Why does heritage matter?

In this essay, I will be attempting to explore Why heritage matters, this apparently simple question is actually not as simple as it seems and is comprised of multiple complex parts that lead to further questions. Where does my identity start and my heritage end? And why is it important for a person to know their heritage? A person’s heritage does not just influence how they view their past but also how they engage in the present, whether it is how they eat or how they interact with family; it also influences the future of how a person goes about making decisions and how they choose to preserve their heritage (AriseFamilyCentre, 2021). The overall goal of this essay is to explore what exactly we mean by the term heritage, how we understand it and to discuss why it matters. I will also be reflecting on the positive aspects that heritage provides in addition to some criticisms surrounding the topic, the aim of this is to provide a balanced reflection.
Before we can begin to explore why heritage matters, we must first understand what exactly we mean by the term heritage. Researcher Rodney Harrison explains that within the broad definition of heritage, it can be “used to describe everything from buildings to cooking styles, songs to personal belongings, ethnicity to religion” (Harrison, 2013). Using this explanation from Harrison if we apply the definitions provided to us by UNESCO in simplistic terms heritage can be broken into two categories, Tangible, and Intangible. UNESCO highlighted the significance of intangible values as part of heritage when it implemented a convention in 2003 to assist safeguard intangible cultural heritage, which was characterised as “practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills, instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces associated with communities, groups and individuals” (UNESCO, 2011). 
In his article, the scope, and definitions of heritage: from tangible to intangible, Yahaya Ahmad explains that to help serve the vast global communities UNESCO clarified the definition of ‘tangible’ was revised as cultural properties to include “monuments, groups of buildings and sites” (Ahmad, 2006). This definition provided to us by UNESCO aligns with Dawson's definition that the most tangible manifestations of heritage are anything material like monuments, Dawson further expands that it is because a society builds the monument that the structure is given its value. It is a physical reminder capable of being touched of society's accomplishments (Dawson, 2004). However, Dawson argues that an expansion to writings, texts and manuscripts are also created and held which is not included in the outlines set by UNESCO. After a closer examination of what heritage is, it seems that heritage could be narrowed down to the traditions and culture carried by a society including physical representations. The definitions outlined by UNESCO are compatible with their global mission however I consider Dawson's expansion on this definition to be an important opening out from simply buildings, although texts and manuscripts could be classified as intangible heritage, I agree with Dawson's argument stating that oral history would be better suited to that category and as such support the idea that it is not only physical structures that make up our tangible heritage but also other physical reminders that an individual might touch and interact with every day (Dawson, 2004). 
After lending a deeper insight into what we mean by heritage exploring and understanding how we understand heritage would further allow us a clearer grasp as to why heritage matters. One of the major ways in which we interact and understand our heritage is through museums or heritage centres. According to museum consultant Crispin Paine, “museums are the treasure-houses of the human race. They store the memories of the world’s peoples, their cultures, their dreams, and their hopes” (Ambrose & Paine, 2012). How we understand museums in the modern sense is a relatively new concept introduced around the 18th century, nevertheless Paine expresses the opinion that museums may offer a wide range of sociocultural values, such as serving as a cultural hub and a source of collective memory for a community, while also helping to maintain and safeguard the town's natural and cultural history. 
Although I agree that museums serve as a body to maintain and display a society's culture while also serving to educate people on the past sociologist Tony Bennett challenges our understanding of modern museums. Bennett contends that museums serve to further control social class and class performance considering that one of the central themes of most museums is to materialise the power of the ruling class through collections of imperialist plunder, only intensifying the willingness of the ruling class's power (Bennett, 2013). Furthermore, Bennett argues that as a result of public education, museums became a key channel for the fulfilment of state education, and as such, it was the museums' job to sustain a society's moral duties. From my perspective both Paine and Bennett raise valuable points, museums function as an important hub for the preservation and the showcasing of a society’s heritage and without them, a lot of heritage may fade (Ambrose & Paine, 2012). 
On the other hand, Bennett raises an important point that due to the nature surrounding the empire, museums are not a space free from a state’s agenda and as such excuses and to even an extent romanticises the imperial looting of other nations all influencing how we understand and interact not only with our own heritage but also others (Bennett, 2013). A point could be raised that museums are not the only mode in which people can understand heritage, other spaces such as national parks also serve this function through the environment. Some of the largest major archaeological sites and monuments in the United Kingdom can be found in our national parks, they hold a rich cultural history that encompasses a range of traditions and aids in the preservation of valuable folklore and languages (UK, 2018). 
After considering what we mean by the term heritage and exploring how we understand it a closer examination into some of the key positive aspects may provide a better understanding into why it matters. The advancement of Global Heritage has contributed to the preservation and safeguarding of many landmarks of human core values and achievements, together with significant sections of magnificent global ecosystems and landscape around the world. This has empowered previously ostracized heritages, including saving cultures, monuments and languages that could have become extinct (Nottingham, 2016). 
One of the many projects that lend themselves as an example of the importance of heritage is that of UNESCO’s project concerning Abu Simbel, simply summarised this project was undertaken to preserve and relocate the astonishing 22 monuments and temples including those of Abu Simbel and Philae (UNESCO, 2022). Due to the Egyptian government’s decision to construct the Aswan High Damn these valuable relics would have been submerged due to the resulting reservoir along with the rapid rising of the river Nile (Bernecker & Franceshini, 2022). It was this threat that led to the project by the then early established UNESCO, by carefully dismantling the entire site block by large block the monuments were then lifted and reassembled in a new location assuring the sites preservation for future generations. This project is just one small example of the positive aspects of heritage, UNESCO highlights the importance of preserving a societies heritage as well as heritage at large, as these monuments represent Egypt’s past and gives strength to the area and the peoples shared identity. In addition to all of these points this project also showcases how heritage projects can help build and cultivate international relations. This can lead to the upturn in shared international heritage and knowledge eventually giving way to global mutual understanding and appreciation of other cultures (Allais, 2018). This project led by UNESCO is just one major key positive aspect to heritage and although the preservation of heritage and UNESCO’s role in that is highly valuable, they only represent just a small portion of the value that heritage serves.
Although it is clear that there are many positive aspects to heritage and there have been many indicators as to the question why it matters this does not mean that it is without its criticisms. An article written in 2022 analyses the practices and challenges surrounding heritage and conservation using Ethiopia, the North Shoa Zone and the Amhara Region as case studies and highlights some of the key negative aspects of parts of the heritage community, such as “archaeological looting, destruction of cultural sites, and the theft of works of art from churches and museums all over the world are testimonies of cultural heritage destructions” (Mekonnen, et al., 2022). All of these points have risen to the surface of modern debate surrounding the past behaviours of certain heritage groups, it stands to reason that the looting, destruction, and theft of any property is unacceptable behaviour especially when it comes to property that holds cultural value. 
The deep-seated problematic nature of most past acts of ‘heritage preservation’ stems from the privilege and ignorance of white western culture, the isolationist mindset that comes from the idea of national supremacy can cause certain individuals to assume that ‘taking,’ ‘preserving’ and displaying property appropriated from other nations and cultures is an acceptable way to preserve heritage. However, this only further enforces a dangerous mindset of white/western supremacy that leads to the discrimination and suppression of other cultures (Anderson, 2006). It is this behaviour set out by Mekonnen and Anderson that leads to another interesting point of contention within heritage raised by Rodenberg and Wagenaar that heritage involves the picking and overlooking of histories that would provide meaning to things and behaviours, it is a cognitive process in which some histories become dominant and entrenched to the prejudice of others, influencing how we view heritage in the Western world (Rodenberg & Wagenaar, 2018). By examining these key issues surrounding heritage and the community we are able to more clearly examine why heritage matters by maintaining a balanced mindset to the key points enclosing the topic. 
After providing such an in-depth exploration into some of the key aspects surrounding heritage what conclusions can be drawn surrounding the question why it matters? Heritage is an incredibly valuable tool to the human race; it gives us insight about our past and how our world has developed. Heritage provides us with the tools and knowledge to identify the key points of our history and our traditions allowing us a better grasp on our mannerisms and behaviour equipping us humans with an understanding of ourselves and of others around us that we seem to feel a necessity for. In addition to this heritage allows us the luxury of exploring other cultures this exposure can often help people recognise ingrained biases and lead to more open-minded respect for other cultures. If heritage suddenly lost its importance an argument could be made that the importance of preserving our cultural heritage would decrease leading to the loss and extinction of key parts of our past which may have a detrimental impact on all areas of society in the future such as a lack of community feeling resulting in a change of how a society makes key decisions such as war. The economy would also be affected as one of the reasons people go on holidays is to experience the culture and look at the sites if heritage were to no longer matter this would result in a huge blow to a societies economic wellbeing. 
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