
  

CULTURE SUSTAINABILITY OF RURAL AREAS 

Background 

Sustainable development is usually considered to be composed of the ecological, 

economic, social and cultural dimensions. Although the cultural dimension has recently 

been brought forth for instance by the reports published by UNESCO, United Nations and 

European Union, it is often ignored or closely associated with the social dimension. 

According to the lines of these reports, policy should recognize and take into 

consideration the culture, within which the actions are taken place. In other words, policy 

should support, encourage and empower local people and communities for constructing 

their well-being. Moreover, both the policy and the development should be based on the 

values, traditions, identity and worldview, moral values and relationship to nature and 

sacred issues of the respective communities. 

Similar to many other countries the rural area of Finland is currently under an age of 

transition. Agriculture, forestry and small scale industry have been the main pillars of the 

rural areas for centuries and they have had large-scale implications for rural way of life 

and the rural landscape. Globalization and modernization of life have dramatically 

challenged the conditions of rural livelihoods, in particular during the past decades, with 

a rapid decrease in the employment of the traditional sectors, for instance. On the other 

hand new forms of livelihoods based on the rural resources and knowledge, such as 

nature-related tourism and services for to the part-time housing have arisen. It is also 

expected that new livelihoods based on bioenergy production and high-technology will 
emerge. In any case, changes in the livelihood structure have drastic impacts on the 

rural demography and also on services that the rural areas can provide. It has already 

proved to be difficult to maintain social services, in particular in the field of education and 

health care, and to assure the social rights and democracy in the less populated areas. 

Along with the loss of economic, social and cultural capital, the local way of life and 

culture have been endangered.  

Rural Finland has faced dramatic changes many times during its history, and persisted. 

Although economic, social and cultural change is needed the current transition is 

devastating compared with the previous ones, because of the rate and the way it 

challenges the traditional livelihoods and values, such as continuity of the family farm. 

Moreover, through the global economy, rural areas face new values and ways of life, 

which might become differentiated and polarized between the generations and various 

social groups. Paradoxically, at the same time rural culture is seen – in particular by the 
various kind of local and regional developing programme - as a measure for rural 

economy. In that case, culture is often understood only in material terms, for example as 

heritage buildings and traditional landscapes.  

Thus, culture is an important dimension of sustainable development of rural areas. Yet, 

as far as the research on the sustainable development of rural areas is concerned, 

culture has often been ignored or examined in a very narrow framework.  Due to these 

reasons, research that identifies the components of the cultural sustainability in the 

context of rural areas and rural change is needed.  



 

Objectives  

 

KULKEMA (Cultural Sustainability of Rural Areas) –project is a multidiciplinary project 

with a focus on the impacts that the primary production and services have on the cultural 

sustainability of the rural areas. The approach is based on the broad definition of culture: 
Culture is conceived as a creative and dynamic process between people and their 

environment, including both material and immaterial aspects. The research project will 

focus on definitions and theories on cultural sustainability and its implications for rural 

areas and rural development. The approach is multidiciplinary covering the following 

diciplines: cultural policy, social policy, art history, forestry and cultural geography. The 

main fields of research with accompanying research questions are as follows:  

1 Content of the cultural sustainability in the rural context 

- How the cultural dimension of the sustainability related to rural areas has been 
constructed and represented by the policy programmes 

- How do these representations face the current rural development 

- What is the relationship between the cultural sustainability and other dimensions 

of sustainability 

- What are the most critical themes concerning the cultural sustainability of rural 

areas? 

2 Implications of cultural sustainability on the rural livelihood and way of life  

- What is the meaning of culture for the traditional and new rural livelihoods and 

rural viability?  

- How the differentiation of the culture becomes visible in the everyday life and in 

the various representations of the rural area?  

- What kind of implications does the cultural sustainability imply for primary 

production and services, which are based on natural, social and cultural resources 

of the rural areas? 

- What are the conditions for sustainable cultural economy? 

3 Policy measures for cultural sustainability  

- How to promote cultural sustainability? 

- How to integrate the promotion of cultural diversity and community diversity? 

- How to measure cultural sustainability? 

4 Cultural sustainability and rural development  

- What are the form and the meaning of cultural sustainability in the globalizing 

world? 

- What is the meaning of culture for the rural development and how culture might 

promote the sustainable development of rural areas or is the rural culture hinder 

the development? 

- How traditional, ’local culture’ face globalization including redefinitions of time and 

scales?  

Implementation 2007-2009 

The research project is funded by the Finnish Cultural Foundation, the University of 

Joensuu and the University of Jyväskylä for the years 2007-2009. The main activities are 

related to nine doctoral thesis, which focus on rural area as social space (Social capital of 

a rural residents; Community –based rural development; The rural youth and their 

hobbies; Rural women as the carriers of rural sustainability), changing values and 

representations of rurality (Representations of rural landscape; Farmers and the interplay 

between ‘tradition’ and the ‘modern’) and re-use of rural natural resources (The meaning 

of forest and nature products for the urban people; Local food systems; Bioenergy 

production). Moreover, the research programme organizes lectures, workshops and 
seminars, which are open for other doctoral students and researchers as well.  



Futher information  

Research co-ordinator Katriina Soini, Cultural Policy, University of Jyväskylä  (Ph.D. in Cultural 

Geography) ksoini@yfi.jyu.fi 

Professor Anita Kangas, Cultural Policy, University of Jyväskylä, akangas@yfi.jyu.fi 

 

 


