Reflective Piece: ‘Why does heritage matter?’
Heritage is not just a collection of memories that anchor identity; it is also a political process that determines whose past is valued and whose is marginalised. The symbiotic relationship between personal or collective memory and political ideology gives heritage its significance: what a society chooses to preserve reveals the political climate in which that decision was made, while what is neglected or contested exposes the lived realities of communities at the grassroots. Understanding this interplay requires engaging with the work of key heritage scholars—such as Rodney Harrison, Jan Assmann, John Czaplicka and Veysel Apaydin—whose research helps to frame how heritage operates as both a cultural practice and a political force. Their ideas provide the foundation for reflecting on why heritage matters and how it shapes the ways we understand ourselves and our past. This reflective piece will explore these perspectives before offering a reflection on how heritage functions as both a cultural practice and a political force.
Rodney Harrison argues that once a historic site is placed on a ‘heritage register’, it becomes framed as ‘official heritage,’ creating competition and conflict over which version of the past is granted authority.[footnoteRef:1] This process, he suggests, produces a two-tiered system in which government-endorsed sites are prioritised, while the grassroots heritage valued by local communities is often overlooked.[footnoteRef:2] This shows how heritage functions as a political tool: by elevating certain sites to ‘official’ status, institutions can legitimise particular historical narratives while diminishing others, effectively shaping public memory through political authority. [1:  Rodney Harrison, 2010, p. 8.]  [2:  Rodney Harrison, 2010, p. 8.] 

While Harrison’s approach focuses largely on the physical embodiments of heritage, Jan Assmann and John Czaplicka offer a more conceptual understanding by viewing heritage as a system of ideologies, customs and cultural memory.[footnoteRef:3] For them, cultural memory forms the foundation of heritage: it is tied to significant events that communities choose to preserve through material forms such as books, rituals or monuments.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Jan Assmann, 1995, p, 125.]  [4:  Jan Assmann, 1995, p, 129.] 

Building on this, Veysel Apaydin emphasises that cultural memory plays a crucial role in shaping identity and belonging.[footnoteRef:5] However, he also recognises that this process is not neutral; heritage can be politically instrumentalised and even ‘abused to shape and oppress communities.’[footnoteRef:6] Together, these scholars highlight the tension between heritage as a tool for identity formation and heritage as a site of political power, illustrating the complex forces that determine what is preserved and why. [5:  Veysel Apaydin, 2020, p. 15.]  [6:  Veysel Apaydin, 2020, p. 17.] 

Despite that heritage can be used as a tool for political ideation, it is still important because it creates a sense of identity, even if it is constructed. Eric Hobsbawm has argued that traditions function as a symbolic practice that ‘inculcate values and norms of behaviour’ by repetition, creating a shared framework of meaning that helps societies respond to the uncertainties of the modern world.[footnoteRef:7] Heritage, therefore, matters because it anchors people emotionally and socially during periods of rapid transformation, offering structures of belonging when older customs lose relevance.[footnoteRef:8] At the same time, Hobsbawm notes that traditions evolve as contexts change: institutions adapt rituals to new circumstances, and nations draw selectively on symbolic ‘warehouses’ of religion, folklore, or royal imagery to craft narratives of identity and legitimacy.[footnoteRef:9] This demonstrates that heritage is not simply inherited but actively shaped to meet present needs, serving political, social, and cultural purposes. Ultimately, Hobsbawm shows that heritage matters because it is a powerful tool for creating cohesion, legitimising authority, and maintaining a sense of collective identity—even when the past being referenced is partly imagined.[footnoteRef:10] [7:  Eric Hobsbawm, 1992, p. 2.]  [8:  Eric Hobsbawm, 1992, p. 6.]  [9:  Eric Hobsbawm, 1992, pp. 7-10.]  [10:  Eric Hobsbawm, 1992, pp. 11-14.] 

Moreover, heritage is not just important for identity and reflection of the past; it is also important to note that heritage can be forward-looking to the future. The Coastal TALES project demonstrates that heritage stories linked with traditional knowledge can help communities build resilience in the face of climate change by inspiring sustainable adaptation grounded in past practices.[footnoteRef:11] This shows that heritage is important to connect people to their own past but can also help shape how communities navigate present challenges and imagine their futures. [11:  BRIDGES, ‘Telling Adaptations: Living Environmental Stories’.] 

Reflecting on these ideas from scholars, it is clear that heritage is a tool in which we can blend memory and politics together, which shapes whose past is preserved and whose is marginalised. Heritage can also be a list of ‘official’ sites, which can ignore others. By looking at these two points, it could be perceived that heritage is a negative notion for society, but it is still a vehicle in which people create a sense of identity and belonging through a shared experience. This is where heritage can be seen as both a physical aspect and a social construct. This blurring of the lines is what makes it so important, as while we will never know what ‘true’ heritage is, it is important in ensuring social cohesion. It is also important in ensuring that communities build resilience in the face of future issues, and it helps people find a sense of who they are. Therefore, as academics who are we to tell someone that their understanding of their heritage is right or wrong.
In conclusion, the significance of heritage lies in its dual role as both a cultural resource and a political instrument. The perspectives of Harrison, Assmann, Czaplicka, Apaydin and Hobsbawm demonstrate that heritage is never neutral: it can legitimise authority, construct collective identities and determine whose histories are made visible or invisible. Yet, at the same time, heritage provides individuals and communities with a sense of belonging, continuity and meaning, even when the traditions they draw upon are adapted, invented or strategically shaped to meet present needs. Projects such as Coastal TALES further show that heritage is not confined to the past; it also guides how communities respond to contemporary challenges and envision their futures. Understanding heritage as both constructed and contested does not diminish its importance—rather, it highlights its power. Ultimately, heritage matters because it enables people to situate themselves within broader narratives, to maintain cohesion in times of change, and to assert their identities in ways that feel authentic to them. Recognising this complexity reminds us that no single definition of heritage can claim universal authority, and that valuing diverse understandings is essential to ensuring that heritage remains meaningful for all.
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