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Review of Anticipating loss: rethinking endangerment in heritage futures
The Anticipating Loss article is an introduction to a collection of related articles published in the International Journal of Heritage Studies as part of the heritage futures project.[footnoteRef:1] The purpose of the article is both to set out their view on how to understand loss in a heritage context, and to introduce other papers in the edition of the journal which explore the concept of heritage loss in more detail. In the article DeSilvey and Harrison set out to provide a critical examination of how current perceptions of loss of heritage motivate much of existing heritage practice and policies. They also seek to provide new ways of understanding loss, and explore how these can be used to promote new ways of valuing and managing heritage.  [1:  Caitlin DeSilvey and Rodney Harrison, “Anticipating Loss: Rethinking Endangerment in Heritage Futures,” International Journal of Heritage Studies 26, no. 1 (August 26, 2019): 1–7, https://doi.org/10.1080/13527258.2019.1644530.] 

Key to their critical examination of loss is the idea that the loss of physical remains may not be entirely negative, and in some instances may be desirable and could in fact increase the perceived heritage value of the remains in question, or even create heritage through an ‘endangerment sensibility’, where the scarcity of a type of relic creates the sense of its value.[footnoteRef:2] They also argue that “’loss aversion’ (Holtolf 2015) is understood to be a critical motivating factor in heritage practice”, and which promotes an overemphasis on avoiding any physical loss to the detriment of more sustainable conservation practices.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Ibid, 1.]  [3:  Ibid.] 

Their thinking seems to have been influenced by Cornelius Holtorf’s theories on loss. In his 2006 paper, Holtorf argues that the destruction and loss of heritage fabric and remains are not the opposite of their preservation, but are rather an aspect of their heritage value.[footnoteRef:4] In a subsequent article Holtorf noted how the very elements that have led to the destruction of some heritage, such as industrialisation, agriculture, and the development of towns, have in turn generated new cultural heritage, hence industrial heritage, agricultural heritage and historic townscapes.[footnoteRef:5] Holtorf also developed Daniel Kahneman’s economic theory of loss aversion and decision theory to explain the tendency within the cultural heritage sector to favour loss avoidance over assessing potential gains.[footnoteRef:6] Kahneman’s was awarded a Nobel Prize for economics in 2002 for the development of his prospect theory, which was a new theory of economics.[footnoteRef:7] Kahneman’s theory noted a tendency, called the certainty effect, which describes how perceptions of certainty affect decisions where it is known that loss will occur, leading to risk aversion.[footnoteRef:8] It is this tendency that Holtorf has linked to the loss avoidance in the cultural heritage industry, and which is in turn highlighted in the Anticipating Loss article. [4:  Cornelius Holtorf, “Can Less Be More? Heritage in the Age of Terrorism,” Public Archaeology 5, no. 2 (January 2006): 108, https://doi.org/10.1179/pua.2006.5.2.101.]  [5:  Cornelius Holtorf, “Averting Loss Aversion in Cultural Heritage,” International Journal of Heritage Studies 21, no. 4 (August 12, 2014): 405–21, https://doi.org/10.1080/13527258.2014.938766.]  [6:  Ibid, 405.]  [7:  Nobel Prize Outreach, “The Sveriges Riksbank Prize in Economic Sciences in Memory of Alfred Nobel 2002,” NobelPrize.org, n.d., https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/economic-sciences/2002/kahneman/facts/.]  [8:  Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky, “Prospect Theory: An Analysis of Decision under Risk,” Econometrica 47, no. 2 (March 1979): 263.] 

The Anticipating Loss article is therefore seeking to use this theoretical understanding of loss to better understand how loss affects heritage practice, what implications it has for heritage practice, and to influence future research on the topic. To do this they highlight three themes, which they argue underpin the arguments and contexts set out in the subsequent papers: the inevitability of loss, the politics of loss, and the potential in loss.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Caitlin DeSilvey and Rodney Harrison, “Anticipating Loss: Rethinking Endangerment in Heritage Futures,” International Journal of Heritage Studies 26, no. 1 (August 26, 2019): 2, https://doi.org/10.1080/13527258.2019.1644530.] 

They explain that, contrary to the implied assertion of many heritage policies and laws, the loss of heritage fabric is ultimately inevitable, and a part of life, noting that it is one of the factors which gives heritage assets value. They also note that climate change is likely to accelerate the process of loss, making the need to consider it afresh all the more urgent. They also assert that heritage practice and policy is still not adequately dealing with loss, and that strategies for the intentional management of loss are underdeveloped.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Ibid.] 

In discussing the politics of loss, they highlight that moral statements on our obligation to preserve or conserve heritage for “the future” distract from how the process of preservation and curation entails the selected sacrifice and loss of less valued heritage, both in cultural and natural heritage contexts. What is chosen for preservation and why are political choices, where whoever has the power to make that choice is also shaping the culture around them, and potentially preventing alternative minority values from being expressed.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Ibid, 3. See also Laurajane Smith, Uses of Heritage (London; New York, N.Y.: Routledge, 2006).] 

Finally, the potential in loss argues that emerging perspectives see loss as being able to generate new meaning and also as freeing, allowing new values to be formed. Here they highlight papers that encourage “curated decay” or “pruning” and entailing an intentional letting go of “certain assets, behaviours and beliefs where retaining them could make matters worse”.[footnoteRef:12] This is contrasted with what is argued is current practice, which can tolerate partial loss, such as patina on a historic structure, but where the total loss of a feature is usually seen as something to be avoided. [12:  Ibid.] 

They conclude by arguing that this way of understanding heritage loss is more sophisticated than is presumably reflected in current practice and policy, and provide challenging new ways of doing heritage and nature conservation and preservation.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Caitlin DeSilvey and Rodney Harrison, “Anticipating Loss: Rethinking Endangerment in Heritage Futures,” International Journal of Heritage Studies 26, no. 1 (August 26, 2019): 7, https://doi.org/10.1080/13527258.2019.1644530.] 

Therefore, in summary their argument could be stated as follows:
1. Current heritage policy and practice over-emphasises the preservation of physical remains and don’t provide adequate strategic mechanisms for dealing with loss, which is inevitable and should be faced.
2. The focus on preserving remains “for the future” distracts attention from the important issue of who gets to decide what heritage is preserved, and from the fact that current preservation practice entails the selection of some heritage for protection, and the intentional loss of other less valued heritage.
3. New approaches which accept loss as a meaning making part of heritage, and which incorporate a “pruned” or “curated decay”, provide a better way to engage with loss.
DeSilvey and Harrison do not draw a strong conclusion, but it is implied that current practice and policies should be changed to reflect these new emerging approaches to understanding loss. 
There is much to admire in the paper, in particular in how the process of physical loss itself can contribute to the perception of heritage value has been articulated. However, there are two areas in which the paper requires refinement. The first is in its depiction of current heritage policy and practice. The second is in the adequacy of the emerging solutions in addressing the issues highlighted.
With regard to current heritage policy and practice, the paper characterises this as lacking a strategic approach to dealing with the loss of heritage fabric. However, at least in England and Wales, this is not necessarily the case. The fabric and setting of listed buildings are protected in England and Wales by the 1990 Planning Act.[footnoteRef:14] The Act provides a number of mechanisms for works to listed buildings to be authorised, which can include modifications to the fabric, extensions, and even demolition. The Act provides no blanket ban on any potential modification, but does provide mechanisms which allow for the decision on whether an application for listed building consent should be granted to be weighed against other considerations. Section 74 of the Act also makes provision for demolition and changes to conservation areas, with appropriate controls. The powers within the Act are used by local planning authorities to control how development may affect the fabric and setting of listed buildings and conservation areas at a strategic level, and does not dictate the outcome, but rather ensures that adequate authority is in place prior to any works which would affect their special interest. The powers have been deployed flexibly since the Act was made law, with local planning authorities able to make judgments, based on local preferences, on how to manage the listed buildings within their area. Similarly, protections for archaeological remains are provided in England by the National Planning Policy Framework,[footnoteRef:15] and in Wales by Planning Policy Wales,[footnoteRef:16] and do not require the preservation of buried remains, nor the retention of artefacts for an indefinite period. It is therefore clear that in England and Wales the potential for loss is clearly recognised in the legal and policy framework governing both designated historic buildings, non-designated historic buildings and archaeological remains, and there is nothing in the policy or law that would prevent the implementation of many of the measures set out in the paper. The paper would therefore have benefitted from a more detailed understanding of the policy and legal context, to inform conclusions on what changes could be recommended. [14:  “Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990,” c. 9 § (1990), https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1990/9/contents.]  [15:  Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, “National Planning Policy Framework,” July 20, 2021, www.gov.uk/government/publications.]  [16:  Welsh Government, “Planning Policy Wales,” February 2021, https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2021-02/planning-policy-wales-edition-11_0.pdf.] 

The second area which requires refinement is the suggestion that the solution to current practice on preservation, which entails the loss of less valued heritage, is the implementation of so called “curated decay” or “pruning”, which allows certain heritage elements to be intentionally lost. Surely the question posed by the authors when critiquing the current paradigm (“Who decides what gets lost and what to save?)[footnoteRef:17] must apply with equal force to any proposed “pruning” or decision to let certain cultural heritage elements be lost as retaining them would “make matters worse”[footnoteRef:18], and issue which the authors themselves note in their conclusion, but then dismiss.[footnoteRef:19]  [17:  Caitlin DeSilvey and Rodney Harrison, “Anticipating Loss: Rethinking Endangerment in Heritage Futures,” International Journal of Heritage Studies 26, no. 1 (August 26, 2019): 3, https://doi.org/10.1080/13527258.2019.1644530.]  [18:  Ibid.]  [19:  Ibid, 7.] 

In conclusion, the paper provides a thought-provoking overview of the current thinking and issues surrounding heritage loss, but requires further refinement if concrete recommendations for change are to be developed.
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