
 
 
 
 
 

Charters and the Ethics of Conservation 
A Cross-Cultural Perspective 

 
 
 
 
 

Barry Rowney 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A thesis submitted in fulfillment of the requirements of the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 
 
 

The University of Adelaide 
School of Architecture, Landscape Architecture and Urban Design 

Centre for Asian and Middle Eastern Architecture (CAMEA) 

 

 
 
 

© Barry Rowney 
March 2004 



ABSTRACT 
 
The growing realisation of national identity in the face of the threatening 
envelopment of globalisation has been one major inducement for the increasing 
practice of conservation of the world’s built heritage. This study examines 
contemporary practices of heritage conservation, analyses their assumptions and 
theories, and critiques their guiding instruments, the Charters. It adopts a cross-
cultural perspective to assess the merits, validity and agency of the most 
recognised Charters, to discuss their various adaptations, particularly in the Syrian 
context, and to reveal their Eurocentric focus and indifference to cultural 
concerns. The study also identifies the inadequacies of the Charters with regard to 
ethics and morality and proposes a code of ethics for urban conservation.  
 
The study focuses on the notion of authenticity that has been an issue of debate 
since the Nara Conference on Authenticity in 1994. Although arising from, and 
specifically aimed at, World Heritage Listing, authenticity is recognised as a 
complex issue dependent on cultural understandings. The study adopts the view 
that authenticity judgements are linked to a great variety of sources of 
information, such as form, design, materials, function, traditions, techniques, use, 
location and spirit that are context-related. It articulates a wide scope for 
conservation practices at the architectural, urban and archaeological levels, 
negotiating the breadth and depth of authenticity issues beyond mere fabric and 
function. The study promotes a dynamic view of authenticity, one that 
acknowledges socio-cultural change with its inevitable impact on the conditions 
and conservation of historic environment. The ethical code this study presents 
places the responsibility on the conservator to ensure the continued conservation 
and stewardship by the resident society. 
 
The study argues that both the Venice and Burra Charters, being the most 
recognised conservation instruments, are pitched at individual monuments. It 
critiques the widely held assumption that maintains applicability of these Charters 
to area and urban conservation. It draws attention to the paradox that while these 
Charters address the ethics of conservation their scope are limited to individual 
buildings, whereas the Charters concerned with urban and area conservation, like 
the Washington Charter, are inadequate with regards to ethical and cultural issues. 
By articulating a code of ethics for urban conservation, the study attempts to 
bridge a significant gap.   
 
The study draws on, and contextualises its arguments in, the rich and varied 
archaeological and urban heritage of Syria, a country that is still coming to terms 
with the practices, implications and problems of heritage conservation. 
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7 
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(Author: 2000) 
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environment, it now stands in stark contrast to the old city in all respects. 
(Author: 1996) 

50 Damascus: Martyr’s Square, 1918. An enlargement of the square shown in 
Fig. 17. 

51 Damascus: Martyr’s Square, 1922. The photograph equates with the plan. 
The notable Martyr’s Monument is to the right. The Post and Telegraph 
Office is in the centre of the picture. The trams indicate the tramline 
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surrounds the monument. The building adjacent to the Post and Telegraph 
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has been relocated nearer to the Council “Rathaus.” Historical postcard, 
Damascus. 

53 Damascus: Martyr’s Square, c1960. Looking NE. Historical postcard, 
Damascus. 

54 Damascus: Martyr’s Square, 2002. Compare with Figs. 51 and 53. The once 
predominating monument is now becoming dwarfed by the surrounding 
development. (Author: 2002) 

55 Damascus: a street in the Old City. The Ottoman building on the right sits 
comfortably with later buildings in the rest of the street. (Author: 2002) 

56 Aleppo: the suqs of Aleppo have several finishes to their interior. This section 
is rendered. (Author: 2001)  

57 Aleppo: one of the older stone vaulted suqs. (Author: 2001) 
58 Aleppo: suq vaulting recently “restored,” contrasting sharply with adjacent 

vaulting shown in Fig. 57. (Author: 2001) 
59 Serjilla: a tree growing inside a Byzantine ruin. (Author: 2000) 
60 Apamea: portion of a Roman stone arch in danger of collapse. (Author: 2000) 
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ABBREVIATIONS AND GLOSSARY 
 
 
AAA: Australian Archaeological Association. 
 
AIATSIS: Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies. 
 
Conservator: Includes all practitioners that carry out conservation action, 
including architects, engineers, material conservators, art conservators, landscape 
conservators, conservation planners and surveyors. 
 
Conservationist: A person, not necessarily a practitioner who has an interest in 
the conservation of heritage places. 
 
EAA: European Association of Archaeology. 
 
ECS: Ethical Commitment Statement. 
 
ICOMOS: International Council of Monuments and Sites. An international non-
governmental organisation bringing together people and institutions actively 
concerned with the conservation of buildings, groups of buildings and larger units 
of architectural, archaeological and historical interest. It enjoys consultative and 
associate status with UNESCO, from which it also receives funding. Australia is a 
member state of ICOMOS, and its members make up Australia ICOMOS. 
 
Monument: As used by ICOMOS, means the physical evidence of history, and 
includes Place, as defined below, archaeological sites, and ruins.  
 
Practitioner: means a person, usually a professional conservator and member of a 
conservation organisation, engaged in conservation work.  
 
UIA: International Union of Architects. 
 
Urban and Area: Urban usually denotes a built up city or town. Area has a 
broader meaning, including smaller villages, landscapes, townscapes, groups of 
buildings, and gardens. Both words are used in this thesis and may be 
interchangeable. 
 
WAC: World Archaeological Congress. 
 
The following terms are taken from the Burra Charter:  
Place: means site, area, land, landscape, building or other work, group of 
buildings or other works, and may include components, contents, spaces and 
views. 
Fabric: means all the physical material of the place including components, 
fixtures, contents and objects. 
Conservation: means all the processes of looking after a place so as to retain its 
cultural significance. 
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