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The ethics of conservation: some dilemmas in cultural

built heritage projects in England
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Some conclusions

Architecture differs from other forms of art in that its execution normally results in a
work that is durable, public and subject to constraints imposed by structural, end-user
and regulatory conditions. It is, therefore, full of complexity and contradiction,
opportunity and constraint. The need to resolve tensions within a project is often
equalled by the need to resolve issues outside of it. Choice is central to the practice of
architecture, but choice creates dilemma — to innovate or to preserve; to demonstrate
individuality or conformity; to provide the aesthetic or the functional. Architectural

dilemmas can have ethical dimensions that need to be carefully judged and balanced at
different stages of the scheme’s development and practitioners need to be mindful of
the key question “what ought we to do?”, the source of fundamental philosophical
debate. There are potentially a larger number of ethical dilemmas in conservation work
given the collective memory embedded in many cultural heritage assets, the scale and
capital costs of many of the programmes of work and, more prosaically, the more
restrictive regulatory systems that operate. Practitioners involved with the
conservation projects are charged with a special set of responsibilities, many of
which are beyond those owed to the commissioning client.
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