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Uzzell describes heritage as ‘the lovechild of a multitude of relationships between academics in many disciplines, nurtured by practitioners and institutions’[footnoteRef:1]. It is clear therefore that heritage locates itself in a nexus of multidisciplinary academic studies. The Cambridge Dictionary defines Heritage as ‘ features belonging to the culture of a particular society, such as traditions, languages, or buildings, that were created in the past and still have historical importance’.[footnoteRef:2] Whilst this definition is also true, it belies the significance of natural heritage and the environment and in doing so, disregards the concept of the Common Heritage of Humankind and the obligations human society has to understand how human action, based on an understanding of how past events must inform the future.   Heritage is not the same as History as whilst history is the study of past events, heritage can be seen as the past and how it presents itself in the present.  This distinction is important, particularly when considering tangible and intangible heritage[footnoteRef:3] as tangible heritage may remain relatively unchanged, while intangible heritage is more subjective and therefore more vulnerable to change, evolution and even invention.  Indeed, as Hobsbawm and Ranger suggest, ‘’Traditions’ which appear or claim to be old are often quite recent in origin and sometimes invented.’[footnoteRef:4] One cannot, therefore, consider the study of Heritage as the study of History:  as Walter Benjamin argues, ‘To articulate the past historically does not mean to recognise it as it really was’[footnoteRef:5] [1:  David Uzzell in Marie Louise Stig Sørensen, John Carman, Heritage Studies: Methods and Approaches (Oxford: Routledge 2009) p326 https://web-p-ebscohost-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/ebookviewer/ebook/bmxlYmtfXzI4OTgzNl9fQU41?sid=a69c8cf7-90e6-4051-86aa-43621be655ef@redis&vid=2&format=EB&rid=1 [accessed 27th February 2024]]  [2:  Cambridge University Press and Assessment, Cambridge Dictionary (2024) https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/heritage [accessed 27th February 2024]
]  [3:  Tangible Heritage includes buildings, Landscapes, Oceans and other physical structures such as art.  On the other hand, Intangible Heritage includes practices which are more conceptual including ritual, behavioural practices, literature and oral practices such as story telling.  This distinction may appear straightforward until one considers that many intangible heritage practices require tangible heritage to be able to manifest.  For example, literature may need to be written paper or vellum to allow the reader to understand the work.  Culinary practices may require traditional cooking equipment and rituals may need particular forms of dress to fully express the practice.
]  [4:  Eric Hobsbawm, ‘Inventing Traditions’ in The Invention of Tradition ed. By Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger (New York: Cambridge University Press 21st printing 2013), p. 1]  [5:  Benjamin in Patrick Wright, On Living in an Old Country: The National Past in Contemporary Britain (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), p1] 

Indeed, unlike what may be considered the passive study of history[footnoteRef:6], heritage, it is argued is always in an active state, working as an ever-evolving practice via cultural identity and memory.  Silverman argues that, far from it being something used for inert understanding or social amusement, heritage is  [6:  Although this is contestable as it could be argued that studying the past will always inform the present and may influence the future.] 

[…] always bringing the past into the present through historical contingency and strategic appropriations, deployments, redeployments, and creation of connections and reconnections.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Helen Silverman, Heritage in Action Making the Past in the Present (Springer, 2017) p. 11 https://www-vlebooks-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/Product/Index/1927016?page=0&startBookmarkId=-1 [accessed 28th February 2024]] 

Moreover, Silverman states that cultural heritage allows society to interact both socially and politically from a local and macro perspective whilst still allowing individuals to situate and ground themselves in their ‘place, home and community’.[footnoteRef:8]  Cultural heritage, therefore, informs both individual and collective identity.   Furthermore, Apaydin argues that heritage and identity are so intertwined, the annihilation of tangible heritages, which often occur during conflict and capitalist developments, can result in the loss of individual and group identity.[footnoteRef:9]  This concern for preservation of heritage was reflected in UNESCO’s constitution of 1945 where, as a result of historical sites being destroyed in the Second World War, it committed to  ‘the conservation and protection of the spectrum of the world’s cultural heritage’.[footnoteRef:10] This led to the World Heritage Convention of 1972 where the World Heritage List was conceived and as of February 2023, a total of 1199 tangible sites are ascribed as being of ‘outstanding value to humanity’.[footnoteRef:11][footnoteRef:12] Further, in 2002 UNESCO created a more definitive list of what it deemed to fit into the notion of cultural heritage and this included both tangible heritage sites such as historic buildings, sacred sites and natural landscapes, and intangible heritage such as arts and crafts, events and beliefs; all of which inform the creation of ‘collective memory’.[footnoteRef:13]  However, whilst it is clear that UNESCO carries out valuable work in the preservation of global heritage, it works through its signatory members and is therefore susceptible to political pressures.  For example, in 2011, UNESCO’s pro-Palestinian stance and monies owed resulted in the withdrawal of membership of the USA and Israel and while the USA rejoined, in 2017 President Trump again withdrew from membership citing ‘anti-Israeli bias’.  UNESCO therefore is intrinsically political in its operations.[footnoteRef:14] This does not make it less valuable in its work to preserve global heritage, but it suggests that it operates in a framework of decision making which is heavily governed by its member states. In addition, UNESCO works within a global structure and it would be a mistake to only view heritage in this way.  Indeed heritage operates at a much more local level, particularly when considering notions of identity and memory. [8:  Ibid. p.11]  [9:  Veysel Apaydin, Critical Perspectives on Cultural Memory and Heritage Construction, Transformation and Destruction, (London: UCL Press, 2020) p.1]  [10:  Dennis Rodwell ‘The UNESCO World Heritage Convention, 1972–2012: Reflections and Directions, The Historic Environment: Policy & Practice, 3:1 (2012) 64-85, DOI: 10.1179/1756750512Z.0000000004]  [11:  UNESCO World Heritage Convention, World Heritage (2024) https://whc.unesco.org/en/about/ [accessed 28th February 2024]]  [12:  UNESCO World Heritage Convention, The List (2024) https://whc.unesco.org/en/about/ [accessed 28th February 2024]]  [13:  Rodney Harrison, Understanding the Politics of Heritage (Milton Keynes: Open University Press, 2010) pp 10-11]  [14:  Aljazeera, US halts UNESCO funding (2011) https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2011/11/1/us-halts-unesco-funding [accessed 27th February 2024).  Time Why the United States is saying goodbye to UNESCO (2017) https://time.com/4979481/unesco-us-leaving/ [accessed 27th February 2024]] 

Heritage matters as a commodity, particularly within the tourism where statistics show that in 2022 – 2023, 34% of adults visited an  heritage site in England at least three times a year.[footnoteRef:15] Alongside this, in December 2023 Historic England reported that £1.3 billion was generated by visitors to historic houses, with the UNESCO brand aiding the British economy by £151 million.[footnoteRef:16]   By implication, heritage of this kind is accessible only to those who have the financial means to engage with it, debarring those without the necessary resources.  In addition, Hewison argues that heritage has become a form of ‘popular entertainment’ which acts to create a nostalgia for the past and a distraction from the present.[footnoteRef:17]  It could be argued that this can be seen in the contemporary debates surrounding the positive iconography of slave owners in the UK and the subsequent realignment of narratives surrounding these individuals.  Notwithstanding Hewison’s arguments, however it remains evident that heritage serves a major role in the economies  of many nation states.   [15:  Statista, Share of adults who visited a heritage site in England in the last 12 months in 2022/2023 by frequency (2024). https://www.statista.com/statistics/558111/heritage-site-visit-frequency-uk-england/ [accessed 29th February 2024]]  [16:  Historic England, The Contribution of the Heritage Sector to the Visitor Economy (2023) https://historicengland.org.uk/research/heritage-counts/heritage-and-economy/visitor-economy/ [accessed 29th February 2024]]  [17:  Hewison in Rodney Harrison, Understanding the Politics of Heritage (Milton Keynes: Open University Press, 2010) p 16.] 

There is a tension between heritage as the relationship between people, places and memory – that which is generally known as unofficial heritage, and the official state ascribed tangible and intangible heritage. Multiple heritages exist through this process and at the macro/local level.   Regarding UNESCO, questions exist regarding the domination of western heritage models and how sites of ‘outstanding universal value’ are categorised[footnoteRef:18]. Linked to this is the question that Rodwell poses as to whether ‘…outstanding universal value signify the most outstanding places in the world?’[footnoteRef:19] This essay suggests that, for individuals, it may matter greatly; after all for most populations, the notion of cultural heritage and outstanding value is local based and locally mediated.   Furthermore, at national level, questions regarding decision making are an intrinsic part of heritage discourse.  The question therefore, of what heritage matters is arguably of equal importance as the question of why heritage matters.  Heritage is not inherent.  There is no intrinsic value attached to either tangible or intangible heritage  other than the one ascribed to it.[footnoteRef:20] Indeed, Smith argues that not only is heritage performative ‘[it]is used to construct, reconstruct and negotiate a range of identities and social and cultural values and meanings in the present’.[footnoteRef:21]  From the perspective of state decision making, Smith names this ‘Authorised Heritage Discourse (AHD)’, and argues that it is based on power relationships which determine the relative value of a particular heritage object. The issue of AHD is an extremely important one, and one that can work at all levels.  For example, it is arguable that an exploration of our museum sector illustrates hegemonic associations, where institutions like the British Museum represent elite interests, whilst so called ‘Folk’ Museums, or museums of life such as the Irish National Heritage Park are predicated on the illusion of working class and peasant life through time.[footnoteRef:22] Of equal importance in AHD is the notion of invented traditions which include customs and practices which have been established over a brief period of time but which may appear to be relatively old and which may be derived from archaic foundations including myth and folktales.  For example, Hobsbawn  argues that cultural heritage in Scotland was largely constructed in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, which included the cultural revolution against Ireland and the invention of new traditions including the kilt and bagpipes.[footnoteRef:23] The invention of a whole new AHD during this time therefore, informed a whole new national identity for Scotland.  Authorised Heritage Discourse can be used in a number of ways both from the perspective of ‘top down’ control of cultural heritage at international, national and from a ‘bottom up’ standpoint produced by local communities.  Moreover, as seen in the Scottish example it can, through the use of invented traditions and propaganda, be used to control the narrative and development of national identity and consequently shift the political framework within which a country may operate.  [18:  UNESCO World Heritage Convention, Policy Compendium (2024) https://whc.unesco.org/en/compendium/?&Documents=1&action=list&id_faq_themes=962  [accessed 28th February 2024]]  [19:  Dennis Rodwell ‘The UNESCO World Heritage Convention, 1972–2012: Reflections and Directions]  [20:  Rodney Harrison, Understanding the Politics of Heritage p.25]  [21:  Laurajayne Smith, Uses of Heritage (Oxford: Routledge 2006) p 3]  [22:  Irish National Heritage Park (2024) https://irishheritage.ie/ [accessed 1st March 2024]]  [23:  Eric Hobsbawm, ‘The Invention of Tradition’ p16] 

In summary, heritage matters, not least because it provides for a cultural identity and informs collective memory.  This in turn allows individuals to develop personal heritages and identities.  However, cultural identity is also developed through hegemonic relationships, where the collective memory is ascribed in a way that is deemed to be valuable in terms of the Authorised Heritage Discourse, and through the way in which traditions are invented to channel a specific social and political stance.  This is not to say that heritage, particularly intangible heritage should not evolve, but the motivations for steering such change should be considered and understood.
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