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WHY DOES HERITAGE MATTER?
This essay considers the importance of heritage and assesses why it matters in today’s world. It considers definitions of heritage, how heritage has been viewed through history, and looks at the views of different researchers in different parts of the world. It considers whether heritage is a ‘given’ or whether it has been constructed over time.
There are many definitions of heritage and it can be a hard concept to pin down, however a good starting point is put forward by English Heritage:  heritage is ‘All inherited resources that people value for reasons beyond mere utility’.[footnoteRef:1] This encompasses the idea that heritage is passed down through generations and that it is still relevant today, a concept furthered by Rodney Harrison’s view that heritage is ‘primarily not about the past, but instead about our relationship with the present and the future’ and that it is a ‘mirror to the present’.[footnoteRef:2] Taking this point further, the UNESCO Conference of 2002 stated that: [1:  Paul Drury and Anna McPherson, Conservation Principles, Policies And Guidance (London: English Heritage, 2008).]  [2:  Rodney Harrison, Heritage: Critical Approaches (Abingdon: Routledge, 2013).] 

To value our heritage in all its dimensions, to care for it as a treasure bequeathed to us by our ancestors, to recognize that it is our duty to transmit it intact to our children, is a sign of wisdom.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  UNESCO, World Heritage 2002: Shared Legacy, Common Responsibility (Paris: UNESCO, 2003).] 

Many definitions of heritage focus solely on the physical aspects, the castles, country houses and churches that spring to mind when talking about heritage. Indeed, the Oxford English Dictionary’s definition is ‘property that is or may be inherited; an inheritance’.[footnoteRef:4] Certainly, physical heritage sites are often the ‘gateway’ to an interest in history for many families and young people, particularly those that are presented in an engaging manner.[footnoteRef:5] However this view of heritage misses the importance of ‘intangible’ heritage that encompasses the culture, language, customs, traditions, art, cuisine and literature of a community. Some researchers stress that heritage is socially constructed, in that their meaning comes from the actions and interests of people in a particular culture; an interesting way of expressing this being that ‘cultural landscapes are created through time by a form of cultural sedimentation in which past human action leaves traces’.[footnoteRef:6]  UNESCO, who originally focussed on physical heritage[footnoteRef:7], have since acknowledged the importance of intangible heritage to the extent that by 2002 it recognised twenty categories of cultural heritage[footnoteRef:8]; also stating that we need to protect ‘the cultural memory of humanity’, effectively conveying the importance of the task.[footnoteRef:9] Indeed, the sheer abundance of what is currently considered to be heritage can lead to the view that almost anything can be construed as heritage and to the development of concepts such as ‘heritage-chic’ and the re-imagining of old industrial buildings for modern uses such as offices, apartments and restaurants.[footnoteRef:10] There is also a feeling that, faced with the uncertainty of the 21st century, due to financial crises, wars and pandemics, people are looking to the past, especially where it is feared that the memories of a culture’s past traditions are getting lost.[footnoteRef:11] [4:  Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2023).]  [5:  English Heritage, Our Vision And Values (2023) Our vision and values | English Heritage (english-heritage.org.uk) [Accessed 23rd February 2023].]  [6:  Denis Byrne, ‘Heritage Conservation As Social Action’, in The Cultural Heritage Reader, ed by R Harrison, J Jameson and J Schofield (London: Routledge, 2008), pp 149-173 , (p 155).]  [7:  UNESCO, UNESCO Convention Concerning The Protection Of The World Cultural And Natural Heritage (Paris: UNESCO, 1972). ]  [8:  UNESCO, World Heritage 2002: Shared Legacy, Common Responsibility.]  [9:  Catherine Fiankan-Bokonga, ‘A Historic Resolution To Protect Cultural Heritage’, The UNESCO Courier, October to December 2017, A historic resolution to protect cultural heritage (unesco.org)]  [10:  Rodney Harrison, Heritage: Critical Approaches (Abingdon: Routledge, 2012).]  [11:  Richard Terdiman, Present Past: Modernity And The Memory Crisis (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993).] 

Has heritage always been considered important or is it a recent phenomenon? It is often assumed that interest in cultural heritage is a recent occurrence as previous generations were too concerned with everyday life to show much interest in preserving the past, with most attention currently given to developments since the UNESCO World Heritage Convention of 1972.[footnoteRef:12] However, ‘collections’ of objects have been used since pre-history to demonstrate prestige, wealth and community ties. A collection dating from 530 BCE in Uruk, present-day Iraq, containing objects dating from 2000-2500 BCE, is significant in that it was accompanied by an inscription stating that the objects were collected ‘for the marvel of beholders’, demonstrating that it was important for people to be able to view them.[footnoteRef:13] Collections of objects also existed in the Middle East, China, and Roman and Greek territories, and by the 8th BCE century the Shoso-in at the Todai Temple in Nara, Japan had been founded, considered to be the oldest museum in continual use.[footnoteRef:14] Throughout the Middle Ages, churches and monasteries displayed religious relics and manuscripts, and by the late 17th century the first truly public museums opened (for example Basel University Museum in 1671 and the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford in 1683).[footnoteRef:15] [12:  UNESCO, UNESCO Convention Concerning The Protection Of The World Cultural And Natural Heritage.]  [13:  John Simmons, Museums: A History (London: Rowman and Littlefield, 2022).]  [14:  John Simmons, Museums: A History.]  [15:  John Simmons, Museums: A History.] 

By the 19th century, the emphasis had shifted to ‘national’ heritage, a concept which had only come into being at the end of the 18th century and which can be defined as ‘A large body of people united by common descent, history, culture or language, inhabiting a particular country or territory’.[footnoteRef:16] Crucial to the success of establishing the idea of nationhood was a link to the (preferably distant) past, to be used as a means of uniting people through their shared history. One of the ways of doing this was to revive old customs and traditions and also to invent new ones. Most traditions claim to have ancient roots, in fact this can be crucial to their success, however they are generally invented for a particular purpose or occasion and, whilst referencing the past and adapting old themes and ideas, are usually a recent creation.[footnoteRef:17] Traditions can also change and evolve into new forms over time as people adapt them to their current requirements (an example being the Mari Lwyd tradition in Wales); the fact that it is considered important to ‘re-imagine’ these traditions rather than let them die out is testament to the continued importance of intangible heritage today.[footnoteRef:18] [16:  Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, Rev. ed. (London: Verso, 2006).]  [17:  Eric Hobsbawm, ‘Inventing Traditions,’ in The Invention of Tradition, ed. by Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992 [1983])]  [18:  David Howell, 'Contemporising Custom: The Re-Imagining of the Mari Lwyd,' International Journal of Intangible Heritage, 13 (2018): pp 66—79.] 

Awareness of the importance of heritage developed swiftly from the late 19th century onwards. In the U.K., the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings was formed in 1877, and was established due to fears of historic buildings being destroyed and ruined by over-enthusiastic renovations[footnoteRef:19], followed by the National Trust in 1895, with its aim to conserve historic and natural places and make them accessible to the general public so that they can be shared by everyone.[footnoteRef:20] [19:  Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings, About Us https://www.spab.org.uk/about-us [accessed 13 February 2023].]  [20:  The National Trust, About Us https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/who-we-are/about-us [accessed 13 February 2023].] 

Negative reaction to Modernist architects such as Le Corbusier, with his ‘Plan Voisin’ of 1925 to demolish a large part of the old centre of Paris and replace it with eighteen identical skyscrapers, also provided impetus for action to be taken to preserve heritage, particularly in urban areas.[footnoteRef:21] (It is ironic, and indicative of how views on what is heritage change over time, that several of Le Corbusier’s projects were later inscribed as UNESCO World Heritage sites in 2016 on account of them being ‘an outstanding contribution to the modern movement’. Similarly, the listing of brutalist architecture such as London’s Centre Point).[footnoteRef:22] [21:  Le Corbusier and Frederick Etchells, The City Of Tomorrow And Its Planning, 8th edition (New York: Dover Publications, 1987).]  [22:  UNESCO, The Architectural Work Of Le Corbusier An Outstanding Contribution To The Modern Movement Inscribed On The UNESCO World Heritage List, Le Corbusier - World Heritage [Accessed 17th February 2023]. Tom Oliver Payne, This Is Why Brutalist Architecture Is More Important Now Than Ever Before (2017), This Is Why Brutalist Architecture Is More Important Now Than Ever Before | Architectural Digest [Accessed 23rd February 2023].] 

The damage caused by war also emphasises how important cultural heritage is to a nation or community. Robert Bevan argued that the destruction caused by war ‘not only shatters a nation’s culture and morale but is also a deliberate act of eradicating a culture’s memory and, ultimately, its existence’.[footnoteRef:23] Deliberate destruction of cultural heritage was recognised as a war crime by the United Nations Security Council in 2017, calling it ‘a strategy of cultural cleansing’ and ‘inseparable from that of defending human lives’.[footnoteRef:24] There are many examples of destruction of heritage as part of war, the most recent being from Iraq, Syria, and Ukraine, causing shock and outrage around the world.[footnoteRef:25] Public awareness of such events worldwide is facilitated by the power of social media, helping to raise awareness of the threats to our shared heritage.[footnoteRef:26] This type of deliberate destruction attacks the local community’s sense of identity and place and is ‘an attempt to erase and reset the region’s memory and identity’.[footnoteRef:27] (However there is a flipside to this where the international community stresses the importance of saving physical heritage sites which can be at odds with the local population’s view that attacks on their people are more important than saving buildings; this hints at the tensions that can exist between international agencies and local communities.)[footnoteRef:28]  [23:  Robert Bevan, The Destruction Of Memory: Architecture At War, (London: Reaktion Books, 2006).]  [24:  UNESCO, UN Security Council Adopts Historic Resolution For The Protection Of Heritage (2017), UN Security Council adopts historic resolution for the protection of heritage (unesco.org) [Accessed 17th February 2023].]  [25:  UNESCO, Damaged Cultural Sites In Ukraine Verified By UNESCO, Damaged cultural sites in Ukraine verified by UNESCO | UNESCO [Accessed 18th February 2023].]  [26:  Elisa Giaccardi (Ed), Heritage And Social Media: Understanding Heritage In A Participatory Culture (London: Routledge, 2012).]  [27:  Inci Sayki, Destruction Of Cultural Heritage Is Not Only A War Crime, But An Attack On Humankind’s Shared Memory, The Organization for World Peace,  – The Organization for World Peace (theowp.org) (2020) [Accessed 17th February 2023]. Ömür Harmanşah, ‘ISIS, Heritage, And The Spectacles Of Destruction In The Global Media’ in Near Eastern Archaeology, 78.3 (2015) 170-177.]  [28:  Oumar Bar, ‘Contested Meanings: Timbuktu And The Prosecution Of Destruction Of Cultural Heritage As War Crimes, African Studies Review, 63.4 (2020), ] 

The Second World War led to a flurry of activity such as the formation of the United Nations in 1945, followed by the United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), plus other organisations concerned with museums and the conservation of natural and cultural heritage. These led ultimately to the ground-breaking UNESCO World Heritage Convention of 1972, which established the idea of the World Heritage List, inclusion on which was to be scientifically decided upon according to whether the site had ‘outstanding universal value’.[footnoteRef:29] The number of sites on this prestigious list now number 1,157 and it continues to grow.[footnoteRef:30] There are many positives to having such a list, among them protection of the sites, using heritage as a driver for peace and international co-operation and engaging young people in preserving sites for their future.[footnoteRef:31] However there are also issues such as imposition of Western culture’s priorities to the detriment of the local population, geopolitical tensions, an exacerbation of the North-South divide, and states using inclusion on the list for international prestige and economic gains.[footnoteRef:32] [29:  UNESCO, UNESCO Convention Concerning The Protection Of The World Cultural And Natural Heritage (Paris: UNESCO, 1972). ]  [30:  UNESCO, World Heritage List, (2023)  UNESCO World Heritage Centre - World Heritage List [Accessed 19th February 2023].]  [31:  UNESCO, World Heritage 2002: Shared Legacy, Common Responsibility (Paris: UNESCO, 2003).]  [32:  Chloe Maurel, Whose World Heritage? The Problem With UNESCO’s Famous List, (2017) Whose World Heritage? The problem with UNESCO’s famous list - Equal Times [Accessed 19th February 2023].] 

In conclusion, this essay has considered what is meant by heritage and why it is important. It has examined the difficulties in defining heritage, the different categories of heritage, and looked briefly at whether heritage has always existed as a concept or whether it is a more recent construction. It argues that people have always had concern for their shared histories, it is not just a recent phenomenon, and that our cultural heritage is crucial for humanity’s present and future. Finally it acknowledges that there are geo-political issues surrounding the current system of UNESCO heritage sites and that more work is needed to ensure that the protection of heritage is done with the agreement and involvement of local communities.
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