field is the Management Plan, which is in fact
intended to rule out negative developments such as the afore-
mentioned cases and to ensure a positive framework for the
preservation of World Heritage property. The goal for cases in
which § 172 of the Operation Guidelines is applicable should
therefore be a World Heritage Compatibility Check, a term that
I brought into discussion during the disputes concerning Vi-
enna-Mitte. It should be supplemented by a World Heritage
Preventive Check, which would ensure that cases do not reach
the stage of such barely resolvable conflicts in the first place.
The World Heritage Compatibility Check and the World Heri-
tage Preventive Check should be defined as essential parameters
of the Management Plan.

“Prevention begins in the mind” — what is meant by this phrase?
To begin with, we must note that preventive actions are a result
of a cognitive process which is aimed at recognition and mean-
ing, and which can become established in a particular cultural
context as tradition, as self-conception and as ritualized pattern.
Preventive action is thus based on understanding meaning and
on the coherent traditions and implicit actions that result from
this understanding.

A glance at cultural history shows that it is in fact almost a
history of the development of preventive action. To explain:
Man — by nature poor on instincts but receptive to outward in-
fluences — needs culture in order to live and to survive.? Culture
serves to remedy shortcomings, meaning that culture is precau-
tion brought into form, articulated as provisions for clothes,
shelter, possessions, territory and social relations; it thus fulfills
a protective function. It could be said that culture = prevention,
or at least: prevention is an essential component of culture.®
This is also applicable, incidentally, to high forms of culture
such as religion, theater, literature and music, which guard
against banality and reduction to the purely utilitarian.

How does the situation look today? We are living in a time
of extraordinary differentiation of the preventive. The reasons
for this are to be found in the increasing riskiness of our exist-
ence. Prevention and security are thus proportional to endanger-
ment of the world and Lebenswelt. The catchword for this situ-
ation was coined by Ulrich Beck with the term “risk society™:
“The power gains of technical-economic *progress’ are increas-
ingly overshadowed by the production of risks [...] At the center
are modernization risks and consequences that are reflected in
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irreversible threats to the life of plants, animals and man.”* And,
it must be added, also in threats to culture, which are erupting in
the “clash of civilizations™® against the background of the acute
problem of “peak oil”. In this sense “Heritage at Risk”, the
“World Report on Monuments and Sites in Danger” is also a
facet of this risk-prone present and its catastrophic dangers.
“The threat changes everything”, Ulrich Beck has aptly said.”
Dangers trigger needs for security, and this development has
been booming ever since Chernobyl — and indeed even more
since September 11, 2001.8 “But where there is danger, a rescu-
ing element grows as well”,® wrote Holderlin in his idealistic-
romantic style — a hope that also carried the plea for a “repair
society”.10 But reality shows us that protection needs, preven-
tion programs and prevention strategies are limited to certain
areas despite all the awareness-raising. In the field of cultural
property they are — at least from our point of view — insufficient
or ineffective. Why this is the case can be elucidated by a brief
look at the state of values in today’s society.

The catchphrase “value change in society” has shaped discus-
sions ever since the 1970s, and it still has not lost any of its
topicality. The following (very fragmentary) selection recalls
some of the stages in this discussion:
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—1in 1974 in “The Fall of Public Man” Richard Sennett notes the
decline of the public sphere and its replacement by the inti-
macy of nearness, of the local and of the personally con-
structed Lebenswelt;1t

—in 1975 Helmut Klages describes the transition from accepted
values to self-realization values in ,,Die unruhige Gesell-
schaft“ (The Unsettled Society);12

— Ronald Inglehart emphasizes this transformation in 1989 in
“Culture Shift in Advanced Industrial Society” with his de-
scription of the transfer from “materialistic” to “post-materi-
alistic” values;!3

— in 1992 Gerhard Schulze focuses this development on the
characterization of an ,,Erlebnisgesellschaft* (experience-
oriented society);*

— this experience orientation is subsequently associated with the
term Spassgesellschaft (fun society), and Ronald Hitzler la-
bels its exponents Bastelexistenzen (self-rigged or do-it-
yourself individuals).1®

It becomes clear that, as different as these approaches may be,
they intersect in the central motivational figure of the “self”, the
“subject”, the grosso modo of the individual life, of life as such.
In these “self-rigged” blueprints for life — for “life as last op-
portunity”® — security and protection of one’s life take on a
crucial position as a replacement for lost certainties. Culture, on
the other hand — detached from the basis of its preventive char-
acter, which originally pervaded all aspects of life — is essentially
perceived only as a possibility for relief from the pressure of
existence, as fun and event culture, as an opportunity for enter-
tainment, or even as a realm for self-fulfillment of all kinds.1”

In the prevailing competitive system of self-assertion, de-
fined by the market economy — take the example of the “Ich-
AG” (one-man start-up business) — relief is, so to speak, the
added value of the stress inherent in the system. In other words:
One indulges in culture — as one relief segment among many —
or one does not. Culture is an individually chosen decision
within a broad spectrum of possibilities; it is — in legal diction
—a hobby or something done for fun. This is the counterpoint to
public interest, and it is under the vague legal concept of public
interest that the strategies of preservation — conservation and
maintenance of the architectural heritage — are legitimized. The
present situation is characterized by a complex transfer of for-
merly public interests to group-specific or individual interests,
at the other end of which is simply the personal “hobby”. Fields
involving the “culture of preservation” — from the museums that
look after the visual arts to the places that cultivate music, lit-
erature, theater, the architectural heritage, etc. — are particularly
exposed in this process.!8

The loss of common sense — the dwindling of collective ori-
entations therein — is ultimately also a sign of the crisis of the
state; this “slimmed down” state has let its citizens come of age
in a period of self-determined cultural orientations or disorienta-
tions. Collective public interests are reduced to areas that serve
self-interest or insure our lives: retirement benefits and old age
welfare, health, social security, education and training, infra-
structure, etc. etc.

In reference to our topic, however, can something that increas-
ingly lies outside the range of individual needs and self-interests
and that is drifting from the sphere of public interests to the
segmented periphery of the private be reintegrated into the gen-
eral self-conception of prevailing lifestyles? To answer this
question we must refer back to the previously explained motiva-

tion for preventive action as a result of a cognitive process on
the one hand and of an understanding of traditions this process
has laid down on the other hand. Using the example of World
Cultural Heritage we must ask: Where are there still elements of
a tradition of prevention, and where is there still need for cogni-
tive mobility, awareness and recognition in order to bring about
institutional changes that will call for prevention in certain
areas, will integrate these changes into the legal system, and will
thus create the conditions necessary for preventive action. As a
whole, reintegration and re-stabilization processes always also
involve transfer efforts, and this transfer represents cognitive
mobility. Where traditions seem fragile through loss of self-
conception or institutions appear weakened by loss of purpose,
there is a need for cognitive impulses in order to move, for in-
stance, from a view of the cultural heritage as uneconomical,
useless and merely a hobby to the awareness of its sustainable
social yield. Such cognitively justified transfer efforts would
ultimately change the system itself and become apparent in an
institutional restabilization. As has been said before: prevention
begins in the mind.

Focus on Practice

Moving from the mind to the hand — into action — is often a
tortuous path. In the field of preventive practices,'® we can dif-
ferentiate on a broad scale between the spheres of the sacred and
the profane. There are further divergences in the variables of
urban and rural areas, as well as in the specific characteristics of
different regions and topographies. An important differentiating
feature is the owner factor with its issues of continuity and
change in ownership and, in this context, problems regarding
continuity and change of use. How dramatic the effects of dis-
ruptions in ownership succession and in use can be is (still)
demonstrated by the consequences of the world wars and other
warlike events, political upheavals, system changes, etc. which
have led to the ruination of entire categories of monuments.
The upshot is: Consciousness regarding prevention — inter-
nalized and made independent as tradition — exists most dis-
tinctly where there is continuity of ownership and (intact)
continuity of use in a tradition-conscious (value conservative)
framework. Concretely this (still) applies to domains of the
church and the aristocracy, and with increasing limitations to
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bourgeois and rural segments. Reasons for the diminishment of
preventive traditions are to be found in demands and pressures
for modernization, connected in the city with social and eco-
nomic prestige and in rural areas with needs that have to some
extent truly undergone changes but are largely intended as
compensation for the supposed “cultural lag”. This means that
various categories of monuments and types of ownership show
greatly differing tendencies for constancy and change. Simpli-
fied, the shrinking segment of the aristocracy and of upper
middle class and bourgeois lifestyles is characterized by con-
stancy and a sense of owner and generational obligations. With
regard to prevention awareness, strong binds to traditions find
their correlate in the principle of repair and in maintenance and
upkeep; an outlook formed by conservative values finds its
equivalent in the restoration of existing buildings and in mod-
erate modernization — if the economic base permits. A “will-
ingness to make sacrifices” in connection with preventive
measures, often related to special occasions (anniversaries,
marriage), accords with the exclusion of a pointedly “eco-
nomic” value system.

The same applies in principle to the ecclesiastical sphere,
although differences arise as a rule because of the shorter in-
tervals between interventions (25 years and less) and the prob-
lems of “de-restoration” and “over-restoration”. The evolved
state of a monument increasingly appears as a patchwork of
various interventions, as a state that never existed historically.
Modernization options are developed in connection with lit-
urgy and church music and, not inconsiderably, with the in-
creasing demand for comfort (pews, heating, light). As positive
aspects in the ecclesiastical sphere mention could be made of
preventive programs aimed at particular architectural concerns
or at precious fittings, as well as in the field of education and
advanced training.

In the urban sphere, there is a diminishing continuity of own-
ership and owner-occupied use on the one hand, and increasing
real estate management on the other hand. Changes in function
aimed at an increase in use value (higher zoning, gutting) sig-
nify increasing loss of historic fabric: minimal to no prevention,
repairs (of the historic remnants, in general the facade) that are
undertaken only for a particular occasion or are motivated by
real estate economics.?°

Major national monuments, some of which are part of the
World Cultural Heritage, occupy a special position within the
general framework that | have only very cursorily sketched
here. These monuments are largely removed from changes; to a
certain extent they are subject to a “taboo against change”. A
conservation approach applies to them on principle. This cate-
gory is therefore characterized by a significant degree of conti-
nuity of preservation; prevention, conservation, restoration, re-
pair, maintenance and upkeep have priority. For national
monuments and World Cultural Heritage sites identification is
based on the unchanging continuity of the image — which con-
versely means that something like a “perception shock” occurs
if changes do occur.?! However, even this fundamental taboo
against changes to national icons is undermined by the pressure
of commercialization, for instance by adaptations for tourism or
museum use. The results are in fact quite ambivalent for this
category of monuments: increased preventive measures and
shortened intervals of restoration and repair on the one hand,
and intensified pressures to change deriving from the demands
and needs of the “consumers” as well as from the requirements
of tourism marketing on the other hand. In this context it should
be noted that the continuity of the image of national icons —
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(still) with a concomitant taboo against change — is increasingly
limited to the narrowly framed image of a postcard cliché; the
surroundings, which often have already been misused, are
blended out.?

Although a certain degree of common sense regarding the
continuity of visual preservation and a taboo against changes
prevails with national icons that are individually listed as
World Cultural Heritage sites, there is a decisive difference
regarding larger sites, ensembles or historic districts (such as
the World Cultural Heritage category “historic center”), as
well as regarding core zones and buffer zones in World Heri-
tage sites, cultural landscapes, etc. In these contexts the oppo-
site “common sense” viewpoint can be observed. It is said that
the city cannot become a museum or be placed under a bell jar;
the Stone Age metaphor is mentioned, and there is talk of
being “anti-progressive”, “backward-looking”, “conservative”.
The preservationist is repudiated as a preventer, and the rally-
ing cry “We are living in the 215t century” is brought into cir-
culation; development is played off against stagnation. Ac-
cording to prevailing political and social conventions, in these
areas change not only may but should take place. The category
“life” is the imperative. Historic sites, World Heritage sites,
have to “live”, even if this watchword is based on a very lim-
ited and one-dimensional concept of “life”. The philosophy
that is propagated for these areas follows the “Well, why not?”
mentality,?® the principle “why not?” and “anything goes”.
Why not high-rises, added stories, renewal, modernization,
gutting, demolition, designation of land for construction, etc.
etc.? This attitude corresponds to a change of aesthetic percep-
tion. The revaluation of contrast, fragment, breaches of scale
and the stylization of the fractal and the part now stand for the
loss of the aesthetic categories of harmony, coherence, propor-
tion, scale and appropriateness, and thus correspond to the loss
of an understanding of the whole. Corrective strategies, such
as the current international discussions of “surroundings”,
“setting”, “skyline”, “historic urban landscape”, etc. etc., come
only in the aftermath of developments and are faulted as being
“too late”, “too slow”, “not dominant enough”, “not profes-
sional enough”.

For this very reason

Prevention runs counter to all the accelerated processes of
change that characterize the globalized world. But precisely this
could/should be the flexible point of cognitive mobility’s provo-
cation, inaugurating a rethinking, reflection, an ideological turn.
With this change we could/should become conscious of the fact
that, in their deepest core, the prevailing acceleration fantasies
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are borne by the redemption idea of their opposite, the concept
of the good end. In almost all concepts of history — theological
and philosophic profane — the teleological element, the concept
of “arriving”, plays a critical role. In the major religions it is the
concept of the arrival in a redeeming hereafter, in the philo-
sophical concepts the idea of the blissful fulfillment of the self;
the topos of arriving at oneself, of coming to peace, is important
even in our secularized, everyday yearnings. In this sense, heri-
tage — and World Cultural Heritage in particular — represents a

state of arrival in the course of history; it represents a stabilizing
element and place of repose in the frantically accelerated and
variable state of change that is all around. In order to continu-
ously and preventively secure these places of constancy and
repose in an era of forgotten traditions and weakened institu-
tions, there is a need for cognitive efforts to achieve a restabili-
zation of traditions and institutions.

Da capo: prevention begins in the mind.
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