Name: Olatunji Offeyi
Student no: 2214724
Course: Heritage in the Political World: Communities and Comparative Aspects (HPHE7001)
Assessment 1
Word count: 2019


Q: Reflective Piece: ‘Why does heritage matter?’
Please, write a reflective piece that is also grounded in scholarly literature. Reflect and outline your own position on the issue of heritage. Consider the ideas of other researchers. Why do they think heritage matters? How do they understand what heritage is? How does your intellectual position correspond to theirs?
I consider heritage vital to societal growth, especially how it defines people, culture, and entire ways of life. In other to analyse the importance of heritage, it is useful to examine how it is defined by the leading international body in its preservation, namely UNESCO, and relevant scholars in the discipline. This background will enable us to understand why heritage matters, a position I align with. ‘World Heritage is the designation for places on Earth that are of outstanding universal value to humanity and as such, have been inscribed on the World Heritage List to be protected for future generations to appreciate and enjoy’ (UNESCO, n.d.). The key phrase from UNESCO’s definition of world heritage is ‘outstanding value to humanity’; this is what separates heritage from contemporary tourism, because it presents something unique that is priceless, in terms of purpose and use; and this is perhaps why some artifacts are sometimes referred to as icons. In other words, heritage is something extraordinary that has an unseen soul, which communicates with us as individuals of the earth in a unique way according to the time and space we occupy.
Harrison (2010, p.5) takes a cue from the definition of heritage from the Oxford Dictionary, stating ‘heritage is something that can be passed from one generation to the next, something that can be conserved or inherited, and something that has historic or cultural value. Heritage might be understood to be a physical ‘object’: a piece of property [Harrison,2010, p.5]’. At this juncture it is essential to note that heritage can involve not only tangibility, but equally, intangibility (Ruggles & Silverman, 2009, pp.1–14). Thus, from Harrison’s definition, I argue that heritage is an important generational ‘gift’ from one generation to another, so as to sustain a lineage or clan that follows the direction of its progenitors according to members’ own wisdom and complete ways of life; this can also be fulfilled through symbols and heritage sites that document and reflect the communal ethos of a clan. 
This aspect can be better understood through the prism of cultural memory. Gillman (2010, pp.3–4) further explored the importance of cultural heritage, emphasising it as a property of a nation that stays intact, even when it crosses the border of a country. He cited the examples of the Chinese diaspora and American cultural exploits, where heritage is reflected in global music and movie consumption, respectively. In such ways, nations tend to use their cultural heritage to showcase to the world the narrative they want the global community to perceive, and also to marginalise other nations based on the idea of selective memory from the past. I once argued that a new generation of Russian writers/historians might imaginarily re-present the Russian invasion of Ukraine as a nation of liberators who had gone to war with its neighbour to ‘de-Nazify’ it. Hence, heritage is about how a group of people perceive themselves, and how they want others to perceive them. Accordingly, heritage promotion matters to nations as a cultural and a political tool.
Reher (2020, pp.429–436) defined heritage as the final product of the transfer of knowledge, that makes an outstanding contribution to society. This supports the importance of collectiveness regarding the impact of heritage; it has the power to influence people wholescale, to rally them and make them think in unison, and it is for this reason that authoritarian regimes often use it for propaganda. Today, as argued by Anderson 2016 (p.145), the creation of nationhood lies in its intangible heritage, such as language, which has the power to bind people together even if they are not related; unlike in the time of aristocracy, where people were bound by kinship. Therefore, today when we mention the Commonwealth of Nations, or in casual terms the ‘English-speaking world’, we are referring to a group of nations with a common language, heritage and monarchy, although with a few political differences here and there. Nationalism, as Anderson (2016) explained, is therefore rooted in ethnic affinities, which are arguably rooted in a common heritage background that many fascist and autocratic regimes tend to exploit, to create ‘we-against-them feelings’. 
Such regimes tend to tap into a nostalgic past to attract people to their ideas. It is well known that some of the appeal of Adolf Hitler was based on his promises to ‘restore former glories and establishment of the Aryan race’ (Museum of Jewish Heritage, 2019, online). In my opinion, people should be aware of the risk posed by popular reaction to communal achievements and heritage, as despots would see it as an opportunity to politicise, weaponise and exploit. Jan Decker’s book Animal (De)liberation (Decker, 2016, pp.1–246) highlights ‘speciesism ethics’; this helps us to further understand the effect of heritage as a rallying point, because as human beings we tend to prefer ‘ours’ to ‘others’. This includes mundane things such as national dishes: for instance, no tea is grown in England, but to accentuate English heritage today, we have English-branded teas. In a related example, I shared in class about Nigerian jollof versus Ghana jollof, they use almost the same recipe; yet due to national identity and self-preference and protection, citizens of each country prefer theirs to the other. This perhaps is why Laurajane Smith(online) once argued that left-wing ideological politicians should stop shying away from nostalgia issues and engage with it instead, as past heritage remains a source of pride for a people. Hence, if this aspect is ignored, it can be hijacked by populists.
A popular saying in Nigeria states, ‘If we don’t know where we are coming from, we cannot know where we are going to’. This is why today we value museums and heritage sites: because of the story they tell, a story of thousands of years old, and history arguably is a teacher. As Harrison (2015, pp.24–42) opined, heritage arranges the future through the prism of the past and present; it brings together culture and nature, and thus reflects the evolution and worldview of a people. This can be either in the form of country or kinship, as through heritage, Harrison argues, they can measure how far they have come as a people in solidarity, while protecting and preserving a common identity. Whilst I agree with Harrison’s point of view, I am convinced that heritage sometimes goes beyond a country and kinship; it occasionally appears to be a stronger factor than those. A good example is the relationship between the Nigerian state and neighbouring Benin Republic: although the two states have enjoyed a cordial relationship, the Yoruba people of both countries have far deeper ties due to the use of a common language and shared ethnic identity and heritage. Heritage is then arguably more powerful than diplomacy due to natural factors embedded in it, such as people’s physical appearance, religion, culture, and a common landmark. In addition, it is not unusual to see Muslim pilgrims value the Holy Kaaba in Mecca more than their own state buildings or parliament, as they can better relate to the religious shrine as a common heritage of the Muslim world. 
I , however, disagrees with Harrison’s (2015) self-contradictory notion that heritage has little to do with the past, and is more concerned with what he terms ‘futurology’. On the contrary, heritage thrives on more on the past, and it is through the passage of time and civilisations that the future is defined; it remains firmly rooted in the originating past, although some changes are bound to occur, especially if we apply the communicative memory concept. However, in applying Assman’s cultural memory theory (1995, pp.125–129), we can deduce that the past persists through rituals, narratives and commemorations that linger on into the future, and become established norms: ‘Cultural memory has its fixed point; its horizon does not change with the passing of time. These fixed points are fateful events of the past, whose memory is maintained through cultural formation, rites, monuments’ (Assman,1995, pp.125).
Another reason why heritage is important is that it helps to preserve culture. There is a common Yoruba saying that ‘a people without culture are lost’. This is perhaps why governments pay maximum attention to any opportunity to display the culture of a country; for instance, this was one of the reasons the Tony Blair government declared many museums across the UK free to visit, so that natives and visitors alike had no reason not to learn about the culture and history of the country – although it cost £45 million to implement (Guardian, 2011, online). Nevertheless, such measures must be planned in a sustainable manner, to avoid over-tourism. According to De Luca et al. (2020, pp.1–3), a survey of 20,000 Europeans in 2007 revealed that one in every five respondents felt tourists’ contribution to their country’s GDP was minute compared to the danger they posed to cultural heritage sites. Despite locals wanting their culture projected, they preferred its preservation. The UNESCO concept of universality contradicts this finding, which shows that like politics, all culture is local regardless of its international spread, and the custodians of culture and tradition remain indigenous. Some tourists may want to hijack local culture in the name of ‘global citizenship’, which in practice does not exist: in fact, international tourism increased from 25 million worldwide in 1950 to 278 million in 1980, and 674 million in 2000. Furthermore, tourist arrivals globally are expected to increase by 3.3% a year between 2010 and 2030, to reach 1.8 billion by 2030 (UNWTO, 2017, online). Therefore, cultural preservation cannot be overemphasised if a group or lineage wants to maintain its unique identity; this is mainly possible through the protection of its heritage from excessive outside influence.
Although De Luca et al. (2020) revealed the reaction of locals to heritage tourism, it can be argued that the assumption that tourists’ contribution to local GDP is inconsequential might just be a matter of perception rather than of fact. A recent publication by Historic England (2022, online) indicates that its heritage strategy will boost investment, future prosperity, and sustainability, with the potential to add £2.7 billion GVA (Gross Value Added) to the Northern economy alone, in addition to the £10.4 billion already generated by the North’s arts, culture and heritage sectors. This is only one region of England, which suggests greater impacts are possible for the entire country and globally. Indeed, some countries without adequate natural resources, such as Sao Tome and Principe, Mauritius, Togo, etc., survive largely on their heritage sector to generate funds to run their countries.
In conclusion, this reflective piece has explored how heritage impacts our world by analysing different scholars’ opinions, in relation to my view of why heritage matters – ranging from the perspective of identity shaping, to the influence of language, cultural development and economic impact. Heritage activities, such has over-tourism, sometimes lead to tensions between tourists and locals, as well as increased global C02 emissions. However, its economic contribution cannot be underestimated, in terms of helping with the cost-of-living crisis, poverty eradication, and meeting a country’s Social Development Goals; as well as the fact that its universal appeal and value help to create a common sense of belonging despite people’s unique individual identity. Without heritage, there is no gainsaying that memories will be lost, and so culture will disappear – and it is unclear what can replace them. Hence, although heritage is sometimes hijacked and manipulated by nationalists to stir conflicts and wars, it remains a potent tool to unite mankind and protect individual states’ originality, community, history, and cherished past from being trampled upon and eroded. Thus, heritage arguably represents the beauty of humanity and a guide into the future.
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