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Why does heritage matter?
Framing the question around a local heritage site case study, focussing on Arthur Schopenhauer’s philosophy on loss and Jan Assman’s approach to memory and identity may offer one reason why heritage matters.
Organisations across the world define the qualities of ‘heritage’ variously, ranging from material worldwide sites including architectural ruins, religious sites and natural landscapes, to intangible heritage such as oral traditions, festive events and traditional crafts. The definition is broad and subjective, however the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) is recognised worldwide as the authority governing the legal protection and guardianship of the world’s tangible and Intangible Cultural Heritage (ICH) and therefore, despite Eurocentric and ethical challenges (Isar, 2011), I will apply their term ‘heritage’ as providing a ‘...diversity of values including symbolic, historic, artistic, aesthetic, ethnological or anthropological, scientific and social significance’ (UNESCO 2025).
In The World as Will and Representation, Schopenhauer discusses ‘loss’, and the fear of loss as a tool to teach the value of things in the world – to prompt what actually matters in our lives : “...the fear of losing them [the efforts to attain the happiest life], and finally the loss itself, produce[s] far greater pain than the want of all these objects ever can” (Schopenhauer, 1891, p.350). Although the philosopher considered the effects of loss in an anthropological sense associated with the will for survival – the loss and pain of humanity, his approach can be applied to all areas of heritage, from global, through national, to familial. Heritage consequently matters because it helps negate the fear of loss, and sustain memories that may otherwise be lost within mere generations. 
Assman’s studies explain how characteristics of Cultural Memory are maintained through cultural formation and institutional communication (Assman, 1995, p129). Heritage practices thus become a conduit for cultural memory, forming the identity of a community. The Harry Sunley Project is a local community project demonstrating the fear of loss propelling action towards a common goal, consequently forming social cohesion. The Tantara Gatehouse is a Grade I listed (1949) sandstone ruin (Historic England, 2025) of an Augustinian monastery founded in 1119, promoted to the status of Abbey in 1447 (Our Warwickshire, 2022). The charitable project is named in honour of Sir Harry Sunley, former Clerk to the Town Council, President of Kenilworth History and Archaeological Society (KHAS), and Chairman of Kenilworth Abbey Advisory Committe (KAAC) until his death in 2011 (Leach, 2017, p.190). Members of the charity were personal friends, and his strong connection to the community is important to the current working party, who strive to honour his legacy and establish the building as a public museum, enabling regular access to medieval pieces of masonry unearthed at the site. The potential loss of the building, and preceding grief is motivation to conserve what remains.
Local media asked: ‘The Harry Sunley Memorial Project: what is it? And why should you care?’ and concluded the project helps local people learn more about the area in which they live, emphasising the impact on community interest and social interconnectedness (Smith, 2021). This view is supported by a contemporary study of the relationship between heritage and well-being, which observed that a historic environment encourages social cohesion and community engagement (Bagnall et al., 2018). The site is geographically central, and since ruin masonry was integrated within local architecture, the Abbey physically flows outwards through the community – tangible heritage interpreted intangibly. 

The objectives of the KAAC Conservation Plan 2005 include conserving the ‘heritage value’ of the site by promoting use of the Gatehouse as a public asset (KAAC, 2005, p.1). Revenue generated by community engagement and other means is important for conservation (KHAS, 2017) however, a greater importance may be the preservation of societal values: the function of the building is synonymous with almsgiving and community focus, (Carey-Hill, 1985, p.8), of sanctuary and strength during the Siege of Kenilworth 1266 (Sunley, 1995, p.50). The local community advocates the site as ‘... in the collective memory of the people born in Kenilworth...’ giving rise to a ‘...powerful attachment to the Abbey Fields...’ (KAAC, 2005).
According to Assman, the survival of social belonging is assisted by cultural memory (Assman, 1995, p.126) and the prospect of loss may therefore unify a community:  the gatehouse must remain in the collective memory of society to survive, demanding community action, online promotion, visitors, school engagement, volunteers, fundraising efforts and generational knowledge and efforts. 
The Scheduled Monument site of Abbey Fields includes the gatehouse as representative of historic values of the town. Alois Reigl described monuments as being erected for keeping memories ‘... alive and present in the consciousness of future generations’ (Reigl, 1903, pp.21-25), supporting the idea of heritage being important for community cohesiveness, forming connections between generations, preserving cultural memory and nurturing communal memory.
Having reflected upon what heritage means to the community of my town, I contemplate why heritage matters to me: why I care if the gatehouse deteriorates beyond restoration, or if the medieval stones within crumble with the fabric of the building. I am a relatively new resident, yet a chance encounter with a concerned fellow volunteer led to shared despair and passion, compelling me to become involved in preserving the ruins and artifacts. Because otherwise, they would be lost, encapsulating the primary importance of heritage: to negate the anguish of loss.
I apply Schopenhauer’s abstract idea of the relationship between space, time and matter as applicable to my approach to why heritage matters. Matter ‘is an object of thought alone...’ evolving into ‘... a condition of experience, just like space and time’. He conveys time as omnipresent, space as eternal, and matter as absolute, with matter ‘being without form or quality’ uniting time and space (Schopenhauer, 1891, pp.218-223). I adopt this concept to understand heritage materialised as matter, tangible or otherwise, uniting time and space – maintaining memory and values.
Although applying a simplified version of his philosophy, Schopenhauer’s approach can extend out from the individual, through nations, and through global heritage, to explain how heritage recovers or maintains time, which I interpret as ‘historical values’. Heritage not only has the ability to negate loss, but has the potential to bring lost communities to the present, preserving heritage for the future.  Heritage therefore matters for reasons of identity formation, community engagement and cohesion, preservation, building conservation and funding social spaces, however, these positive aspects are by-products of the main reason that heritage matters. These aspects are merely the means necessary to attain the objective of heritage: addressing the fear of loss and accompanying emotion of grief.
Essentially, employing cultural memory as conduit, the primary function of heritage is to negate the fear of loss. 
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