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Question: Critically review the following heritage relevant article: Caitlin DeSilvey and Rodney Harrison. 2020. Anticipating loss: rethinking endangerment in heritage futures, International Journal of Heritage Studies 26(2020)1, 1-7. (Available Open Access or via UWTSD catalogue)

This critical review of the above article explores the thematic preoccupations of the paper, along with its theory, methodology, perspectives, results and conclusions. It examines the merits and demerits of its arguments through the prisms of cultural memory theory, conservation theory, social theory, political theory, restoration and authorised heritage discourse; all of which form the underlying and undertone of DeSilvey and Harrison’s work.
The paper outlines the notions of endangerment in the heritage sector and the ‘attempts to arrest or reverse to arrest processes of loss and change’ (DeSilvey & Harrison, 2020). In doing so, the authors highlight the reality of natural endangerment as being inevitable for heritage, as with life in general: despite best efforts to achieve sustainability, loss will occur. However, DeSilvey and Harrison acknowledge that the appreciation of objects and practices is not only determined by their risk and endangerment. To achieve this, their article explores the themes of the inevitability of loss, the politics of loss, and the potential in loss. In this regard, this critical review agrees with the paper by referring to Sarah May’s proposal (quoted in Fredheim, 2018, p.619) that ‘the application of endangerment narratives to heritage reinforces uncritical understanding of heritage’; therefore, it is right to explore heritage from a different point of view when investigating natural or cultural heritage, preservation, conservation and management.
The notion that ‘necessity is the mother of invention’ (Ammer, 2013) is apt for evaluating the paper’s position in relation to loss assessment and a response that leads to ‘endangerment sensibility’, as corroborated by Fernando Vidal and Nelia Dias (2016). This is what makes heritage objects, practices and places unique: with the fear of losing a piece of history, its rarity value increases. For instance, the threat of fire to the Amazon rainforest in Brazil has led to it becoming more valued as an ecological heritage. In consonance with the themes of the paper, it could be argued that it was the risk of its endangerment that made President Macron of France proclaim: ‘The Amazon rain forest – the lungs which produce 20% of our planet’s oxygen – is on fire. It is an international crisis. Members of the G7 Summit, let’s discuss this emergency’ (Reuters, 2019). Museums, atlases, encyclopaedias, and global bodies such as UNESCO all exist to prevent this loss.
In exploring the inevitability of loss, this review posits that the point could have been made more concisely, instead of repeating the same point over two paragraphs. Similarly, in the explanation of how individuals relate to heritage, the authors should have interpreted this from Jan Assmann’s (1995) theoretical point of view, which concerns the identity reconstruction of cultural memory of the past. Although this might be fixed, it can be reinterpreted in a new construct, so that a new generation can understand a past unpleasant history through selective memory. A new generation after Russia’s deliberate war in Ukraine might elect to remember it as a ‘special military operation’ to exterminate ‘Nazis’ – which, though it may be untrue, can become a heritage they might embrace. Hence, the definition of memory in heritage is subjective, depending on an individual’s interpretation. The specific character a person derives from belonging to a distinct society and culture is not seen to maintain itself for generations, as a result of ‘the survival of the type’ cultural instinct (Assmann & Czaplicka, 1995, pp.125-133).
One of the key points of the article is the politics of loss. This accurately captures political theory as it applies to heritage – which, like the larger society, is not immune to politics. This raises issues such as ‘sacrifice of loss’ (DeSilvey & Harrison, 2020). Politics, instead of uniting, can sometimes promote division. For instance, in Nigeria, one of the two UNESCO sites is the Osun-Osogbo Sacred Grove (UNESCO, n.d.), which is only one of several sacred groves in the Yoruba land. It is arguably not necessarily the most sacred, but it is highlighted essentially due to the influence of the former custodian of the 75-hectare grove: namely, the famous Austrian-born artist Suzanne Wenger, who was formerly married to the erudite German scholar Ulli Beier. It can be argued that it was mainly her international influence that drew the global community’s attention to the relevance of the grove. The present reviewer, being half-Yoruba, knows of many special spiritual groves that no one recognises; therefore, all the cultural memories and spirituality they posses are ignored. As economists might say, they become ‘the opportunity cost’: that is, the forgone alternative. ‘Whose stories are collected, remembered and celebrated, and whose are forgotten?’ (DeSilvey & Harrison, 2020).
Sometimes there is no democracy in heritage, as Laurajane Smith (2006; 2012) pointed out. The ‘authorised heritage discourse’ assumptions (AHD) relate to the themes of the article; this term refers to the professional bodies and experts placed in charge of the legitimization, blueprints and regulation of historical and cultural narratives. Whilst this is not always unjustified, it can sometimes lead to professional biases, as some ‘experts’ living in distant places cannot assume to determine objects of importance for locals who belong to a specific tradition. Based on ‘universalising’ (Harrison, 2010) academic or professional knowledge and a set of ideas, this has sometimes led to political tensions and reactions. Another good example of this debate is the Olumo Rock in Nigeria, which has enjoyed state recognition due to ‘experts’ assessment; yet when compared to the Kukuruku hills in Edo state, Olumo has little significance in terms of size and ecological importance. Indeed, this is the case for many intangible heritages. Furthermore, decision makers avoid community engagements (van Knippenberg, Boonstra & Boelens, 2022, pp.26-42). Who determines whose culture to document, revive or preserve; and in doing so, ‘whose heritage will be lost?’ (DeSilvey & Harrison, 2020).
As regards the potential in loss, this review aligns with the article’s notion of ‘letting go of certain assets, behaviours and beliefs where retaining them could make matter worse’. Letting go leads to the ‘emergence of alternative behaviour and beliefs’. Some cultural curation needs to decay, to give birth to new ideas and approaches, and relinquishment sometimes creates better values and practices. For instance, twins used to be killed at birth in Nigeria, due to cultural beliefs; they were seen as evil, until Mary Slessor’s intervention (Odey & Onah, 2019) stopped these killings. Such advantages are not limited to intangibility, but tangible heritages also benefit, especially in situations where there is partial loss. Total loss can, however, be counterproductive in its effect on tangible heritage. This should not be seen as an alarming situation, considering that culture embraces change. As propounded in communicative memory theory, some memories would not last a lifetime, as they evolve; and cultural norms relating to fashion or language (e.g. slang) fade with time. According to Aleida Assmann (n.d.), ‘Cultural memory enables people … to adapt to new circumstances by retaining traces of what worked in the past’.
One major shortcoming of the article is that a section is devoted to a collection of other writers’ papers from the International Conference on Anticipation, held in London in 2017. Despite their similar themes, analysing these papers mid-way into the article makes it disjointed and affects the structure of the work. Furthermore, the authors leave the discussion of the Anthropocene to another author, named Petursdottir, even though they mentioned it (Anthropocene) in their keywords – as though they realised they had not supplied the analysis they emphasised at the beginning. Another limitation of the article is lack of case studies: although the authors critically apply relevant theories and methodology (as already acknowledged in this review), they fail to give examples of the categorisation of loss that was developed in the article; this could have added more credence and clarity to their points. Other limitations stem from inadequate data and sample sizes to support their arguments about heritage loss. Mainly in the aspect of politics in heritage, this could have been achieved through interviews, where expert respondents and people in a particular group can share real-life experiences, to reveal how they respond to cultural changes and the selected recollections of the past that feature in their present life.
The conclusion of the article is effectively written, in the sense that it captures all the themes, concepts and methodologies set out in the paper from the outset, by stressing the inevitability and creative potential of loss and change, and fashioning new ways of doing things in response to changes in heritage – especially in relation to natural and cultural heritage preservation and management, and opening new lines of enquiry for heritage studies in future.
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