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Abstract
We explore how the combination of cultural heritage and present-day cultural affili-
ations influences the construction of the concept of sustainability at the scale of the 
community using the case study of Rapa Nui (Easter Island, Chile). We argue that 
overlapping affiliations—expressed through administrative culture, organizational 
culture, and professional culture—influence the views held by governance leaders. 
Furthermore, the role of cultural heritage must be considered in efforts to change 
and perpetuate sustainability-related behaviors within a community. Using archeo-
logical and historical evidence from the pre-contact and historical record of Rapa 
Nui, we discuss how cultural heritage evolved endogenously in response to biophys-
ical and socio-economic forces. We then explore how this cultural heritage inter-
acts with cultural affiliations though the analysis of interviews with six governance 
leaders. Five different discourses that reflect elements of the common heritage of 
the respondents as well as elements of their various administrative/organizational/
professional cultural affiliations emerge from this analysis.

Keywords  Sustainability · Cultural heritage · Cultural affiliations · Rapa Nui (Easter 
Island) · Communities

Introduction

With increasing emphasis on the role that communities play in creating a sustain-
able future comes the need to understand the role that cultural heritage and cultural 
affiliations play in how sustainability is understood at the local level. Caldas et al. 
(2015) argued that sustainability science research and policy are entwined with cul-
ture as an integral component needed for affecting and directing change. The argu-
ment is as follows: since actions related to sustainability are enacted by people, and 
people share cultural heritage as part of their worldviews and their shared cognitive 
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structures, cultural values will inevitably influence the choice and adoption rate of 
practices that can lead to greater degrees of community sustainability. In this way, 
culture impacts biological, physical, social, and economic systems and, therefore, 
must be included as a target of sustainability efforts. The role of culture in facili-
tating change, however, need not simply be exogenous to this process. Shared cul-
tural values can be endogenous and can shape the nature of interaction with natu-
ral and social systems as much as these systems can shape cultural values. In this 
way, assessing and incorporating traditions that shape the actions of individuals and 
groups offer an essential “lens” through which sustainability would be understood 
and the basis upon which actions might be enacted. Incorporating cultural heritage 
and contexts plays an essential role in sustainability research as it relates to human 
communities. We must, therefore, add “culture” to the list of principles that form the 
basis of community-scale sustainability: equity, economy, environment, and culture 
(Soini and Dessein 2016).

In addition to cultural heritage, which is largely grounded in the past, people also 
have cultural affiliations related to their present-day roles. These cultural affiliations 
may be political, administrative, organizational, and/or professional. Because sus-
tainability policies are debated, developed, enacted, and implemented by governance 
officials with varying cultural affiliations, it is important to understand the extent to 
which these present-day aspects of culture interact with cultural heritage to produce 
current conceptions of sustainability.

This article explores an example of the role cultural heritage, and cultural affili-
ations play in shaping sustainability using a case study conducted on Rapa Nui 
(Easter Island, Chile). First, we develop a conceptual framework for the study of 
cultural heritage and cultural affiliations and outline their impacts on local sustain-
ability perspectives and priorities. Second, we present archeological evidence that 
shows how biological, physical, social, and economic systems shaped the cultural 
heritage of Rapa Nui in ways that sustained populations until European contact. 
Third, we analyze content generated by interviews with key governance informants 
on Rapa Nui as a way of exploring the island’s contemporary discourses on sustain-
ability. Our study concludes by showing that despite sharing a common cultural her-
itage, governance officials view the relationship between sustainability and culture 
in quite different ways. The data also suggest that these differences can be explained 
in part by their various cultural affiliations that are connected to their roles within 
the Rapa Nui community.

Culture as a lens and a component of sustainability

What is sustainability?

Before jumping into a discussion of the relationship between culture and sustainabil-
ity, it is important to define what is meant by sustainability. Here, we start with the 
“three Es” approach sustainability that includes environment, economy, and equity. 
This approach stems from the Bruntland Report (Our Common Future 1987) def-
inition of sustainable development as that which “meets the needs of the present 
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without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” 
This definition embraces a human-centered approach to sustainability in which the 
primary goal is to increase the welfare of humans through more equitable access to 
economic resources while also ensuring that the world’s environmental resources 
are not depleted.

This “three Es model” has been modified over the years. Often, the equity dimen-
sion is referred to as the social dimension. Additionally, others have argued that gov-
ernance (Ali-Toudert and Ji 2017; Huang et al. 2015; Michael et al. 2014; Mischen 
et al. 2019a, b; Valentin and Spangenberg 2000); and culture (Duxbury and Jean-
notte 2011; Soini and Birkeland 2014; Soini and Dessein 2016) should be added as 
dimensions of sustainability. Governance, in particular, refers to the ability of com-
munities to engage in self-determination (Mischen et  al. 2019a, b). In this sense, 
governance is viewed as a means of achieving equity, economic, and environmental 
goals of sustainability but is also an end in itself. Likewise, culture, as will be dis-
cussed more fully below, can be viewed as a means of achieving sustainability and/
or as something worth sustaining that is distinct from equity-based “social” factors.

Furthermore, we argue that sustainability should not be treated as a state that can 
be achieved at a particular time but is best conceived of as a process by which goal-
oriented, imperfect knowledge shapes behaviors in the present and more importantly, 
the future. Given the inability to perfectly match action with future conditions, sus-
tainability can only be retrospectively assessed (Costanza and Patten 1995). For 
instance, we can say that a community that is located in a particular place sustained 
itself over some period of time. We cannot, however, say that specific actions that 
might be taken today by a different community are, or are not, sustainable. While we 
can argue that a group of individuals who are using freshwater faster than it is being 
recharged is doing so at an unsustainable rate of water use relative to present knowl-
edge. Technological abilities and climatic changes, however, may show that we are 
wrong. Sustainability in the context of the present, therefore, is a dialog through 
which we can evaluate the probability of various future states as well as the relative 
value we place on various outcomes.

Culture as a lens: cultural affiliations

Differences in culture are often used to explain how different groups of individu-
als understand and engage in practices that further sustainability through their focus 
greatly varies (e.g., Husted 2005; Parboteeah et  al. 2012; Park et  al. 2007; Tata 
and Prasad 2015). In 1997, Hofstede made the first formal recognition that cultural 
values shape sustainability-related perceptions and actions. He proposed five cul-
tural dimensions that can be used to identify cultural attitudes toward sustainabil-
ity: power distance, individualism-collectivism, masculinity-femininity, orientation 
toward time, and uncertainty avoidance. Using this framework, Husted (2005), for 
example, concluded that countries with low levels of power distance, high levels of 
individualism, and low levels of masculinity are more likely to pursue sustainable 
development.
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Other approaches to incorporating cultural attitudes into studies of sustainabil-
ity have proposed using political affiliation as a variable that contributes to explain-
ing levels of support for sustainability-related actions. For instance, Veenstra et al. 
(2016) showed that political affiliation, when measured in terms of ideology and 
party membership, influences not only respondents’ beliefs about environmental and 
health risks of hydraulic fracturing for natural gas but also the type of media sought 
to provide information about such issues. Similarly, Mendy (2010) found that Chil-
ean political party affiliation was a significant factor in whether or not a local legis-
lator would support pro-environmental legislation.

While cultural values expressed at the group-level values certainly impact indi-
viduals’ perceptions of sustainability, Erez and Gati (2004) argued that individual 
cognitive perceptions must also be assessed and factored into analyses. Individual 
perceptions are culturally constructed by psychological processes that contribute 
to the coordination of a person’s behavior in ways to align actions with pertinent 
cultural heritage (Kitayama 2002). The processes influencing human thought and 
action, however, are probabilistic and not deterministic because people share val-
ues across a myriad overlapping set of social groups (Bordieu 1977). Following 
this notion, Caldas et  al. (2015, p. 8157) proposed endogenizing cultural heritage 
in sustainability research and policy as means of recognizing that culture is “both a 
property of the individual and a property of the social context in which individuals 
exist.”

Based on this background, we argue that building an understanding of contem-
porary sustainability attitudes of communities in any location requires incorporating 
an investigation of the array of cultural affiliations held by individuals, particularly 
those responsible for policies and actions within the community: governance lead-
ers. An assessment of these values must consider the multiple frames of reference 
from which these attitudes are formed while also considering individual and group-
level effects. Thus, one step toward defining the processes by which sustainability is 
perceived in a community is the identification of the roles that governance leaders 
fulfill coupled with an assessment of how affiliation to these roles influences their 
perspectives on sustainability practices and policy. The perspectives of governance 
leaders include not only political affiliation but also administrative, organizational, 
and professional cultural affiliations.

Among the potential set of affiliations that contribute towards individual cultural 
values for governance leaders, administrative culture is the most obvious (Anechi-
arico 1998). While political culture is associated with ideology and organizational 
values that persist within a specific organization, administrative culture can be con-
ceived as the mid-point between these two values, reflecting beliefs about the role of 
government in governance (Henderson 2004). Anechiarico (1998, p. 17) noted that 
administrative culture “is the air that the administrators breathe. More specifically, 
administrative culture is a transmissible pattern of beliefs, values, and behaviors in 
public agencies about the agency’s role and relationship to the public. Administra-
tive culture is produced by a combination of historical, structural, and contempora-
neous political factors that share internal rules and customs and the predisposition 
to reform.” For instance, Henderson (2004) argued that the American administra-
tive culture is a product of a variety of historical factors such as “independence” 
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from Europe, American corporate behavior, and the 9/11 terrorist attack. Unlike 
other group-level cultural values, administration culture most strongly influ-
ences the means and the efficacy by which governance leaders engage in the act of 
sustainability.

Professional culture consists of the shared values and beliefs of a group of indi-
viduals who share an occupation. Professional culture is often distinct from political 
and organizational culture and contributes additional factors in shaping sustainabil-
ity-related decisions and actions. Parker and Dent (1996), for example, described 
how UK National Health Service managers perceived the actions of doctors as sty-
mying organizational change. In this case, the researchers recognized that manag-
ers all shared perceptions of their own jobs that shaped their actions and language. 
Managers, for example, view health-care seekers as “customers” as a way of con-
noting business and efficiency, while doctors use the term “patients” to emphasize 
“overtones of client dependency and professional expertise” (Parker and Dent 1996, 
p. 351). Such professional language highlights the potential for professional cultural 
differences to serve as obstacles to collaborative governance and thus collection 
action that might foster sustainability (Gober et al. 2013).

Finally, the perception of sustainability can be impacted by organizational culture. 
Organizational culture consists of the views shared by members of a single organiza-
tion who participate in its operation. Yesilkagit (2004) has shown, for example that 
organizational culture has been shown to affect the success of public administrative 
reforms. Similarly, Romzek and Johnston (1999) have outlined how organizational 
culture contributes to the differences in the way in which welfare reform for the 
United States has been implemented. Following these examples, researchers have 
noted that organizational culture influences the degree to which corporations adopt 
sustainable practices (e.g., Baumgartner 2009; Linnenluecke and Griffiths 2010).

Culture as a component of sustainability

The assessment of culture in shaping perceptions of sustainability can be investi-
gated in three distinct ways: culture as something to be sustained, culture as a mech-
anism for promoting sustainability, and culture as a sustainability-focused system 
(Soini and Dessein 2016). First, when culture is treated as a feature of a group to be 
sustained, it is usually framed in terms of a component of shared heritage. As such, 
culture can be treated as information that is physically embodied, in the sense of 
buildings or other objects, or can be intangible, such as knowledge (Duxbury and 
Jeannotte 2011; Soini and Birkeland 2014; Soini and Dessein 2016). Cultural her-
itage is identifiable as traditions in which information is passed from one genera-
tion to the next with sufficient fidelity. Ideas about sustainability, in this way, can 
be traced over past and future generations (Duxbury and Jeannotte 2011; Soini and 
Birkeland 2014). Traditions that involve sustainability-oriented practices may form 
a component of cultural diversity and cultural rights within a population (Soini and 
Birkeland 2014). In the context in which cultural diversity is a value within a popu-
lation and when the rights of culturally affiliated groups are recognized, cultural var-
iability can serve as a resource that must be respected and considered, particularly in 
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planning and management decisions related to sustainability. We refer to this as the 
“culture as a pillar of sustainability” approach.

Second, cultural traditions can also serve as a mechanism for promoting sustaina-
bility practices. Shared ideas among related individuals are an avenue in which local 
knowledge and insights into contemporary practices persist within a group (Duxbury 
and Jeannotte 2011; Soini and Dessein 2016). For many indigenous groups, sustain-
ability knowledge and practices form the key aspects of cultural heritage that groups 
are seeking to protect (Soini and Birkeland 2014). This second view of “culture as 
an enabler of sustainability” overlaps with governance, environment, economy, and 
equity concerns in customary law.

Finally, a cultural system can serve as the means of sustainability (Soini and Des-
sein 2016). Under this view, cultural views about sustainability can strongly guide 
the rules by which populations interact with the natural environment. In this sense, 
culture does not just link the other aspects of sustainability but instead encompasses 
all of the pillars of sustainability. Soini and Birkeland (2014) refer to this idea as 
“eco-cultural civilization.” Using this representation of culture and sustainability, 
“sustainability is no longer seen as a set of options that can be chosen or denied, or 
which can be integrated or not, but rather it becomes an inseparable part of a cultur-
ally-embedded development paradigm that is largely shared among policy-makers, 
citizens, public and private institutions, and so on” (Soini and Dessein 2016, p. 5). 
We refer to this as the “culture as sustainability” approach.

Summary

It is through the process of shared histories, interaction, and social learning that 
groups of individuals located in geographic space will come to share a panoply of 
cultural values. Even within geographic areas, however, individuals will share varia-
ble degrees of ideas based on specific histories, family, and neighbors as well as cul-
tural affiliations based on political ideology, the organizations for which they work, 
their professions, and the type of administrative role they fill. All of these factors 
may shape how individuals perceive sustainability and contribute to their practices 
and policies. Teasing apart these various sources of perspectives offers an opportu-
nity to determine opportunities and challenges within any group towards promoting 
new initiatives in sustainability.

Case study: Rapa Nui (Easter Island), Chile

Rapa Nui (Easter Island, Chile) is known worldwide for its megalithic statues called 
moai. With a spectacular pre-contact archeological record, the island has recently 
attracted well-over 60,000 visitors per year, up from just a few thousand just two 
decades ago (CODEIPA 2015). Rapa Nui, however, is only 161  km2 in area, is 
located thousands of kilometers from any other island (see Fig. 1), and lacks much 
in the way of natural resources. According to the 2017 census, the island is home 
to about 7750 residents, 3152 of whom self-identify as a Rapanui descendent (INE 
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2019). Due to its natural constraints and given the tremendous recent surge in tourist 
visits, the island currently faces a number of critical sustainability issues including 
limited locations for waste disposal, pressures on sewage and wastewater treatment, 
saltwater intrusion into drinking water, and declining biodiversity (Campbell 2006; 
Delaune 2012; Duran and Rodriguez 2012; Figueroa and Rotarou 2016a, b). While 
tourism has increased the island’s economic opportunities for residents, the increase 
in the number of visitors on the island has strained natural resources. Such effects 
on islands like Rapa Nui are particularly impactful relative to those experienced in 
mainland contexts (Bass and Dalal-Clayton 1995). Even still, Rapa Nui is particu-
larly sensitive to environmental impacts given its diminutive size and the nonrenew-
able nature of the resources that create interest for tourists—its spectacular archeo-
logical and cultural treasures.

Contrary to many earlier narratives (e.g., Bahn and Flenley 1992; Diamond 1995, 
2005), the pre-contact history of Rapa Nui shows that its communities grew sustain-
ably for roughly 500 years before the arrival of Europeans (Hunt and Lipo 2011). 
After the arrival of Europeans in 1722, the island was subject to a number of extrin-
sic impacts: the introduction of disease, new economic resources, slave raiding, and 
other historic events (Fischer 2005; Hunt and Lipo 2011; Peiser 2005). New diseases 
carried by Europeans had included smallpox, dysentery, leprosy, and tuberculosis, 
all of which took a major toll on the islanders as they had little if any natural immu-
nity. At the same time, whalers ransacked the island for supplies and workers for 

Fig. 1   Location of Rapa Nui
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their ships. Between 1862 and 1888, slave raiders (“blackbirding”) came from Peru 
to take islanders by coercion and force (Maude 1981). In a massive raid in 1863, as 
many as 1500, Rapanui had been abducted or killed (Fischer 2005). By 1877, the 
adult native population residing on the island had reached its recorded low of just 
110 (Fischer 2005; Peiser 2005). While this loss of population likely contributed to 
a significant loss of cultural traditions, the persistence of the Rapanui language dem-
onstrates remarkable cultural persistence despite these tragic events.

Environmentally, the island was transformed by the imposition of a large sheep 
ranch operation by the Williamson-Balfour company (Fischer 2005). Between 1888 
and 1933, foreign ranch administrators allowed as many as 60,000 sheep to range 
across the island (Charola 1994). The impacts of this grazing dramatically changed 
the island’s vegetation and remain visible in the massive gullies and sheet erosion 
that are observed across areas on the eastern side of the island (Mieth and Bork 
2005).

In 1888, Chile annexed Rapa Nui. However, the people of Rapa Nui remained 
indentured workers for the sheep ranch through the first half of the 20th century. 
The era of corporate sheep ranching only ended in 1953 when the Chilean govern-
ment refused to renew the company’s permit. The population remained governed by 
the Chilean Navy, which maintained a permanent base on the island. Over time, the 
Rapanui people have begun to take over the island’s governance. In 1965, Alfonso 
Rapu led a group of residents in an insurrection for recognition of the Rapanui peo-
ple as Chilean citizens, which ultimately forced the Chilean government to begin to 
return parcels of land to the Rapanui. He was later elected mayor of the island. This 
insurrection led to full Chilean citizenship for the islanders in 1966. In 1984, his 
brother, Sergio Rapu, became the first Rapanui individual to be appointed governor 
and led the island through 1990. Since that time, the island has seen increasing roles 
for the Rapanui people in governance and overall self-determination.

Today, Rapa Nui is a province of the Valparaiso region of Chile, which has a 
population of over 1.7 million people located primarily on the mainland. As a prov-
ince, it has an appointed governor who reports to the intendant of the region. A 
majority of the island’s residents (87%) live within Hanga Roa, the capital and sole 
municipality on the island. Hanga Roa is led by a mayor who is elected by its resi-
dents every 4 years. Of the island’s land area, 43 percent falls within the Rapa Nui 
National Park, which was managed until 2016 by the National Forest Corporation 
(CONAF). CONAF is a private, non-profit corporation responsible for the manage-
ment of Chile’s forest resources and is overseen by the Ministry of Agriculture.

The emergence of local island governance has grown over time, much of it as 
a consequence of the tremendous increase in tourism. A boom in global tourism 
and tourists from Chile has led to multiple daily flights from Santiago, Chile, and 
a weekly flight from Tahiti. One significant consequence of this growth in tourism 
is migration from Chile to support the tourist industry. While the growth in visitors 
has greatly increased economic opportunities for the islanders, increases in perma-
nent residents and the strain on resources have led to challenges and conflict. With 
greater economic independence, groups of Rapanui people have become increas-
ingly vocal about the island’s need for locally based governance. For example, in 
2015 the Rapa Nui Parliament, an indigenous rights group established in 2001 by 
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the Council of Elders (https://​minor​ityri​ghts.​org/​minor​ities/​rapan​ui/), took over 
the Rapa Nui National Park by blocking the access roads (https://​www.​easte​risla​
nd.​travel/​blog/​tag/​rapa-​nui-​parli​ament/). In addition to concerns about the transfer 
of land to non-native corporations, the group objected to the continued mainland-
based administration of the National Park and as well as the continued immigra-
tion of Chilean citizens to Rapa Nui. On August 15, 2015, the Rapa Nui Parliament 
began to try to collect the 60 USD entry fee that was previously charged by CONAF 
for access to the Park. On August 29, police cleared the roadblock and CONAF 
regained control of the Park. In an effort to find an administrative solution to such 
issues, the Rapa Nui Commissioners of the Easter Island Development Commission 
(CODEIPA) asked CONAF to establish a wholly indigenous management system for 
the park. CONAF instead presented a co-administration plan (known as GOSPAN), 
in which the role of the Rapanui people was merely consultative (CODEIPA 2015, 
p. 2). CODEIPA responded with its proposal for an organization called the Comuni-
dad Indígena Ma’u Henua, an organization composed of members of native Rapanui 
families. This organization has been implemented in three phases with the complete 
indigenous control scheduled for 2025.

Beginning in 2016, the island’s parkland has been managed by Comunidad Indí-
gena Ma’u Henua. In addition, the island’s governance is shared by other indige-
nous groups including CODEIPA, an organization that manages the development, 
the Rapa Nui Parliament, and the Honui committee, a group that represents the 36 
families on the island, Thus, it has been through this process of conflict and resolu-
tion that the island has seen the recent emergence of a strong and comprehensive 
native governance system enabling self-determination and self-management of the 
island’s resources.

Data and methods

Sample selection

It is with this history and context in mind that we chose key informants to explore 
existing sustainability perspectives among Rapa Nui governance leaders. We made 
our selection of key informants based on the events described above and chose 
individuals to represent the five different governance perspectives. Our questions 
were focused on ascertaining the degree to which sustainability perspectives were 
reflected by different administrative, organizational, and/or professional cultural 
affiliations. In January 2016, we conducted interviews with six key informants over 
five interview sessions. These key informants included as follows:

•	 The governor, appointed by the Chilean government to oversee the Island as a 
whole. As an appointee of the Chilean government, this respondent is account-
able to the national government, reflecting an administrative culture that is dif-
ferent from that existing on the island.

•	 The former governor, currently a business owner and active in the tourist indus-
try as well as a published archeologist. This respondent was the first native gov-

https://minorityrights.org/minorities/rapanui/
https://www.easterisland.travel/blog/tag/rapa-nui-parliament/
https://www.easterisland.travel/blog/tag/rapa-nui-parliament/
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ernor of Rapa Nui and his position in both the business community and as an 
archeologist studying Rapa Nui, two different professional cultures, makes him 
an important participant in the governance of the island, despite no longer hold-
ing office.

•	 The mayor of the commune of Rapa Nui, located in Hanga Roa. Unlike the gov-
ernor, the mayor is elected by the people of Hanga Roa, the only municipality on 
the island. As an elected official, the mayor is accountable to the people.

•	 Two members of the Rapa Nui Parliament. The Rapa Nui Parliament is an indig-
enous rights organization that maintains the historical governance practices of 
Rapa Nui. Although it does not hold an official governance role as recognized by 
the Chilean government, it has considerable power on the island.

•	 The Director of CONAF. As the bureaucratic agency that controls 43% of the 
land area of the island, CONAF represents a traditional western bureaucratic 
administrative culture. It has evolved from a traditional public administration 
approach to a New Public Management approach to governance (Lipo et  al. 
2020). Furthermore, it represents a different professional culture, forestry, and 
the protection of the environment.

While all of these participants share a common cultural heritage, that is, they are 
all of Rapanui descent, we expected that these key informants, due to the positions 
they hold, would provide varying views on what it means for Rapa Nui to be sus-
tainable. Despite few in number, these respondents represent different administra-
tive cultures (e.g., Chilean/western and traditional), different organizational cultures 
(e.g., CONAF and Rapa Nui Parliament), and different professional cultures (e.g., 
tourism industry, archeology, and forestry). All are central to the governance pro-
cesses of the island and their actions will result in the policies and practices that 
could lead Rapa Nui towards greater sustainability. In order to understand the spe-
cific sustainability policies that will emerge, one must understand how each of these 
governance leaders constructs the concept of sustainability and how their present-
day cultural affiliations influence these constructions.

Data collection and analysis

We conducted interviews with the past governor and current mayor in English. Our 
interviews with the director of CONAF and the current governor took place in Span-
ish with the aid of a Rapanui translator. Our interview with the two members of 
the Rapa Nui Parliament was conducted in Spanish, Rapanui, and English. In these 
interviews, one of the members of Parliament spoke English and the other spoke 
only Rapanui. During the interview with the Parliament members, the member 
who spoke English translated what was being said by the member who spoke only 
Rapanui. We recorded all the interviews, transcribed the English and Spanish por-
tions, and then translated the Spanish portions of the transcription into English. The 
interviews ranged from 45 to 60 min in length. Although we conducted each inter-
view “on the record” via an approved IRB protocol, the names of individuals were 
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not used. Additionally, we allowed participants to stop the recording and say things 
“off the record.”

As an exploratory study, our interviews were minimally structured and centered 
around the question of what perceptions about sustainability for Rapa Nui. Our 
follow-up questions related to learning more about the steps required for the island 
to achieve greater degrees of sustainability. This tactic allowed for the exploration 
of topics such as education, tourism, and the structure of government, as well as 
environmental issues. The interviewees largely controlled the direction of the inter-
views, and therefore, offered an opportunity for different topics to emerge through 
the course of our discussions.

A case-based approach to the data was used in order to investigate the individual 
narratives that might reflect the cultural affiliations of the informants. Using Atlas.
ti (ATLAS.ti Scientific Software Development GmbH), we coded each interview 
using a set of start codes representing the three most commonly recognized aspects 
of sustainability—environment, economy, and social equity—as well as governance 
and culture as suggested by Mischen et al. (2019a, b). Sub-codes were then devel-
oped inductively to explain in detail how each of these aspects of sustainability was 
discussed. Taking a phenomenological approach, we opted to use in-vivo coding 
for many of these subcodes, using the actual words and phases of interviewees as 
opposed to our interpretations. By using the actual words of the interviewees, we 
hope to present the world as they see it.

Following Hajer and Fischer (1999) and Pahl-Wostl et al. (2008), we recognize 
the cultural underpinnings of sustainability discourses. To organize our analysis, we 
modified Dryzek’s (2005) approach to studying environmental discourses to account 
for the larger concept of sustainability. We analyzed each of the narratives by asking 
the following four questions. First, which aspects of sustainability are recognized? 
That is, which of the five major start codes were used in each of the interviews? 
Second, what assumptions are made about relationships? Third, who are the agents 
and what are their motives? And fourth, what are the key metaphors or rhetorical 
devices employed? To answer these last three questions, we examined the subcodes 
that emerged in the second phase of coding. Since we began the interviews with a 
general question regarding what it means for Rapa Nui to be sustainable and then 
followed up with prompts regarding other aspects of sustainability that may not have 
been mentioned in the initial response, we placed greatest importance on the initial 
response to the question of what sustainability means on Rapa Nui, treating this as 
the dominant narrative. Lastly, we examined how “culture” was discussed in each of 
the interviews more holistically and categorized this discussion as taking one of the 
following three approaches – culture as a pillar of sustainability, culture as enabler 
of sustainability, or culture as sustainability. The results of this analysis are summa-
rized in Table 1.

Due to the small number of interviews that we conducted and our adherence to 
taking a phenomenological approach to our study, we are unable to make sweeping 
claims about the role that particular cultural affiliations play in the construction of 
sustainability discourses or the way culture is viewed vis-à-vis sustainability on an 
island-wide basis. The purposeful selection of these various governance individu-
als, however, provides sufficient information to explore whether cultural affiliations 
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associated with their positions of leadership on the island contribute to meaning 
making about sustainability, and therefore, have the potential for future examination 
in the study of sustainability at the local level.

Findings

When asked what it means for Rapa Nui to be sustainable, the initial answers from 
the five key informant interviews included themes of self-rule, love, conflict resolu-
tion, limiting the number of permanent residents, and self-reliance. Only the last of 
these themes referred to the island’s natural resources directly. The other themes we 
noted were primarily, but certainly not exclusively, associated with people and their 
interactions.

Given the history of Rapa Nui, it is not surprising that sustainability would be 
equated with self-rule by members of the Rapa Nui Parliament. According to one 
of the elders, the Rapa Nui Parliament is “the resistance, the continuity of the resist-
ance to the colonizer. It is the voice of the Rapa Nui nation, the voice of the Rapanui 
people, who fight for inalienable rights of land and of cultural resources, etc.” The 
Parliament representatives saw self-rule as the necessary mechanism for preserving 
culture, language, sites, and artifacts of historical importance, as well as the natu-
ral resources that supported the community. Sustainability was equated with sur-
vival, of the culture and of the environment. For these respondents, self-rule requires 
localism of government, and a way of making decisions, not simply the authority to 
make decisions. They viewed Parliament as a protector of all aspects of sustainabil-
ity as opposed to the colonizers who would view the land, its resources, and artifacts 
as things to be collected. Two stories illustrate this. First, they spoke of tourists who 
stole parts of artifacts. They also spoke of scientists who came to the island and col-
lected plants that had medicinal benefits.

This narrative of self-rule contains three of the five aspects of sustainability. Self-
rule is clearly connected to not only governance, but also equity and culture. At first, 
culture was presented as something to be sustained. Later in the interview, the con-
versation turned to cultural practices that were viewed as sustainable. These prac-
tices included replanting pineapple tops in common areas so future users would have 
continued access to pineapples. Through this story, there was an acknowledgement 
of the environment, but it was not part of the dominant narrative. For the most part, 
culture was discussed as that which sustained the Rapanui people. Cultural tradi-
tions and cultural knowledge were the basis of governance, agriculture, and medi-
cine. The members of the Rapa Nui Parliament viewed culture as the source of their 
survival in the distant past as well as in the present day. Because culture is inherently 
intertwined with governance, the environment, and equity, culture is viewed as the 
mechanism for creating sustainability. Therefore, this interview represents the “cul-
ture as sustainability” perspective.

A focus on community control was also echoed by the Mayor of Hanga Roa who 
used a colonial term for a town hall, cabildo, to describe the process by which he 
invited the community to participate in the creation of a plan for the community. He 
describes an event that took place in December 2012, when about 700 people (more 
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than 10% of the adults on the Island) came to share “their impressions, their opin-
ions, their thoughts, and dreams” for the future. According to the Mayor, “… every-
one gave their opinion of what is going on on the island, the good and the bad things 
that we have experienced in the past 25 years. The elders, especially the elders are 
calling our attention to how we have forgotten the old way of interacting with our-
selves. Of being, for example, respectful with the elders, respectful with our cosmos, 
our habitat, respectful with the children and the women, and the people in general.” 
The mayor concluded from this meeting that the island was suffering from a “lack of 
love.” He argued that development occurred too quickly and as a result, “we forgot 
the basics, which is the respect for the culture, the people, the habitat, the environ-
ment. So, there is a lack of love, in every issue.” For the mayor, governance was not 
just an institutional process, it was personal. For example, he notes that:

Oh, how time has changed the island. Today we don’t have governance—auto-
governance. Today, we believe in a third person to govern me. That’s nothing. 
In my opinion … it is against God’s mandate to have a third person to govern 
you. You should govern yourself, in love, with love.

The narrative offered by the Mayor intertwines the pillars of sustainability in its 
themes. The act of bringing people together to discuss the future of the island illus-
trates the essential process of community-based governance. Culture is explicitly 
referenced as an important aspect of the past as well as a guide for future action. 
Respect for people, habitat, and environment invokes the equity and environment 
pillars. Although his suggestion that economic growth was a reason for the erosion 
of the culture, equity, and environmental conditions, his focus for blame is largely 
targeted at the rate of growth and not the increasing economic capacity of the island 
in general. As observed in the interviews with the members of Parliament, culture 
is treated as the means by which heritage and current values of the community are 
brought together and as the mechanism that makes sustainability possible on the 
island. This interview, therefore, provides another example of the “culture as sus-
tainability” perspective.

The topic of respect and other interpersonal elements are reflected in other inter-
views as well. On a small, remote island with limited possibilities for movement to 
the mainland or another inhabited island, people must find ways to get along with 
one another. In order to be sustainable, communities must have peaceful methods 
of conflict resolution. The former governor who is also an archeologist and business 
owner spoke about the ways in which past communities constructed ahu and trans-
ported moai to serve this purpose. He noted how the rotating power of the “Bird-
man court,” an island-wide competition observed in the 19th-century, served that 
purpose once ahu and moai activities ceased. In order to translate these concepts 
into the contemporary island, the former governor expressed his desire to bring 
ho’oponopono, a method of conflict resolution that embraces reconciliation and 
forgiveness from Hawaii, to Rapa Nui. Echoing the themes raised by the mayor of 
Hanga Roa, this former governor viewed sustainability as the responsibility of indi-
viduals and the development of respectful interpersonal relations.

This tension between native Rapanui and Chilean residents was strongly con-
nected to the discussion of conflict resolution. Unlike the other narratives, this 
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concern does not include an environmental aspect explicitly but is focused on 
governance, culture, and equity. The former governor, however, highlighted the 
importance of environmental and economic issues that were common to both 
classes of residents. Indeed, much of the interview was concerned with these 
topics environmental impact and threats to the island due to overall population 
growth. From saltwater intrusion to the pros and cons of tourism to the prolifera-
tion of vehicles on the island, the former governor referenced all five pillars of 
sustainability. In this way, the governor’s perspective also included culture as a 
lens through which sustainability is understood. Thus, his narrative reflects the 
“culture as sustainability” perspective.

Due to events taking place among the community at the time of the interviews, 
the current governor focused her interview response on proposals that sought to 
limit the number of permanent residents who are allowed to live on the island. 
These proposed limits were suggested as a key aspect of sustainability. In this 
regard, her response was primarily couched in terms of governance rather than 
environmental resources per se. She explained that “es el sueño de todos” (it is 
everyone’s dream) to set a limit on the number of people who can enter the island 
and remain as permanent residents. She also identified the total number of tour-
ists who annually visit the island as a problem, particularly as these numbers 
place tremendous stress on the island’s infrastructural features such as roads. She 
also discussed the process by which the Rapa Nui National Park was co-adminis-
tered with CONAF and expressed the desire for Rapa Nui to become an autono-
mous administrative region. This change, she argued, would enable the local gov-
ernment to meet the sustainability challenges of the island. This response was 
unique among our interviews as the current governor presented sustainability not 
as an outcome but as a process. In this way, the governor saw her role in promot-
ing sustainability as the coordination of the island’s stakeholders. Her perspective 
highlighted specific interest in the governance and equity pillars of sustainability.

In her interview, the governor made references to the environment and the 
economy. In particular, she saw Rapa Nui’s unique environment as a primary rea-
son that local autonomy over mainland governance was important. She reasoned 
that self-governance and management would enable greater control over taxes and 
other aspects of the island’s economy. Her perspective notes that in order to sus-
tain the environment, economy and culture require sustaining the island through 
the establishment of an indigenous-based administrative entity. This administra-
tive entity would then maintain peace. From the governor’s perspective, culture 
was not viewed as a significant contributor to sustainability.

Lastly, the interview with the Director of CONAF was primarily focused on 
the issue of self-reliance. Her view of sustainability was prefaced by a statement 
that islands are more vulnerable than the mainland, “so, everything has to be 
from the island to the island.” In this interview, the Director raised environmental 
concerns that were linked to sustainability. For example, she noted the need for 
improving the island’s systems for composting, recycling, renewable energy gen-
eration, and the protection of freshwater. The Director also echoed themes found 
in the other four interviews: a lack of coordination among the agencies involved 
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in sustainability concerns and the inability of current governance to achieve posi-
tive environmental outcomes.

At the time of the interviews, CONAF was charged with the administration of the 
Rapa Nui National Park. Thus, the organization was responsible for protecting the 
artifacts that are found within its boundaries. The director noted that “90% of the 
archaeology” is located in the Park boundaries. In this sense, the Director’s perspec-
tive reflected a “culture as a pillar of sustainability” approach, because of its focus 
on culture as something to be preserved, rather than something that enables sustain-
ability or is at the heart of sustainability.

Discussion

As shown in Table 1, only one of the dominant narratives contained all five aspects 
of sustainability that are suggested by Mischen et  al. (2019a, b). The notion of 
equity appeared in four interviews while culture appeared in three, the environment 
in two, and the economy in only one. The environment, which many in the Western 
world treat as synonymous with sustainability, was not as prominently discussed in 
these interviews as one might expect. The order of importance in which we observed 
these themes, however, can be explained in terms of the larger cultural heritage of 
those of Rapanui descent. Living sustainably on a small island requires peace and 
harmony as much as the sustainable use of natural resources (Jucker 2014). Unlike 
virtually the rest of the world, in the not-too-distant past, members of the Rapa Nui 
community could not choose to leave their community in search of different living 
conditions or to flee conflict. Under these circumstances, the aspects of sustainabil-
ity that make it possible for people to live in relative harmony—governance, culture, 
and equity—are likely to persist relative to options that favor conflict and group-
level aggression. In the past, the process of monumental architecture construction 
in the form of moai and ahu has been posited as a mechanism for bringing individu-
als in a community together while also group-level conflict (DiNapoli et al. 2017). 
As DiNapoli (2020) has argued, by investing in monument construction that served 
conspicuous displays of communities’ competitive ability to control and defend their 
limited resources, the outcome was greater intra-group cooperation and limited vio-
lent conflict between groups.

Polynesian islands share homologous forms of behavior that serves to help miti-
gate conflict that would otherwise devastate communities on small islands. The 
practice of ho’oponopono, for example, is from oral traditions and ethnohistoric 
accounts to have been common on island such as Samoa, Hawai’i, Tahiti, and on 
New Zealand as a means of reconciliation between individuals and groups (Parsons 
1985). The tradition included meetings of extended family members to “make right” 
broken family relations and resolve sources of problems (Pukui and Craighill Handy 
1958).

Another striking similarity in our collected narratives is that, unlike the typi-
cal environmental discourses described by Dryzek (2005), the relevant relations 
that our informants described were not between people and the environment, but 
rather between people and other people. The one exception to this pattern was the 
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Director of CONAF who emphasized the relationships between administrators and 
policy makers as well as between administrators and environmental protection poli-
cies and practices. She notes that these relationships could be based on conflict or 
cooperation.

In the three narratives in which we found the concept of culture to be a dominant 
theme, we also saw that culture and sustainability are viewed as inherently inter-
twined and, therefore, inseparable (Soini and Birkeland 2014; Soini and Dessein 
2016). The intertwining of culture and sustainability is readily explained in terms of 
the needs of the island’s community for much the same reasons as mentioned earlier. 
Until the last 30 years and before regular air travel, individuals on Rapa Nui were 
relatively isolated. To be sure, the arrival of Europeans impacted the cultural herit-
age of the island through their interactions, provisioning of European goods, and the 
introduction of diseases that dramatically reduced the size of the population. But 
the islanders have maintained strong cultural traditions despite these changes. For 
example, while the island was managed as a colonial sheep ranch from the late 19th 
through the mid part of the 20th century, the Rapanui people, their language, and 
traditions resolutely persisted (Fischer 2005). Despite efforts by the Chilean govern-
ment to assimilate the native Rapanui people—including actions such as mandating 
Spanish as the language of instruction in schools—the Rapanui people were suc-
cessful in maintaining important cultural traditions and have held on to a strong, 
independent identity (Delsing 2015). This identity contributed to the persistence of 
cultural traditions and perceptions despite the isolated and relatively small popu-
lation. Given this history, there is little wonder that culture and sustainability are 
viewed on the island as one and the same.

While the fact that governance is part of the dominant narratives of all interviews 
can be explained in terms of the needs of the community for leadership but also 
likely reflects the fact that each of the informants played a key role in governance. 
Governance is included in the narratives as a feature necessary for the community 
to be sustained as well as a mechanism by which sustainability is achieved. The nar-
ratives provided by the Rapa Nui Parliament members equated sustainability with 
self-determination, the authority to govern themselves. The Mayor, however, per-
ceived self-governance in a slightly more individualistic way as he spoke about the 
importance of governing oneself rather than having someone else govern you. The 
Director of CONAF discussed governance as being collaborative and emphasized 
the importance of agencies working together to achieve sustainability. The Governor 
viewed autonomy as a means to sustainability, aligning her perceptions with those of 
the Rapa Nui Parliament members.

Despite sharing a common cultural heritage, the respondents’ constructions of 
sustainability varied considerably likely due different present-day cultural affili-
ations that come with the roles that the informants’ play in the context of their 
leadership positions. The Mayor, who is elected by the population of Hanga Roa, 
viewed sustainability as an issue of governance with the primary actors being cit-
izens and elected officials. Similarly, the interview with the Rapa Nui Parliament 
members included discussions of the role that Parliament plays in the governance 
of Rapa Nui. However, unlike the Mayor, the members of Parliament characterized 
the primary actors as indigenous Rapa Nui and “colonizers” with survival as a key 
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metaphor. The Governor, in contrast, spoke primarily about the role of policy in pro-
moting sustainability and focused on process and coordination, as one might expect 
from someone whose role is the link between local and national politics. The former 
governor and archeologist focused most of his attention on past community practices 
related to ahu and moai as model systems that previously contributed to the island’s 
sustainability. He noted that the magnitude of these monuments necessarily required 
the cooperation of community members and that those community-scale activities 
served to strengthen the bonds within individual groups. Likewise, contemporary 
activities could also serve analogous functions to the pre-contact construction of 
monuments to bring the island together. The former governor argued that such coop-
erative efforts are a central part of Polynesian cultural traditions. While currently 
framed in Catholic religious practice, the practice of curanto in which family groups 
serve massive feasts to share with all islanders follows long-standing Polynesian tra-
ditions of sharing and community building. Similarly, the annual island-wide fes-
tival of Tapaiti serves to strengthen the community through competition in music, 
arts, athletics, and other cultural traditions. Finally, the Director of CONAF, an envi-
ronmental organization, viewed sustainability largely in terms of the environment 
and viewed administrators as protectors of the environment.

Knowing the administrative, organizational, and professional roles that each of 
the interviewees plays in governance of Rapa Nui helps us to understand their par-
ticular views of sustainability. While there are commonalities that are attributable to 
their shared cultural heritage, there are also considerable differences based on these 
cultural affiliations.

Since this study is relatively novel in its approach to the investigation of culture 
and sustainability, we can only suggest how these interactions could play out in 
other communities. Post-industrial, agricultural, and environmental tourism-based 
communities will share different cultural heritages that contribute to the aggre-
gate views on sustainability. Within each community, however, one might expect 
appointed officials to have perspectives that are aligned by the cultural values of the 
dominant political party and its view on governance, elected officials to hold per-
spectives consistent with a majority view on issues, and civil servants in areas such 
as health, business development, and forestry agencies to reflect share individual 
and role-based combinations of social, economic, and environmental aspects of sus-
tainability. These a priori assumptions, however, do not necessarily determine the 
extent to which cultural heritage or present-day cultural affiliations might dominate 
narratives. Additionally, as people move and begin to engage in new biophysical 
and socio-economic systems, place-based cultural heritage itself may change (Cal-
das et al. 2015).

Conclusions

Significantly, none of the informants that we interviewed questioned whether 
sustainability was important for the island and the community living on Rapa 
Nui. Indeed, in all the narratives, the issue of sustainability was centrally embed-
ded in their considerations of the island’s future. Each individual offered unique 
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perspectives as to what sustainability means in the context of Rapa Nui. These per-
spectives are informed by their governance and professional roles and shape their 
suggestions as to what actions, process, and policies would make the island more 
sustainable. Their shared cultural heritage, however, contributed to themes common 
to all of the narratives. These common themes highlight the perceived interconnec-
tions of the environment, economy, equity, governance, and cultural traditions.

The inclusion of cultural affiliations and cultural heritage as a lens for studying 
sustainability perspective contributes to our ability to explain the responses of local 
leaders as well as understanding overall views on sustainability at the scale of the 
community. Although Rapa Nui has a unique history and cultural heritage, it is not 
alone in placing value on its unique cultural traditions and practices. Communi-
ties around the globe take pride in their shared histories, values, and beliefs. As an 
increasing number of sustainability policies are enacted at the local level (Mazma-
nian and Kraft 2009), developing frameworks and methods for exploring how cul-
tural values interact with views of sustainability is critical in the general ability to 
promote sustainability around the world.

It is also important to recognize, however, that while individuals responsible for 
the policies and practices related to sustainability at the local level may share cul-
tural values, they will also hold values that differ in important ways due to their 
roles in political, administrative, organizational, and professional organizations. In 
our study, we interviewed only six key informants. Thus, we cannot make broad 
claims about how various role-based cultural affiliations specifically will influence 
conceptions of sustainability or its achievement. The differences in responses, how-
ever, indicate that this dimension of sustainability perspectives is worth continued 
exploration.

Ultimately, for sustainability action to take place at the local level, leaders will 
need to be able to come together and agree on problem definitions and courses of 
action. Within any community, similarities and differences that arise from the over-
lapping and nested nature of cultural variability and heritage will emerge to hinder 
and facilitate these actions. In this way, developing an understanding of the cultural 
components of sustainability perspectives can contribute to the ability of communi-
ties to move forward and to make their communities more sustainable places.
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