
Inventing Traditions, Imagining 
Communities: 
Intangible Heritage and National 
Identities



Overview

1. Theorising National Identities: The Invention of 
Tradition and Imagined Communities

2. Intangible Heritage in Wales

3. Food as Intangible Heritage



What is 
Intangible 
Heritage 
‘officially’?

Practices, representations, expressions, 
knowledge, skills that communities, groups 
and, in some cases, individuals recognize as 
part of their cultural heritage. This 
intangible cultural heritage, transmitted 
from generation to generation, is 
constantly recreated by communities and 
groups in response to their environment, 
their interaction with nature and their 
history, and provides them with a sense of 
identity and continuity, thus promoting 
respect for cultural diversity and human 
creativity.

https://ich.unesco.org/en/convention


What is 
Intangible 
Heritage 
‘officially’?

(a) oral traditions and expressions, 
including language as a vehicle of the 
intangible cultural heritage;

(b) performing arts;

(c) social practices, rituals and festive 
events;

(d) knowledge and practices 
concerning nature and the universe;

(e) traditional craftsmanship.

https://ich.unesco.org/en/convention


1. Theorising National Identities: The Invention of 
Tradition and Imagined Communities

Benedict Anderson, Imagined 
Communities: Reflections on the Origin 
and Spread of Nationalism 3rd ed. 
(London: Verso, 2006 [1983]), pp. 1–8.

Eric Hobsbawm, ‘Inventing Traditions,’ 
in The Invention of Tradition, ed. by 
Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1992 [1983]): 1—14;

Prys Morgan, ‘From a Death to a View: 
The Hunt for the Welsh Past in the 
Romantic Period,’ in The Invention of 
Tradition: 43—100.



• What might be meant by the concept of an ‘imagined community’? And
how might nations be examples of ‘imagined communities’?



Benedict Anderson, 
Imagined Communities

“My point of departure is that
nationality, or nation-ness, as well as
nationalism, are cultural artefacts of a
particular kind. To understand them
properly we need to consider carefully
how they have come into historical
being, in what ways their meanings
have changed over time, and why,
today, they command such profound
emotional legitimacy.”



Because “ … the fellow members of
even the smallest nation will never
know most of their fellow members,
meet them, or even hear of them, yet
in the minds of each lives the image
of the communion.”

Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities



Imagined Communities and 
Boundaries

“The nation is imagined as
limited because even the largest
of them, encompassing perhaps
a billion living human beings, has
finite, if elastic, boundaries,
beyond which lie other nations.
No [modern] nation imagines
itself coterminous with
mankind.”



In other words:

NATIONS are not NATURAL 

Nations are constituted through social, cultural 
and political processes – such as drawing up 
boundaries on a map

The concept of NATIONALITY, NATIONALISM 
and the NATION STATE are all historical, and 
vary according to chronological geographical 
context 



“It is nice that what eventually became the late
British Empire has not been ruled by an 'English'
dynasty since the early eleventh century: since
then a motley parade of Normans (Plantagenets),
Welsh (Tudors), Scots (Stuarts), Dutch (House of
Orange) and Germans (Hanoverians) have
squatted on the imperial throne. No one much
cared until the philological revolution and a
paroxysm of English nationalism in World War I.
House of Windsor rhymes with House of
Schönbrunn [Vienna] or House of Versailles.”



Hobsbawm and Ranger, Invented Traditions

• What do you think meant by the concept 
‘invented traditions,’ and how might it relate to 
nations and nationalisms?

• Can you think of examples of ‘invented 
traditions’?



Terence Ranger (1929—1915)



Eric Hobsbawm (1917–2012)



Hobsbawm, ‘Inventing Traditions’

'Invented tradition' is taken to mean a set
of practices, normally governed by overtly
or tacitly accepted rules and of a ritual or
symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate
certain values and norms of behaviour by
repetition, which automatically implies
continuity with the past. In fact, where
possible, they normally attempt to
establish continuity with a suitable historic
past. [p. 1]



Hobsbawm, ‘Inventing Traditions’

The term 'invented tradition' is used in a broad,
but not imprecise sense. It includes both
‘traditions’ actually invented, constructed and
formally instituted and those emerging in a less
easily traceable manner within a brief and.
dateable period and establishing themselves with
great rapidity. The royal Christmas broadcast in
Britain (instituted in 1932) is an example of the
first; the appearance and development of the
practices associated with the Cup Final in British
Association Football, of the second. [p. 1]



An ‘Actually-Invented Tradition’
‘Queen’s Speech’



An ‘Improvised Invented Tradition’:
FA Cup Final



An ‘Improvised Invented Tradition’:
FA Cup Final



Hobsbawm, ‘Inventing Traditions’

Modern nations and all their impedimenta
generally claim to be the opposite of novel,
namely rooted in remotest antiquity, and
the opposite of constructed, namely human
communities so ‘natural’ as to require no
definition other than self-assertion



“Invented tradition’ is taken to mean a set of practices ... which
seek to inculcate certain values and norms of behaviour by
repetition, which automatically implies continuity with the past
… A striking example is the deliberate choice of a Gothic style for
the 19th-century rebuilding of the British parliament, and the
equally-deliberate decision after World War II to rebuild the
parliamentary chamber on exactly the same basic plan as before.”
[pp. 1—2]



Victorian Medieval Revival
Gothic Castles in Wales

Cyfarthfa Castle, designed 1824
Owned by  Crawshay family



Victorian Medieval Revival
Gothic Castles in Wales

Penryhn Castle, renovated by Pennant family



Victorian Medieval Revival 
William Burges (1827–1881) interior decorations in Cardiff Castle, 
1865—1881,  commissioned by John Crichton-Stuart, 3rd Marquess of 
Bute (1847–1900)



Bute’s Industrial Estates

Bute East Dock, Cardiff Dowlais Ironworks



Cyfarthfa Ironworks

Penrhyn Slate Quarries



Hobsbawm and Ranger, Invented Traditions 
Summary

• Practices and institutions which are
characteristic of national cultures do not
arise spontaneously or fully formed – they
are invented, adapted or innovated in
particular historic conditions and
circumstances, and continue to be
reinvented over time

• Simultaneously, modern nation states
typically adorn themselves with the
appearance of having deep historical roots



2. Intangible Culture in Wales

• Prys Morgan, ‘From a Death to a View: The Hunt for the Welsh Past in 
the Romantic Period,’ in The Invention of Tradition: 43—100.

• David Howell, 'Contemporising Custom: The Re-Imagining of the Mari 
Lwyd,' International Journal of Intangible Heritage, 13 (2018): 66—79.

• David Howell, 'The Intangible Cultural Heritage of Wales: a Need for 
Safeguarding?' International Journal of Intangible Heritage, 8 (2013): 
104—106.





2. Intangible Heritage in Wales

• Are there any tensions between the concepts of ‘intangible heritage’ 
and ‘invented traditions’?

• How distinguishable might the notion of ‘invented traditions’ from 
other possible terms to describe ‘traditional’ practices?



Tradition vs Custom
“‘Custom’ is what judges do [in assessing cases against legal precedents]; 
‘tradition’ (in this instance invented  tradition) is the wig, robe and other 
formal paraphernalia and ritualised practices surrounding their 
substantial action.”

- Hobsbawm, ‘Inventing Traditions,’ in Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger 
eds. The Invention of Tradition, pp. 2—3



Clothes as Invented Traditions
Can you think of any other instances where clothing might constitute an 
‘invented tradition’?

What might be examples of Welsh ‘invented traditions’?



“When did the ‘tartan philibeg,’ the modern kilt, come
to be the costume of the Highlander? … Whereas tartan
– that is, cloth woven in a geometrical pattern of
colours – was known in Scotland in the sixteenth
century (it seems to have come from Flanders and
reached the Highlands through the Lowlands), the
philibeg – name and thing- is unknown before the
eighteenth century. So far from being a traditional
Highland dress, it was invented by an Englishman after
the Union of 1707; and the differentiated 'clan tartans'
are an even later invention. They were designed as part
of a pageant devised by Sir Walter Scott in honour of a
Hanoverian king; and owe their present form to two
other Englishmen.”

- Hugh Trevor-Roper, ‘The 
Invention of Tradition: The 

Highland Tradition of 
Scotland,’ in Hobsbawm and 

Ranger, The Invention of 
Tradition, pp. 18—19



“The gŵn … a distinctive tailored flannel
dress … worn over a skirt and with an apron
cover, a small checked shawl and a tall
‘beaver’ hat, constituted an invention of
tradition parallel to that of tartans and the
kilt in Scotland … It was not initially unique
to Wales but it continued to be worn in
Wales long after it died out in other parts of
Britain and Europe, because it was
incorporated into Welsh costume from the
mid-nineteenth century and commonly worn
on St David’s Day, at Eisteddfodau, and on
other ceremonial occasions, such as royal
visits or civic displays. It became the dress of
Welsh women’s choirs, harpists, folk dancers,
and poets.”

Pat Hudson, ‘Industrial History, Working Lives, 
Nation, and Empire, Viewed through Some Key 
Welsh Woollen Objects,’ in History after 
Hobsbawm:  Writing the Past for the Twenty-First 
Century ed. by John H. Arnold, Matthew Hilton, 
and Jan Rüger (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2018), pp. 179–180.





Lady Llanover
(Augusta Hall nee Waddington, 1802–1896)



“Lady Llanover … was one of the leaders of the picturesque
romantic side, of the Welsh revival in the early and mid-19th
century and a patron of innumerable Welsh causes. She
studied and sketched female costumes of the Welsh and in
1834 at the Cardiff Royal Eisteddfod won the competition for
an essay on the desirability of speaking Welsh and wearing
Welsh costumes. Her original intent was to persuade
Welshwomen to support home products, to stick to local
tweeds instead of going over to cottons and calicoes, and she
and her friends later gave prizes for collections of native
tweed designs and patterns. … Within a very short time she
and her friends had evolved a homogenized national costume
from the various Welsh peasant dresses, the most distinctive
features of which were an enormous red cloak worn over an
elegant petticoat and bedgown (pais a betgwn) and a very tall
black beaver hat, in the style of Mother Goose. It was to be
worn on 'national occasions' on Saint David's Day, at concerts
of native music, especially by the female singers and harpists.

- Morgan, ‘From a Death to a View,’ p. 80



“Lady Llanover presented a portrait herself in national
costume in 1862 to the public school which she helped to
found to foster Welsh among the upper classes at Llandovery
College, in which she wears a jewelled leek in the brim of her
tall hat and holds a sprig of mistletoe in her hand to show her
connection with the Druids (she was a bard with the name of
Gwenynen Gwent, the Bee of Monmouthshire). The costume
was soon adopted, for example in newspaper cartoons, as a
caricature of Wales; it was reproduced on Victorian post-
cards; thousands of pottery models of the Welshwoman in her
costume were sold each year; schoolchildren all over Wales
still don it on 1 March. It was a symbol of all that was good
and homely. It appeared, for example, on ‘Dame Wales’ flour
packets and on many other Welsh products. Meanwhile, the
old native costumes in all their local varieties (even including
here and there a tall beaver hat and a large cloak) died away
as Wales became one of the most industrialized countries in
the world.”

- Morgan, ‘From a Death to a View,’ p. 81



Morgan, ‘From a Death to a View: The Hunt 
for the Welsh Past in the Romantic Period’
When one looks at the cultural life of Wales in the 18th and early 19th 
centuries one is struck by a paradox

1) on the one hand the decay or demise of an ancient way of life, and

2) on the other an unprecedented outburst of interest in things Welsh 
and highly self-conscious activity to preserve or develop them. 

- Morgan, ‘From a Death to a View,’ p. 43.



By his various books on
Welsh music published
between 1784 and 1820
Edward Jones was one
of those who turned
Welsh culture from
being one of decaying
but unselfconscious
survival into self-aware
revival, and the result,
though often bogus,

was never dull.

Morgan, ‘Hunt for the Welsh Past in Romantic Period’



Iolo Morganwg 
(Edward Williams, 1747—1826)



Eisteddfod

• First recorded instance in Cardigan, 1176

• Recurrent ‘sessions’ throughout Middle Ages

• Revived in 1700s

• Emphasis on bardic tradition – Gorsedd 
meetings



Eisteddfod

Eisteddfod at Carnarvon Castle 1862Powys Eisteddfod 1864



Invention of Druid Tradition

Purported Druidical Temple of Tre'r Dryw (Anglesey) - prepared 
by the Revd Henry Rowlands (1723)



Liverpool 
National 
Eisteddfod 
and 
Gorsedd, 
1900



Mari Lwyd as Intangible Heritage

David Howell, 'Contemporising Custom: The Re-Imagining of the Mari Lwyd,' 
International Journal of Intangible Heritage, 13 (2018): 66—79; Howell, 'The 
Intangible Cultural Heritage of Wales: a Need for Safeguarding?' International 
Journal of Intangible Heritage, 8 (2013): 104—106.

• What is ‘the’ Mari Lwyd, and why might it be
considered an example of ‘intangible heritage’?

• What varieties of the Mari Lwyd exist?

• What are some of the issues affecting any potential 
recognition of Mari Lwyd as ‘intangible cultural 
heritage’ by UNESCO?





Mari Lwyd as Intangible Heritage

Identifiers … for the traditional Mari Lwyd … include:

• 1. a horse’s head effigy, predominantly though not exclusively made 
from a skull;

• 2. that the skull was acquired locally, or the effigy made locally;

• 3. the accompaniment of a small ‘party’ (which historically would only 
include men) with ‘characters’;

• 4. the performance of a pwnco, with improvised competitive verses;

• 5. the movement of the Mari party between homesteads in a 
community.

- Howell, 'Contemporising Custom,’ p. 75.



3. Food as Intangible Heritage 

• Ilaria Porciani, 'Food Heritage and Nationalism in Europe,' in Food 
Heritage and Nationalism in Europe, ed. by Porciani (London: 
Routledge, 2020): 3—32.

• Clare A Sammells, 'Haute Traditional Cuisines: How UNESCO’s List of 
Intangible Heritage Links the Cosmopolitan to the Local,' in Edible 
Identities: Food as Cultural Heritage ed. by Ronda Brulotte and 
Michael DiGiovine, eds. (Farnham: Ashgate, 2014): 141—158.

• Bahar Aykan, 'The Politics of Intangible Heritage and Food Fights in 
Western Asia,' International Journal of Heritage Studies, 22:10 (2016): 
799–810.



Food and National Identity

• In what ways might food be considered either intangible heritage or 
an invented tradition?

• Why might food be an important component of national identities?

• Might any tensions or contradictions be identified in relation to food’s 
association with national (as opposed cosmopolitan/global) 
identities?



McDonaldization

• Efficiency

• Calculability

• Predictability 

• Control



The Columbian Exchange

•Exportation 
of ‘Old 
World’ foods 
to the 
Americas

• Importation 
of ‘New 
World’ foods 
into Europe



Food and Nationalism

• What do you understand by the following terms:

- Gastronationalism

- Gastrodiplomacy

- ‘Edible chronotopes’

- Mixophobia

- Haute cuisine

- Haute traditional cuisine?





Food and Nationalism

• What do the authors have to say about the following examples of 
food practices:

- Fois gras (Porciani, p. 9)

- Hummus, couscous and felafel (Porciani, p. 9)

- Roast beef (Porciani, p. 13)

- New Nordic Cuisine (Porciani, p. 10)

- Thai Llama Curry (Sammells, pp. 150—154)



Food and UNESCO

• What does Sammells say about the respective issues surrounding 
recognition of French and Mexican cuisine as intangible cultural 
heritage? 







Food and Intangible Heritage in the Caucasus 

Bahar Aykan, 'The Politics of Intangible Heritage and Food Fights in 
Western Asia,' International Journal of Heritage Studies, 22:10 (2016): 
799–810.

• What issues have arisen in relation to the UNESCO Intangible Cultural 
Heritage (ICH) convention in and around the Caucasus? 

• What geopolitical debates have been engendered by efforts to have 
particular foodstuffs and culinary dishes/practices listed as ICH? 





Keşkek, Turkey



Dolma (TOLMA), Azerbaijan



Lavash, Armenia



LavasH 
‘elsewhere’


