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What is ‘community heritage’ and how is it practised in Britain today? Discuss in relation to one project known to you.

INTRODUCTION
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(Pinterest, 2020)

Heritage is an integral part of society all across the world. It can inform the public of the historical environment in which they live and grow, as well as stories and memories that lead up to the present day and have helped build their cultural identity (historicengland.org.uk, n.d.). Museums and galleries dotted across the UK are incredibly important in showcasing the country’s shared historical heritage, while also showcasing the heritage of other countries as well like in the British Museum in London. However, as much as there are positives there are also negatives to bring into consideration, such as the sensitivity of the museum’s layout regarding certain periods of time and artefacts, especially when displaying objects not native to the UK. 

	With this in mind, any display of heritage needs to be thought about critically and empathetically, meaning that the people involved need to be aware of the shifts in society as it progresses or regresses. This is especially true when concerned with community heritage, as the representation of a community can be deeply personal and misrepresentation can lead to harmful consequences. This essay will analyse the varied aspects of community heritage, specifically what makes a community first and foremost, how they can sometimes overlap in the lives of individuals, and how heritage can be a key support system during difficult transitional periods in society or political unrest. 

	The largest focus of this written work is the community lead charity of Hay Festival, which began in a small village in Powys, Wales, called Hay-on-Wye, in the late 1980s. This festival, which started out as being dedicated to the leisurely activity of reading that attracted celebrities from across the globe, including former President Bill Clinton, who described the event as “the Woodstock of the mind”, has developed into an incredibly educational event that invites authors and speakers to discuss works of literature, myths and current themes in the literary and social media world to large audiences (www.hayfestival.com, n.d.). 

	In relation to this focus point, this essay will delve into the analysis of another recent booming book related community, which is the online presence of #BookTok on the wildly popular TikTok app. It will critically assess the difference between the communities of Hay Festival and #BookTok, and how they engage with their audiences through the shared interest of books. Alongside this, there will also be an investigation into the current literacy crisis that is prevalent across the UK, with looks into the over usage of ChatGPT, the overwhelming amount of information access with the Internet at large, and how these things correlate with the lack of love for reading in recent years. 

WHAT IS COMMUNITY HERITAGE?
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(Smith, S., 2026)

According to The National Archives, community heritage is “… the practice of recording, interpreting and sharing cultures, histories and stories about and of groups of people.” (The National Archives, 2019). The recording and interpreting of culture and history in Britain comes in many forms, such as archival work, archaeology, creative written work, video recording and sharing, and many other forms of creative media that can be used to translate traditional and historical aspects to a more modern audience, thereby giving it new life. There can be a big gap between the academic representation of something and the artistic representation, but what makes community heritage is in the name; community. 

	Community in and of itself can also take many different forms. Dr Alicia V. Stevens writes, “Accurately defining the sociopolitical and cultural context of heritage is key to understanding heritage and its uses, as different actors produce and experience heritage according to their own set of cultural codes.” (Stevens, A.V., 2023). It is not only the area in which a group of people may live, but it can also be built on things such as gender, health, socio economic grade, ethnicity, sexuality, faith and even age (Historic England, 2024). One of the most fast growing groups (as perceived by mainstream media) is the LGBTQIA+ community, which has increasingly spread awareness about challenges faced by queer people in the UK and made cultural milestones in legislation specifically since the late 1980s with the launching of Stonewall Group in Sir Ian McKellen’s house (stonewall, 2024). 

	In relation to this, much like the LGBTQIA+ community in how it supports its members through consistent obstacles and discrimination, heritage can and needs to support communities during difficult moments in society, such as transitional periods and political unrest; “Political transitions are periods of extreme social vulnerability with unknowable outcomes: they can result in transformation to a stable form of government—a return to “normal”—or they can revert to conflict.” (Stevens, A.V., 2023) This can also be argued for the tremendously fast development of technology which can be widely unfamiliar to the average person, technology that includes the likes of artificial intelligence. With the large scale movements of unfamiliarity and uncertainty, community heritage can act as a support for people who need something stable that they would be able to recognise and engage with, although one must be careful to not use heritage as a distraction from the world, and use it as a tool to navigate moving forward. 

	Pushing further, communities can also be built out of hobbies, such as movie watching, reading, climbing, historical reenactments, acting, etc. These can lead not only to local clubs within towns, but to large events such as the world-famous Hay Festival in the Welsh town of Hay-on-Wye (www.hayfestival.com, n.d.). This event will be discussed in more detail down below. 

	With this vast expanse of what community means, it allows for each individual group to cultivate their own culture and share it in their own unique way, which in turn can be recorded and interpreted by a number of people both within the community itself and outside of it. Community heritage in this sense can also carry an individualistic feel with the concept of sub-communities within larger ones. However, this does not touch on the fact that there are individuals who could be a part of multiple communities at a time, with different aspects of their personality and history resonating with different groups. For example, some queer people may feel ostracised from their religion because of their sexuality/gender, or someone’s family may not approve of the sport they love to play. This divide, although very likely to cause splits in an individual’s life, can branch them out to other communities and sometimes even bring them together in beautiful ways through understanding and experience. 

HAY FESTIVAL
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(Powell, 2025)

A charity event held and known worldwide that was imagined in 1987, Hay Festival is renowned for its promotion of diverse storytelling through not only books but ideas. Held in the Welsh town of Hay-on-Wye, it invites a wide range of authors and speakers to talk to audiences about their experiences, ideas, works and opinions, with the audience itself reaching up to the thousands. Wales is not the only place this festival takes place, however, it is also held in Spain, Colombia, Peru, Mexico and the USA, which showcases just how influential the mission of the charity is (www.hayfestival.com, n.d.).

	The leading front of Hay Festival, especially since it is held in what is known as the ‘book town of Wales’, is, of course, books. As mentioned previously, hobbies such as reading can form communities of its own, which is why there are so many in-person and online book clubs organised all across the world, These book clubs can be found in many different ways, through local bookstores like Waterstones that hold book events (Waterstones.com, 2025)), online lists or blog posts (Sahni, M. n.d.), and even through television programmes like Oprah’s Book Club (Oprah.com, n.d.) in the US. No matter how these clubs are found, they are all formed through the same love of books and reading, which has created one of the most accessible and diverse communities in the world. Book clubs of all shapes and sizes can be centred around specific genres as well, which once again can form sub-communities within the larger group; this is shown in the recent rise of #BookTok online, which has an estimated 370 billion views and over 52 million creations on the TikTok app (Forbes, 2025). 

	However, there is a significant difference between #BookTok and Hay Festival. In reference to Maddox and Gill (2023), Dera says “…new members must familiarize themselves with the works of certain authors to stay informed about BookTok trends, creating a hierarchy within the offerings and the community. For example, authors such as Colleen Hoover, Sarah J. Maas, and Adam Silvera might be essential for staying current. In other words, a minimum repertoire is required for full participation.” (Dera, J., 2024). This “hierarchy” within the online community has spread to near arrogance since 2024, with many avid readers feeling intimidated by #BookTok and as if they must adhere to the preferred genres of the most popular influencers on the TikTok app, or risk humiliation in daring to say they don’t like a certain piece of work. 

Furthermore, there is a very glaring issue with racism that is encouraged by the very algorithm that has helped to build the community, specifically with the promotion of white authors/influencers over black authors/influencers, oversimplified conversations of race and representation, and the lack of views given to indie authors in favour of staying in the sphere of a handful of mainstream authors. Tyler McCall writes for The Cut, “But the same thing that makes BookTok so powerful – TikTok’s much vaunted, top-secret algorithm – is also what causes the lack of diversity. For a variety of reasons, most algorithms are inherently racist; TikTok’s creates an echo chamber that incentivizes users to keep something popular in the conversation rather than create content about something new.” (McCall, T., 2022). With the algorithm acting as an “echo chamber” for predominantly white voices in the #BookTok community, it creates a repetitive circle of ideation, which paired with the “hierarchy” mentioned earlier by Dera, can very easily create narrow mindsets and harmful opinions on which books deserve praise and which do not, based largely on popularity rather than writing skill. 

In comparison, Hay Festival takes measures outside of the actual event time to engage with its community in Hay-on-Wye and beyond to rural English towns, to encourage people to get involved and develop their own skills, perspectives, and creativity. This involves their Primary School Outreach, which was a three-year project that helped enable “…disadvantaged and underrepresented children… express their creativity and engage in arts and crafts activities inspired by leading children’s authors and illustrators.” (Hayfestival.com, 2023). This project made a point to address barriers that kids can face in participation, such as special educational needs, financial disadvantages, isolation and language barriers, and was split up into three parts: early years; youth groups; and emerging young talent. 

This project is such a stark contrast to the culture found on #BookTok, as it actively encouraged young people to engage creatively in arts and crafts, a skill that can massively help the development of open mindedness moving forward. Not only does it promote curiosity and creativity, but it also inspires self-confidence in the children’s own abilities. 

“The project demonstrably built cultural resilience, fostered a love of reading, and ignited creativity among some of the region's most under-served children and young people. Despite ongoing financial constraints preventing schools from self-funding, the overwhelming feedback is a testament to the project's profound and lasting impact. It leaves a legacy of enriched school curricula, inspired staff, and a generation of young people with broadened horizons and a stronger sense of their own creative potential.” (Hayfestival.com, 2023)

Another, more recent, way that the Hay Festival is encouraging people to share their authentic thoughts and opinions is with something called The Pleasure List. This project has come about in response to the current decline of people in the UK who read for pleasure, which could also be argued as a part of the literary crisis. The Pleasure List entices readers of all kinds, as well as teachers, writers and publishers to submit a form, which can be found on their website, of their favourite books (Hayefestival.com, 2026). This form will also enter the person into a prize draw, where they have the chance to win a special bundle for their chosen nominated community space. 

The literacy crisis that is mostly heard about in the USA through social media, is a large developing problem in the UK as well. According to the National Literacy Trust as of 2024, it was found in a survey that “only 1 in 3 (34.6%) 8 – 18-year-olds” were reading in their free time (National Literacy Trust, 2024). This means that the remaining 65.4% of 8 – 18-year-olds are only reading when it is mandatory in school and thereby, it is safe to assume, do not enjoy reading at all. Without the love of reading, young people will move forward in their lives without essential reading skills that could help them in future careers. There are many reasons children and young people may be losing this love of reading in the UK, such as the cost-of-living crisis, packed curriculums, high academic expectations which leads to burnout, lack of access to books, etc. 

Further to the point, William Badke writes about his students and fellow faculty in his 2020 paper regarding the exposure of the information literacy crisis that came from the COVID-19 pandemic. He writes, “While the information literacy gap goes back centuries, the internet has proved to be an assault on humanity’s ability to process information, let alone to use information to build certainty.” (Badke, W. 2020). He also quotes Paul Zurkowski’s 1974 work saying ““We experience an overabundance of information whenever available information exceeds our capacity to evaluate it””, and although this quote comes from 1974 it is still remarkably relevant today. 

With the rise of the internet and short-form content being fed to society on a regular basis, as well as the rise of the likes of ChatGPT, young people are struggling with longer forms of content on an increasing level, as documented by the Internet itself; multiple content creators themselves are noticing this societal shift, such as Youtuber and Musician Madisyn Brown in her video ‘why i’m no longer making video essays’ (Madisyn Brown, 2026). In relation to ChatGPT, Heung and Chiu write “This reliance on ChatGPT may result in reduced critical thinking abilities. Students may become overly reliant on AI-generated materials, hindering their capacity to connect deeply with the material and acquire important analytical abilities.” (Heung and Chiu, 2025). This over-reliance on artificial intelligence to help students with their course work is spreading into the workspace, with many people reporting of being interviewed for jobs by AI bots instead of a living person, which has resulted in website pages detailing how to go about an interview of such nature (Sundheim, 2025). 

All of this information leads to the question of how we intervene in this crisis before it falls off the tipping point, and The Pleasure List created by the Hay Festival is a brilliant first step. By enticing people to submit not only their favourite book, but what book they would read on a desert island, what book got them into reading, and what book changed the way they think, it really gets them to think about what they’ve read and choose which title would best fit which category. This in depth thinking helps them engage with the text anew, and with the list’s inclusion in a prize draw it adds even more excitement around the whole concept. Also, with every book title submitted to The Pleasure List, it gives the Hay Festival a substantial collection of the UK population’s preferred reading and a chance to display an array of diverse perspectives through literature. 

CONCLUSION
The ever-progressing movement of society through the passing of legislation and the development of technology is an inevitable aspect that those involved in heritage, specifically community heritage, need to keep up with while also remaining true and mindful of how we got where we are with choices and milestones made in the past. 

	Community is integral to society as it gives people a sense of belonging and safety, as is often displayed through the LGBTQIA+ community in how they support each other through consistent challenges they face while pushing for more inclusivity powered by the government. But also as discussed above, hobbies such as reading can bring people together in powerful ways all across the globe, and the consistent engagement with diverse groups of all ages as shown by Hay Festival is a beautiful testament to how community heritage can inspire creativity for the future generations, while also pushing for continued development of young people’s essential critical thinking abilities in the wake of the exponential wave of artificial intelligence such like ChatGPT. 

	Overall, Hay Festival is a tremendous display of the positive effects community heritage can have on the population, not only in the UK but across a variety of other countries as well. This isn’t to say that smaller communities don’t have the same impact, but only that by enthusiastically getting people to share their experiences, opinions and perspectives in such a collaborative and engaging way, and paved the way for curiosity not only into history but also into the future. 
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