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Introduction

In her article “Humour as Cultural Heritage”, Anastasiya Fiadotava argues that cultural heritage is a vehicle for the construction of social identity and group cohesion which can create a safe space for its members.  Taking a holistic approach Fiadotava argues for the heritisation of humour and uses case studies and examples to explore the following questions: 

What form does the institutionalisation of humorous heritage take? 
What are the challenges face by humorous heritage preservation and showcasing, and how can these challenges be mitigated? 
In what ways can humorous heritage stand out among other cultural heritage?[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Anastasiya Fiadotava (10 Sep 2025): Humour as cultural heritage, International Journal of Heritage Studies, DOI: 10.1080/13527258.2025.2557837] 


Methodology and theoretical underpinning

Fiadotava discusses her theoretical approach as ‘research on humour in and as heritage’.[footnoteRef:2]  She cites several other researchers to support her view that humorous heritage is located on a continuum. At one end, humour being a vehicle to interpret heritage in (for example using humour to engage participants in heritage tourism or to enable children to participate in cultural heritage more easily), and she quotes Tu et al in arguing that humour used in this way helps to promote positive engagement.    Further along the spectrum, Fiadotava notes that humour can be the thing that propels an otherwise inauspicious object or practice into the sphere of heritage.  For example, by using satire as in the case of the ‘Incompiuto Siciliano Archaeological Park’[footnoteRef:3].  The main focus of her research however is that of humour as heritage where she explores humour as a cultural practice which is governed by ‘culture specific discursive regimes’[footnoteRef:4]  She identifies the notion of humour as a subtle yet implicit component of  national identity and  while she observes while that much research has been carried out on the intersections between humour and heritage, she argues that this has taken a  narrow approach. Her stated aim therefore is to take a more holistic perspective to consider how something as multifaceted and situational as humour aligns with, but is distinct from, institutional heritage practice. However, she deliberately omits an analysis of perception of humorous heritage, arguing that this would necessitate a more thorough ethnographic process, choosing instead to cite other researchers.  This makes the paper somewhat descriptive.   [2:  Anastasiya Fiadotava (10 Sep 2025): Humour as cultural heritage, International Journal of Heritage Studies, p2 DOI: 10.1080/13527258.2025.2557837]  [3:  Ibid]  [4:  ibid] 


Static and dynamic approaches

Fiadotava approaches this study from both a static and a dynamic perspective Considering static forms of heritage, which she says ‘focus on the preservation and static displays of heritage’[footnoteRef:5], she explores museums including the Cartoon Museum of London but also considers other repositories such as libraries and online databanks and argues that these institutions are vital for our understanding as they enable cross-disciplinary relationships between different vehicles of humour.  Her dynamic approach is centred around festivals and competitions which she argues are not always regarded as heritage practice but nonetheless are set within the framework of institutionalised heritage discourse. Specifically, the Estonian Humour Museum and the ‘Auciuki’ Folk Humour Festival are used as case studies as both have common features which can be compared and contrasted. For example, both have a broad stance on humour in general, how they support the building of identity on a national or regional level and how both are supported from the bottom up and top down. In addition, the museum embraces what Poulios calls ‘a living heritage approach’[footnoteRef:6]  in that it recognises the links with groups that have crafted and shared the humour and exhibits using contemporary subject matter such as humour around COVID 19.  The festival also makes use of static elements such as monuments as well as its programme of jokes, theatre and art and she posits that the differences between static and dynamic approaches to humorous heritage are not as wide as it appears.  Fiadotava contends that these examples demonstrate the significance of ‘explicit connections between humour and …culture in the processes of its collection, preservation and display’. She further argues that both static and dynamic approaches together assist humorous heritage to accept its creativity. [5:  Anastasiya Fiadotava (10 Sep 2025): Humour as cultural heritage, International Journal of Heritage Studies, p5 DOI: 10.1080/13527258.2025.2557837]  [6:  Ioannis Poulios, Discussing strategy in heritage conservation: Living heritage approach as an example of strategic innovation. Journal of Cultural Heritage Management and Sustainable Development, 4(1) pp. 16-34.] 

Fiadotava herself recognises the challenges that are inherent in the recognition of humorous heritage, not least the issue of trivialisation where she notes she notes Herzfeld who, writing about dirty jokes, places them in juxtaposition with the authorised heritage discourse – what Fiadotave calls  ’low culture’ and that of the ‘high culture of the elites’ and in this she says that humour is often overlooked or is not taken seriously as heritage.  However, this concept is not critically enhanced; for example, Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu suggests that cultural preferences are socially constructed as a part of class, education and upbringing.  Humour therefore is not trivialised by accident but is deliberately disregarded by the ruling classes in order to protect their own status.  He argues that heritage associated with the arts functions as ‘cultural capital’ and is reflective of an elite position where this status signals the ability to understand and appreciate something ‘higher’ than humour. Therefore, from a Bourdien perspective, if humorous heritage was recognised other forms would necessarily lose their elite power[footnoteRef:7].   The inclusion of Bourdieu would allow the reader to engage with the ‘why’ of the argument and not just the ‘how’. [7:  Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste. Tr. Richard Nice (Harvard: Routledge 1996)] 


She also engages in Holtorf’s notion that humour can act as a bridge to change or remediate cultural heritage thereby healing rifts between dominant and minority groups and societies, what Holtorf terms ‘ironic heritage’[footnoteRef:8]  a form of heritage which Paillisse argues can induce an emotional response when used with heritage practices like traditional cooking. This is further supported by her description of Khamis who contends that ironic heritage can elicit nostalgic responses and that this can be used when utilizing this form of humour in heritage for advertising campaigns.  However, she notes that an understanding of context is crucial for success or else, instead of it being a unifier, it can become an alienator.  Again, this section of the paper could have benefited from further unpacking.  In  The sociology of humour for example, Giselinde Kuipers explores the concept of humour as a form of social control where responses to a joke can be based on the social status of the person making it and demonstrating that while jokes can facilitate social bonding, they can also contribute to exclusionary practices in social groups.[footnoteRef:9] Furthermore it can be argued that far from healing rifts, ironic heritage can reinforce negative stereotypes and increase tensions between groups. For example, in fig 1. Joe Biden is shown as a drunk Irish leprechaun.  Created as a way of ridiculing Biden, it also casts Irish communities in a negative light.  [8:  Ibid. p3]  [9: Giselinde Kuipers, “The sociology of humor”. In: Raskin, V. ed. The Primer of Humor Research. (Berlin, New York: De Gruyter Mouton),2008 pp. 361-398. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110198492.361] 

[image: Political Cartoon Slammed For Irish Stereotype In Latest Cartoon]Fig 1 Joe Biden depicted as a drunk irish leprochaun.   

  





The inclusion of digital memes as part of cultural heritage may also be questionable.  If one accepts Assmann’s theory of cultural memory, it resides in the past, usually taking more than three generations to form[footnoteRef:10].  It may be that digitization of culture accelerates the process of cultural memory formation but neither concept is discussed here and while this section is useful when discussing digital preservation, the issue of cultural heritage and the internet could have been further explored. [10:  Jan Assmann, “Memory: Individual, Social and Cultural in Astrid Eril and Ansgar Nunning (eds) Cultural Memory Studies: An International and Interdisciplinary Handbook (Berlin, New York) 2008 p 109-118] 


The position of humour as contextually specific also brings with it questions about what humour should be preserved in transforming cultures and this is not addressed.  For example, contemporary society would not accept the humour of some of the 1990’s comedy sketch shows such as Little Britain so how does humour which is no longer regarded as such be presented as humorous heritage?  It is not enough to state that if the context is recognised, it should be seen as humour; a joke can cease to be funny very quickly if social values change.  As a further example, Punch and Judy shows have been the subject of whether they are humorous since the 1840s with the likes of Charles Dickens declaring it to be harmless whilst other voices continued to object to what was considered the glorification of domestic violence[footnoteRef:11]. Fiadotava does conclude that humorous heritage should not be considered as individual jokes or practices rather as a set of collections and practices which merges serious and nonserious heritage and recognises that humour is both a transitory and ubiquitous part of our society. However, the question of how one categorises and archives as humorous heritage something that was once humorous and now is not, is surely a challenging one.   [11:  "That's the way to do it!" A history of Punch & Judy available at https://www.vam.ac.uk/articles/thats-the-way-to-do-it-a-history-of-punch-and-judy?srsltid=AfmBOoq45TOxmGqzugOM36F8J0UFrlThtS1T6d0d0TItIb8pi3fiOHRy [accessed 23rd Oct 2025]] 


Her final discussion point is that of the sacralisation of humorous heritage is difficult because, unlike the argument put forward by Meyer and De Witte that heritage comprises aspects of sacralisation where ‘cultural forms are lifted up and set apart[footnoteRef:12]’ in order to be integral to society, humour is often profane and therefore does not need to be sacred.  It is essential she argues that humour maintains close connections with those that create it.  In this part of the text Fiadotava is arguing for the democratisation of all heritage. This feels like an important discussion point; one which takes the reader away from humour per se and into a more general discussion of the accessibility of heritage in society.  She concludes with the assertion that ‘[since] no cultural is devoid of humour, no cultural heritage is complete without its humorous components’.  If one explores humour from an anthropological, sociological, philosophical or even physiological perspective it is clear that irrespective of the gaps in this paper, this assertion must be valid. [12:  Anastasiya Fiadotava (10 Sep 2025): Humour as cultural heritage, International Journal of Heritage Studies, p5 DOI: 10.1080/13527258.2025.2557837] 


Writing in 2009, Charlotte Andrews argues that 

Heritage Studies does not yet offer a set of established methodologies to choose from, researchers are challenged, but also free, to employ novel lines of enquiry towards our aim of a more complex and satisfying understanding of heritage[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Charlotte Andrews in Marie Louise Stig Sørensen, John Carman, Heritage Studies: Methods and Approaches (Oxford: Routledge 2009) p 140] 


It is clear that a number of approaches have been used in this paper.  Fiadotava herself is a folklorist and she has used contributions from heritage professionals as well as academics from the fields of sociology, museum studies, history, media, linguistics and others[footnoteRef:14].  This demonstrates that heritage studies continue to require different methodologies to garner rich understandings of heritage, no less than was required in 2009.  Overall, this paper is an interesting analysis of humour as heritage and Fiadotava’s approach has enabled her to consider different contexts in which humour exists and to make the argument for humour as part of our cultural heritage.   [14:  The categorisation of the academic expertise of the researchers cited in this paper has been created with the help of AI] 
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Figures
Fig 1.  Peter Brooks – Cartoon extracted from ‘Disgrace’ — UK cartoon slammed for ‘lazy Irish stereotype’ of ‘Blarney Biden’.  available at https://extra.ie/2023/04/14/news/cartoon-biden-visit [accessed 25th October 2025]
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